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Abstract

Many English nominalizing suffixes give rise to derivatives that usually
denote either eventualities or participants of eventualities (e.g. confirm →
confirmation; train → trainee). The implicit consensus in the literature is
that their eventuality-related semantics derives from base structures encod-
ing eventualities, and that pertinent suffixes prefer verbs as bases given the
natural concurrence of verbs and eventualities. Unsurprisingly, then, previ-
ous studies of nominalization semantics deal nearly exclusively with deverbal
formations. However, we also find denominal nouns with the same suffixes
and similar semantics (e.g. sediment → sedimentation; debt → debtee), which
poses questions on how such readings arise and how they should be modeled.

In this paper, we report on eventuality-related denominal -ment forma-
tions. We employ a frame-semantic approach to derivation that models no-
minalization semantics as the potential to induce referential shifts on base
structures. Based on corpus data, we show that denominal forms, just like
deverbal ones, allow for referential shifts, but that the locus of the eventuality
differs depending on the base noun. We zoom in on two classes of nominal
base nouns with different properties, eventuality-denoting psych nouns and
person-denoting attitudinal nouns, and formally model one representative of
each classes. Employing frame-based deep decomposition, we show that the
input to -ment-nominalizations systematically encodes eventualities, irrespec-
tive of the base’s part-of-speech, and therefore allows for extending the refer-
ence shifting approach to the denominal domain.

1 Introduction

Many English nominalizing suffixes, such as -ation, -ee or -ment, predominantly
give rise to what we will call eventuality-related readings in this paper. By
this we mean that they typically denote either eventualities, including both events
and states, or participants of eventualities. For example, examination typically refers
to the eventuality denoted by its base verb examine, and a trainee is the patient
participant of the eventuality denoted by its base verb train. Eventuality-relatedness
is thus a rather broad category that lumps together several more fine-grained classes
found in the literature, such as for example participant, result, or eventive readings
(see Lieber 2017 for an overview of the several diverging classification systems which
are on the market for the semantic categorization of nominalizations).

It has been observed that such eventuality-related readings arise systematically
from base structures encoding eventualities (see e.g. Bauer et al. 2013, 213; Kawaletz
2021). There also is an implicit consensus in the literature that suffixes producing
such readings prefer verbal bases because of the strong tendency of verbs and eventu-
ality semantics to go hand in hand (see e.g. Haspelmath 2001; Szabó 2015; Moltmann
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2019 on the preferential concurrence of word classes and ontological categories). Un-
surprisingly, then, previous studies of nominalization semantics deal nearly exclu-
sively with deverbal formations (see e.g. Grimshaw 1990; Alexiadou 2001; Lieber
2016; Plag et al. 2018; for overview articles with the same bias, see Alexiadou 2010;
Lieber 2017).

However, such a narrow focus on the part-of-speech of a word-formation process’s
bases is problematic. First, in English, a base’s word class is oftentimes unclear to
begin with, as evidenced by the notoriously difficult problem of determining the
directionality of conversion (see e.g. Balteiro 2007; Bram 2011; Plag 2003). Second,
less ambiguous cases indicate that the majority of English word formation processes
operate on more than one base category. Therefore, several authors suggest that
it is the semantics of a word formation process that determines potential bases on
account of semantic compatibility. Conversely, the word class of the typical base
of a process in question should be understood as an epiphenomenon of this word
class’s typical semantics (in particular Plag 2004; see also Barker 1998; Bauer et al.
2013). Presumably, this also holds for nominalizations that produce eventuality-
related readings on bases other than verbs. Some clearly denominal and deadjectival
examples are given in (1).

(1) a. ozonation, sedimentation

b. biographee, debtee

c. extinction, inchoation

Both the denominal formations in (1a) and (1b) as well as the deadjectival ones in
(1c) are eventuality-related. They denote processes or results (ozonation, sedimenta-
tion, extinction, and ichoation), or participants of some eventuality (biographee and
debtee). The problem that arises from a semantic perspective concerns affix-base
interaction. While the respective word-formation processes still output an expected
semantic structure, such as (sub-)eventualities in the case of all -ation-forms in (1),
the respective bases oftentimes do not denote eventualities themselves, as e.g. ozone
and sediment above. Against the backdrop of the programmatic suggestions above,
this paper provides some flesh to the bone in the form of a semantics-based account
of affix-base interaction in denominal nouns.

Different approaches to nominalization semantics would likely suggest differ-
ent solutions to the problems posed by examples such as (1). In syntactic ap-
proaches, such as Alexiadou (2001) or Borer (2013), dedicated functional projections
are responsible for (sub-)eventive or participant readings. In lexicalist morpheme-
based approaches, such as the framework of Lieber’s (2004; 2016), affixes come
with a semantic representation of their own, e.g. with feature specifications such
as +dynamic to mark eventive semantics. In word-based approaches, in contrast,
affixes are not linguistic signs on their own, and it is only (abstractions of) complex
words that have meaning (as e.g. in Booij 2010; Koenig 1999). In this paper, we
follow a form of word-based morphology that has recently been employed success-
fully in the analysis of the semantics of deverbal English -ment-nominalization. In
this approach, the semantic contribution of the suffix is modeled as its potential to
induce referential shifts on the semantics of its base (see Plag et al. 2018; Kawaletz
2021).

Reference shifting as a word-formation mechanism is highly dependent on the
provision of suitable semantic structures by the base. Therefore, a semantic frame-
work is needed in which meaning can be decomposed to fine-grained levels, and
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which allows for the precise characterization of affix-base interaction. In particular,
the problem at hand necessitates the identification of eventuality-related elements
in the base nouns’ semantics that can potentially be targeted by the word-formation
process to create eventuality-related readings. Here, we will also follow the approach
proposed by Plag et al. (2018) and Kawaletz (2021), and formalize the phonolog-
ical, syntactic and semantic properties of lexemes as attribute-value matrices (see
e.g. Sag & Wasow 1999; Sag 2012) with a frame semantic component (see Barsalou
1992a,b; Löbner 2013).

We will apply the approach to two representative test cases, illusionment and
devilment. Both are clearly denominal test cases with the suffix -ment which exhibit
eventuality-related semantics, but their respective base nouns are representative of
two groups of bases with different semantic properties. First, illusion is analyzed
as a straightforwardly eventive psych-noun, and thus allows for a modeling that is
analogous to existing approaches to deverbal -ment nominalization. In contrast, devil
is a person noun, and devilment ’s eventuality-related reading seemingly does not
allow for a similarly straightforward application of an existing approach. Following
closer inspection, however, we argue for an analysis of such bases as attitudinal
nouns that include inherent eventualities, irrespective of the fact that they do not
denote eventualities. Making use of decomposition to deep levels, we thus show that
a general semantics-based approach to -ment-nominalizations works independently
of the bases’ word class specifications, while the locus of the respective eventualities
in the bases’ semantic structures can be predicted via the bases’ semantic classes.

The paper is structured as follows. We first acquaint the reader with our method-
ology, including both our frame semantic approach to derivational semantics and an
informal description of our data types and their bases in section 2. We then turn to
the frame-semantic analysis of illusionment and devilment in section 3, and conclude
our paper with a discussion and conclusion in section 4.

2 Method

2.1 Modeling derivational semantics in frames

For the semantic modeling of nominal bases and their interaction with the word-
formation process, we use lexical frames (Barsalou 1992a,b; Petersen 2007; Löbner
2013 et seq.). Frames serve to model mental representations of concepts in the form
of recursive attribute-value structures similar to those used in other frameworks
(such as HPSG or Sign-based Construction Grammar; see Pollard & Sag 1994; Sag
2012). In frames, the meaning of linguistic structures can be decomposed to very fine-
grained levels. For the problem at hand, this enables the representation of possibly
deeply embedded eventive elements in a base, which in turn can be accessed by
a word-formation process. Recently, Plag et al. (2018) and Kawaletz (2021) have
successfully modeled deverbal nominalizations with -ment by conceptualizing the
semantics of the suffix as its potential to induce referential shifts on the frame
of its bases. Let us briefly introduce these authors’ conceptual and terminological
toolkit by looking at the example of psych verb bases and their corresponding -
ment-derivatives.

Consider object-experiencer psych verbs such as to enrage or to entice. Semanti-
cally, such verbs are best analyzed as denoting complex causative events that involve
an experiencer’s change of a psychological state (see Kawaletz 2021, ch.5; Levin 1993;
Temme 2018). The verb to enrage, for example, refers to events in which some stim-
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ulus is involved in a sub-event that causes an experiencer to become very angry,
i.e. to attain a certain psychological state. Now, let us consider the -ment-formation
enragement and two of its possible meaning variants.1 In (2a), the derivative refers
to a change-of-state event, i.e. (the beginning of) the experiencer attaining the psy-
chological state in question, while (2b) refers to this state itself. Crucially, as shown
by Kawaletz (2021), the derivative usages in (2) refer to sub-events inherent to the
causative events denoted by their base.

(2) a. In her own case, Miss Reuben said, the enragement began when a pro-
fessor told her that it really wouldn’t matter if she finished her doctoral
thesis. (Google MAG news.Google.com 1972)

b. Once in the state of enragement she will be like a fury (Google BLOG
tesof.com 2013)

The frame in Figure 1 illustrates the mechanism we assume for the derivation
of -ment nominalizations on psych verb bases as an underspecified rule in the form
of an attribute-value-matrix (AVM). The derivatives enragement and enticement,
with their respective base verbs enrage and entice, would be possible instantiations
of this rule.



lexeme

phon x -ment

cat n

sem 0

m-base



lexeme

phon x

cat v

sem 0



change-of-psych-state causation

agent 1

instrument 2

stimulus 2

experiencer 3

cause 4

[
eventuality

participant 2

]

effect 5


change-of-psych-state

result-state 6

[
psych-state

experiencer 3

]


ref=

{
0

}


ref=

{
0 , 2 , 4 , 5 , 6

}


Figure 1: -ment on object experiencer psych verb bases (adapted from Kawaletz
2021, 154).

1In fact, enragement is attested with further readings; see below.
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In general, such a frame establishes relations between the input, i.e. the morpho-
logical base, and the output, i.e. the derived lexeme (see Bonami & Crysmann 2016
for an overview). In an AVM, attributes are given in small caps, the values that
specify them are given in italics, and numbered boxes are used for (co-)indexation.
As a whole, the frame in Figure 1 describes a derived, underspecified lexeme with
its attributes (first column), and introduces its base as one of these attributes (the
embedded lexeme-matrix that specifies the attribute m-base). For both the derived
lexeme and the base lexeme, the frame includes attributes regarding their phonology
(phon), syntactic category (cat), semantics (sem), and possible readings (ref).

As described above, psych verbs denote change-of-psych-state causation events.
In Figure 1, a generalization over such events is introduced as the value of the
base’s sem-attribute. The complex causative event splits up into the two sub-events
cause and effect, and can include a number of typical arguments, agent, in-
strument, stimulus, and experiencer. Minimally, a psych-causation frame is
event-structurally fixed and includes a causative sub-event and a second sub-event
during which an experiencer attains a psych-state. The semantics of to enrage
would, for example, type the result-state 6 value as, roughly, an angry-state.

As indicated by co-indexation of their respective semantics attributes (‘sem 0 ’),
the derived lexeme inherits the entire semantic structure of its base. In other words,
the frame does not model the suffix as contributing its own lexical semantics. How-
ever, the two lexemes differ with regard to their possible frame referent(s): While
the base verb can only denote the complex event (‘ref = { 0}’), the derivative is
polysemous between different eventuality-related readings (‘ref = { 0 , 2 , 4 , 5 , 6}’).
Besides making reference to the sub-eventualities change-of-psych-state 5 and psych-
state 6 (see examples in (2)), a derivative like enragement can also refer to the whole
event 0 , to the cause 4 , and to the event participant instrument/stimulus 2

(see Kawaletz 2021, ch.5 for details).
To summarize, the lexeme frame in Figure 1 illustrates the process of -ment-

nominalization on object experiencer psych verb bases. This process can be modeled
as possible referential shifts on the base semantics and can, mutatis mutandis, be
extended to other deverbal nominalizations. Specifically, the suffix -ment has the
potential to induce a range of referential shifts, where eventuality-related elements
in the base verb frame serve as target. As stated earlier, denominal formations pose
a problem to the approach, which relies on decidedly eventive structures in the
base. Before we show that extending the approach to denominal -ment-formations
is possible, let us introduce our data base in the next section.

2.2 Data

In order to test the approach we just sketched for deverbal -ment nominalizations
in the denominal domain, we use two derivatives as case studies, illusionment and
devilment. These are part of a larger data set of denominal -ment derivatives which
has been extracted from various corpora (mostly from the BNC, COCA, and iWeb;
see Davies 2004, 2008, 2018) as well as by non-systematically probing Google.

We chose illusionment and devilment as test cases for several reasons. First, their
bases (illusion and devil) can clearly be identified as nominal. Most other bases in
the data set can be either a noun or a verb (e.g. trapment ’s base trapV/N), and the
prevalence of verb-to-noun and noun-to-verb conversion in English (see Bauer et al.
2013, chs. 10/13) often renders the unambiguous identification of an item’s part of
speech difficult.
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Second, many possibly nominal -ment-bases exhibit quite idiosyncratic semantic
properties, so that their analysis does not yield generalizable results (e.g. basement
and provisionment). In contrast, the lexemes we use for the case studies are repre-
sentative of two groups within the data set, each of which comes with semantically
similar bases. Alongside illusionment, the first of these groups has categorically am-
biguous psych expressions as base, such as concernment and allurement. The second
group is based on attitudinal person nouns and includes, for example, rascalment
and bastardment alongside devilment. Representative attestations for the two groups
are provided in (3) and (4); we will discuss properties of these groups in the analysis
sections 3.1 and 3.2 below.

(3) psych expressions as base

a. So the question of how one recognizes coincidences and comes to use
them as such can be linked with Winnicott’s description of the process
of illusionment. (COCA)

b. And whilst things are in this state, those who seem to have any con-
cernment therein are so engaged in mutual charging one another with
being occasions thereof (COCA)

c. Many of the participants disclosed that sterilizations were attended with
financial allurement or sometimes forcibly, even under the threat of
police. (COCA)

(4) attitudinal nouns as base

a. While all this devilment was going on out at Tom Best’s, my mother
was praying for her boys to return to her. (COCA)

b. When oul’ Molly was a girl, Peig said, she was full of spirits and up to
all the rascalment of the day.2

c. I’ve always suspected that there’s a gloating sense of enjoyment in all
the lurid, violent bastardment that goes on...3

Finally, these two groups of bases differ with respect to the ontological categories
encoded by their respective bases. The data in (3) and (4) above corroborate the
starting hypothesis of this paper that -ment-formations are typically eventuality-
related. For example, in the attestations in (3a) and (4a), both of illusionment
and devilment refer to some process, as indicated by the contextual cues process
of and was going on, respectively. The derivatives’ respective bases, however, differ
with regard to eventivity. The psych noun illusion allows for eventive readings, as
exemplified in (5), where it appears as subject of the event-selecting predicate occurs.
The attitudinal noun devil, on the other hand, is odd in this position, as is illustrated
in (6a). This is because devil is a purely entity-denoting noun that typically refers
to a person as in (6b).

(5) The illusion occurs because the visual system receives different stories from
these two sources of information (COCA)

(6) a. ??The devil occurred/happened/began.

b. This devil stole my purse! My bag! (COCA)

2McGill, Bernie. 2010. The Butterfly Cabinet: A Novel. London: Headline Review. [via
www.googlebooks.com, n.p.]

3https://www.onetouchfootball.com/forum/one-touch-football/film-tv-and-radio/

9534-best-argument-for-the-licence-fee-ever [accessed: Nov 12, 2021]
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Acquainted with the general frame architecture we assume and the basic prop-
erties of the structures to be investigated, let us now turn to our two case studies in
the next section.

3 Analysis

3.1 Case study 1: Illusionment

In our first case study, we look at the -ment-derivative illusionment and its base
illusion. In order to grasp the meaning of illusionment, let us have a look at the
two attestations in (7). In (7a), illusionment is defined as an individual’s complex
mental state that consists of several illusions, i.e. false beliefs of reality. In contrast,
illusionment in (7b) refers to a more complex eventuality, in which an individual
creates such a false belief of reality. While we do not exclude the possibility of further
related senses of the derivative, these two attestations exhaust the readings that we
have been able to find.

(7) a. ...a system of intertwined fundamental illusions that had always been
lived within [...] This way of being that one recognizes only retrospec-
tively may be called illusionment...4

b. Winnicott’s emphasis of the importance of the baby’s capacity for il-
lusionment draws directly on Freud’s description of the baby’s ability
magically to conjure up a phantasy or hallucination of the mother’s
breast before it eats it.5

As already indicated in section 2.2, illusionment denotes eventualities. More
precisely, the two examples in (7) refer to different components of causative events
that affect psychological states: either the whole complex of a causative macro-
event (see examples (7b) as well as (3a) above) or merely one element of such an
event, namely its result state (see example (7a)). On the assumption sketched for
the reference shifting approach in section 2.1, we expect the base of the denominal
psych noun illusionment to already provide the semantic components necessary
to derive such readings. In the following, we argue that the base illusion and the
derivative illusionment operate on the identical semantic structure, but differ in
their referential potentials. To this end, let us first have a look at the semantics of
the base.

As shown in the previous section, illusion is itself an eventive noun. The readings
of illusion illustrated in (8) show that the lexeme’s semantics is best understood
against the backdrop of a change of a psych state causation event, analogous to
the psych verb semantics sketched in section 2.1. In (8a), illusion denotes the result
state of such a causation event, i.e. a false belief state. In contrast, in (8b), it denotes
the stimulus (or instrument) argument in a causation event of this kind, i.e.
something that brings about (or is used for bringing about) the change of state.
The nature of illusion as a pseudo-nominalization6 explains the backgrounding of

4Margulies, A. 2018. Illusionment and Disillusionment: Foundational Illusions and the Loss of
a World. Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association 66(2): 289.

5Minsky, R. 2014. Psychoanalysis and Gender: An Introductory Reader. 2nd ed. NY: Routledge.
[via www.googlebooks.com, n.p.]

6Although the lexeme appears to be a nominalization itself, with the object-experiencer verb to
illude (roughly meaning ‘to trick, to deceive someone’) as its potential base, it is more likely that
the noun was loaned directly from French (see OED).
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parts of the conceptual structure we assume. Thus, in (8a), the whole causative
component as well as the arguments engaged in it are left implicit, while in (8b) the
experiencer argument is not spelled out.

(8) a. She wasn’t [...] under the illusion that marriage was a relationship char-
acterized by endless bliss and romance. (COCA)

b. I am surprised Jean hasn’t tried to use an illusion to appear and sound
how he used to. (iWeb)

Building on these considerations, the frame in Figure 2 models illusion as a
simplex lexeme, with a semantic structure that is analogous to the one for morpho-
logical bases of psych verb nominalizations as in Figure 1 above. The lexeme frame
in Figure 2 includes specifications of illusion’s phonology (phon), syntactic category
(cat), semantics (sem), and referential potential (ref) in the form of attributes.
We will focus on the latter two attributes in the following.



lexeme

phon /I"lu:Z@n/

cat n

sem 0



change-of-psych-state causation

agent 1

instrument 2

stimulus 2

experiencer 3

cause 4

[
eventuality

participant 2

]

effect 5


change-of-psych-state

result-state 6

[
false-belief

experiencer 3

]


ref=

{
2 , 6

}


Figure 2: Representation of the semantic structure of the base illusion

Figure 2 analyzes the meaning of illusion as the potential to make reference to
different nodes in the structure of a change-of-psych-state causation event (indexed
with 0 ). What sets the meaning of illusion apart from other subtypes of change-of-
psych-state causation events is the specification of the result-state (indexed 6 ).
Reflecting the core concept of an illusion (or of illuding someone), this state is typed
false-belief and takes the experiencer-argument as participant (indexed 3 ). In
other words, an event of this kind will result in this argument holding a false belief
of reality. The ref-attribute’s value spells out the lexeme’s referential potential. As
illustrated by the examples in (8), illusion refers either to the event’s result-state
(indexed indexed 6 ; see (8a)) or to its stimulus/instrument-argument (indexed
2 ; see example (8b)).

Let us now return to the -ment-derivative illusionment. As established in the
informal discussion around the examples in (7), we find illusionment attested as
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either referring to a change-of-psych-state causation event or to the result state of
such an event. The semantic representation of the frame we just sketched for the
base illusion provides us with suitable elements that the referential shifts induced
by the nominalization process with -ment can access.

We will illustrate affix-base interaction by means of the lexeme frame in Figure 3,
which models illusionment as a complex lexeme with an attribute for its morpholog-
ical base (m-base). In Figure 3, the m-base attribute is typed as the lexeme-frame
for the noun illusion depicted in Figure 2, and the fact that illusionment is a de-
nominal noun can be read off from the respective cat-attributes of derivative and
base.



lexeme

phon /I"lu:Z@nm@nt/

cat n

sem 0

m-base



lexeme

phon /I"lu:Z@n/

cat n

sem 0



change-of-psych-state causation

agent 1

instrument 2

stimulus 2

experiencer 3

cause 4

[
eventuality

participant 2

]

effect 5


change-of-psych-state

result-state 6

[
false-belief

experiencer 3

]


ref=

{
2 , 6

}


ref=

{
0 , 6

}


Figure 3: Representation of the lexeme illusionment

The frame in Figure 3 captures our assumptions above (see section 2.1) that
-ment has no lexical meaning of its own, and that eventuality-related readings of
a derivative rely on the provision of compatible base structures. First, illusionment
does not specify a separate semantic contribution but merely copies the base se-
mantics. This is indicated by co-indexation as 0 of the base’s and the derivative’s
respective sem-attributes. Second, as shown in Figure 2 above, the semantics in-
troduced by the base provides the change-of-psych-state causation event that the
attested readings of illusionment call for. Importantly, modeling the base-derivative
pair illusion-illusionment as sharing the same semantic structure does not entail
that the two lexemes are semantically completely tantamount to each other. In the
frame in Figure 3, the differences in attested readings between the two forms are
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captured via the referential potentials as laid down in the values of their respec-
tive ref-attributes. First, base and derivative share the capacity to refer to the
result-state 6 . Second, however, the base illusion can denote the event’s stim-
ulus/instrument 2 , but not the complex causation event 0 , while the derivative
illusionment shows the reverse potential.

In summary, we suggest that -ment-suffixation of the psych noun illusion works
analogously to the approach advocated by Plag et al. (2018) and Kawaletz (2021)
for the word formation process on psych verbs. We suggest that the reason for this
circumstance is to be found in the ontological nature of psych nouns as eventuality-
related structures. For the same reason, we also assume that the approach is ap-
plicable to derivatives such as concernment and allurement (see examples 3b and
3c above), irrespective of whether their bases are analyzed as psych verbs or psych
nouns.

3.2 Case study 2: Devilment

Let us move on to the analysis of our second denominal -ment-formation, devilment.
As shown in section 2.2 above, devilment can denote events, while its base devil is
an entity-denoting and non-eventive noun. The examples in (9) show that devilment
can be found in at least two different readings. In (9a), it denotes an activity, as
indicated by the predicate goes on and the predicative complement what we call
deceptive practices (see also example (4a) above). The example in (9b), in contrast,
is less clear, and devilment appears to denote a property or characteristic of the
speaker rather than an activity.7

(9) a. [...] the biggest devilment that goes on in these elections are what we
call deceptive practices – people are going to get robocalls [...] (COCA)

b. She’s of a mind it’ll wash any devilment right out of me. (COCA)

Prima facie, the ontological discrepancies between base and derivative pose a
problem for the reference shifting approach sketched in section 2.1 above, as this
approach relies on eventive base structures to derive eventive derivatives. Now, how
do we suggest the derivative’s eventivity to arise? In what follows, we argue that
the base of devilment is devil as an attitudinal noun, that (a subclass of) attitudinal
nouns systematically allow for analyzing their denotata as participants of (habit-
ual) activities, and that these activities are accessed by the referential shifts -ment
triggers. To this end, a closer look at devil as the base of devilment is needed.

Neither of the two examples in (9) make concrete reference to the Devil in the
religious sense of God’s adversary, and neither do any of the 44 devilment-attestation
in COCA. Rather, it is the (mostly) negatively evaluated behavior or characteristics
associated with the Devil that are metaphorically shifted to more general actors or
bearers. Unsurprisingly, this shift already operates on the base devil. For example,
the OED acknowledges both the senses of a ‘wicked or cruel person’ and of an ‘evil
quality personified’ (see also the attestation in (6b)). In these usages, devil functions

7These interpretations are backed up by lexicographic classifications: In WordNet (see Fell-
baum 1998), for example, devilment is ontologically classified as an activity, while the OED makes
fairly concrete reference to both property and activity readings in one of the lexeme’s senses it
acknowledges (‘Action performed by, or characteristic, of the Devil or a devil; evildoing, mischief;
an instance of this.’). The other senses described in the OED (roughly, objects created by a/the
devil and spicy food, respectively) are not relevant to the discussion of devilment and no hit from
a COCA search applies to them.
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as an attitudinal person noun. Let us look at some characteristics of attitudinal
nouns and see to what extent devil exhibits the same characteristics.

Attitudinal nouns mostly denote people.8 Their lexical semantics is specialized,
however, in that they profile the speaker’s stance toward single (or highly restricted
sets of) behavioral or character traits of the entities they denote (see, for example,
Schmid 1999; Paradis 2008; Morzycki 2009). First, these traits tend to be gradable,
and it is arguably for this reason that attitudinal nouns tend to be gradable as well.
This is illustrated in (10a), which shows that all four listed nouns are compatible with
the degree modifiers total, real, and complete. The attestation in (10b) illustrates that
the attitudinal noun devil displays the same behavior. Second, compatibility with the
progressivized copula (i.e. being a X ) as in (11a) and with command imperatives as in
(12a) both show that attitudinal nouns allow for agentive contexts, a diagnostic that
speaks in favor of events as part of their semantics (see Lakoff 1966; Maienborn 2003
on these test environments). Again, we find analogous behavior attested for devil.
The attestation in (11b) illustrates the noun’s compatibility with a progressivized
copula, while (12b) shows that it can feature as head of the complement-NP in
imperatives.

(10) a. You are a total/real/complete fool/idiot/genius/nutjob etc.

b. Well, it wasn’t always so nice either, for she was pretty tough at times
too. A real devil she could be, the one I got for a wife. (COCA)

(11) a. You are being a fool/idiot/genius/nutjob etc.

b. Either way, he does seem to take delight in being a devil, as his various
antics – dressing up like a cop; chopping off someone’s hair; strapping
his dog to the car roof – all too handily reveal. (COCA)

(12) a. (Don’t) be a fool/idiot/genius/nutjob etc.

b. Be a devil and stop being so staid... (BNC)

Building on these considerations, we suggest that the base for all devilment-
attestations in our data is the attitudinal noun devil. Given the sketched charac-
teristics, any decompositional approach will have to account for the base lexeme’s
gradability as well as for its eventive meaning components. Figure 4 illustrates the
lexeme frame we assume for the attitudinal noun devil, including attributes for its
phonological representation (phon) and syntactic category (cat). The value of the
semantics attribute (sem) is depicted as a so-called multi-AVM and consists of two
frames with different source nodes, indexed with 0 and 1 , respectively. The whole
frame incorporates the activity-property ambiguity inherent to attitudinal person
nouns via a logical connective between the two subframes. The frame indexed with
0 describes the (potentially habitual) activities a devil performs, while the per-
son-frame indexed with 1 describes an entity as the bearer of a property, where
prof-prop is short for profiled property. The two subframes are connected
via an and-or relation (∧/∨), which reflects that speakers can refer to either of the
two parts individually or to both at the same time.

Crucially, as argued above, attitudinal nouns such as devil neither denote activ-
ities nor properties as such, but are best analyzed as actors of certain kinds of
activities, or as entities that bear a property. The referential node is indexed with
1 in both of the subframes in Figure 4 and reference to this node is captured in the

8They can also denote entities more generally, as for example crap in The retailers just simply
do not care, and are pushing easy to sell phones like the iPhone and Android crap. (COCA).
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reference-attribute (ref). More precisely, a devil either is the actor 1 in an
activity 0 with a certain property 2 , and/or is himself the bearer of said property.



lexeme

phon /dEvIl/

cat N

sem

〈
0



activity (∧ habituality)

actor 1

prof-prop 2



〈wickedness, evilness etc.〉

m-dim


prop-scale

degree 3

[
α

©s,Rel ( 3 , 4 ) >

]
threshold-degree 4 β






∧/∨ 1

[
person

prof-prop 2

]〉

ref 1


Figure 4: Representation of the lexeme devil

Let us now briefly walk through the way we account for the crucial insight that
attitudinal nouns profile single or highly restricted sets of properties. Let us assume
that what makes an entity a devil are relatively high degrees of wickedness, evilness,
mischievousness etc. as displayed in the character or behavior of said entity (as
opposed to, say, high degrees of idiocy for an idiot, or intelligence for a genius).
In Figure 4, we model this as an attribute that instantiates a bundle of profiled
properties (prof-prop, indexed with 2 ), where the set 〈wickedness, evilness etc.〉
serves as a short cut for the property bundle for devil.9 The same profiled properties
occur as properties of activities (frame 0 ) or of objects (frame 1 ). In order to account
for their scalar nature, the properties take property scales (prop-scale) as measure
dimensions (m-dim) and map degrees on said scales. Following standard assumptions
on scalarity (see e.g. Solt 2015; Kennedy & McNally 2005), degrees on an open
property scale have to exceed some comparison degree for an entity to count as,
say, evil or wicked. In our frame in Figure 4, we therefore introduce a threshold-
degree attribute and build on a two-place ‘comparator’ attribute (see Löbner 2017).
This comparator (©s,Rel ( 3 , 4 ) >) states that the value α of degree exceeds the
value β of threshold-degree on the property scale they apply to.10

The analysis proposed here thus captures three key ingredients of attitudinal
(person) nouns. First, it includes the systematic possibility to refer either to proper-
ties of person-entities or to properties of events. Second, these profiled properties (of
both events and person-entities) are analyzed as scalar attributes that include ded-

9The way we depict sets of scalar properties is a short cut to what arguably calls for a more
complex semantic representation. In a nutshell, what we model here as a set of wickedness, evilness
etc. is a generalized devilish-property and its associated scale. If we wanted to fully keep apart the
individual properties that are characteristic of a devil, we would have to include a set of individual
properties and their associated scales, i.e. a set of wickedness and its associated scale, evilness and
its associated scale etc. As the way we model derivational semantics in this paper does not hinge
on this choice, we stick to the more parsimonious frame representation here.

10In the notation used here, ‘©’ stands for ‘comparator’, ‘Rel’ for ‘relation’, and ‘s’ for ‘sort’:
thus, a comparator establishes a relation between elements of the same sort (such as colors, ma-
terials, heights, temperatures etc.). The values the comparators take as input are co-indexed here.
In principle, ‘©s,Rel ( 3 , 4 ) >’ could be repeated as an attribute of value β. This would be redun-
dant, however, as co-indexation within the comparators themselves declares which values are to be
compared (see Löbner 2017 for details).
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icated measure dimensions. Third, with respect to properties of events, the analysis
shows that the meaning of such nouns can be captured in a straightforward manner
by a participant-attribute of an event-semantic structure.

Let us now turn to the frame for the derivative devilment illustrated in Figure 5.
As in our analysis of illusionment above, we assume a structure of a complex lexeme
with attributes for its phonology, syntactic category, semantics, morphological base,
and referential space. Given that the lexeme devil serves as the base here, the m-
base-attribute’s value is the lexeme frame depicted in Figure 4. The central question
posed by a form such as devilment, i.e. a potentially eventive -ment-form with a base
that does not denote an event itself, concerns the locus of the derivative’s eventive
reading: what is the target of the referential shift induced by the word-formation
process?
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cat N

sem 5
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{
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Figure 5: Representation of the lexeme devilment

Building on our analysis of the attitudinal base, the frame in Figure 5 should
be read as an extension of the reference shifting approach described above. The
activity- and property-readings of devilment (see the examples in (9)) correspond
to different nodes in the semantics of the base devil : first, the activity node indexed
with 0 and, second, the node depicting the set of devil-properties 2 . Both of these
types are available for the word formation process with the suffix -ment and it is
context that tells us whether devilment accesses 0 (i.e. the activity-reading) or 2

(i.e. the property-reading). The shifting potential is captured by the reference-
attribute (ref), whose value states that devilment can refer to the nodes indexed
with 0 and 2 .

The analysis defended here is similar to the proposed analyses of -ment on verbal
and eventive nominal bases (i.e. section 3.1 and Kawaletz 2021), as it makes use of
referential shifts and relies on the base to provide eventive structures. Crucially,
the feasibility of the referential shifting approach for -ment on attitudinal nouns is
entirely reliant on the semantics of the base structure. We have shown in this section
that decomposing devil warrants assumptions of eventive elements as inherent parts
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of the base structure.

4 Discussion & Conclusion

This paper set out to model -ment-nominalizations based on nouns. To this end,
we apply to the denominal domain the reference shifting approach that Plag et al.
(2018) and Kawaletz (2021) use for deverbal -ment. In this approach, the seman-
tic contribution of the word formation process is understood as the mere potential
to shift reference to nodes provided by the semantics of the base. For this reason,
however, it is also highly dependent on the semantic structures provided by the mor-
phological base. We have reported on two case studies on the denominal derivatives
illusionment and devilment that presented different vantage points for the modeling
of nominalization semantics. The base illusion has been shown to be a straightfor-
wardly eventuality-related psych noun, whose meaning is best described as referenc-
ing nodes of a causative event. Generalizations over illusionment-attestations show
that derivative and base share this same underlying semantic structure (and partly
even allow for referencing the same nodes). In contrast, devilment ’s base is object-
denoting. However, we have presented evidence that in all attestations this base is
devil as an attitudinal person noun, and that such nouns allow for systematically
analyzing their denotata as actors of (habitual) activities with lexeme-specific
event properties. In consequence, this allowed us to model the activity-reading of
devilment as a referential shift to the activity-node provided by the base.

Given the eventive nature of the derivatives in question, a potential pitfall for the
approach we are pursuing in this paper lies in the possibly post-hoc assignment of
eventive structures to the base in order to make reference shifting work. This holds
in particular for non-eventuality-denoting bases such as attitudinal person nouns.
Importantly, we do not take the eventualities in either of the psych noun or the
attitudinal noun bases as induced or coerced by the word formation process itself.
On the contrary, we claim that there are reasons independent from -ment-suffixation
to assume eventuality-structures as inherent to the base semantics, including in
particular linguistic environments that select for eventualities or indicate agentivity.
Moreover, we show that the decomposition of bases via frames is a highly fruitful
approach in laying bare such structures. The findings presented here are thus in line
with analyses that take eventualities to be inherent in certain non-eventive nouns
that feature as input to eventive structures, be they conceived of as dynamic meaning
construals such as metonymical shifts (see Baeskow 2021 for a recent proposal) or as
core features of lexical entries (as e.g. in the Qualia structure in Pustejovsky 1996;
see also the general remarks in Bauer et al. 2013, 233).

More generally, our findings support views that caution against analyzing an
item’s word class specification as primary regarding its potential to serve as base of
a word formation process (see Barker 1998; Plag 2004). In line with Plag (2004), our
analysis reveals that the semantic compatibility of -ment-forms with their nominal
bases relies on peculiar semantic structures of the latter. The fact that -ment clearly
prefers verbal over nominal bases can be explained by i) the semantic categories of
-ment-formations as eventuality-related (but see below), ii) their compatibility with
verbs as the one syntactic category whose members prototypically denote eventuali-
ties, and iii) their compatibility with fewer nominal bases due to the lack of inherent
event-semantic components in the case of many nouns (see Van Valin & LaPolla
1997; Haspelmath 2001; Szabó 2015; Moltmann 2019 on ontological preferences of
word classes).
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Irrespective of the base, Plag et al. (2018, 478ff.) show that assigning -ment a
semantic representation is far from trivial, and in particular attempts at coming up
with a unitary meaning that would capture the suffix’s polysemy in a satisfactory
way are doomed to fail. Instead, the authors suggest word-based reference shift-
ing, as described in this paper, in combination with a network architecture in the
spirit of inheritance hierarchies (as made use of by e.g. Bonami & Crysmann 2016;
Koenig 1999; Riehemann 1998). In such hierarchies, lexeme formation rules split up
into different semantic sub-patterns that are connected to the rules’ phonological
components via attestations of complex words. Although we do not model inheri-
tance in this paper, our analyses validate the necessity of such an approach, as it
is the semantics of different classes of base nouns that give rise to different read-
ings of -ment-derivatives. For example, unlike with attitudinal nouns as base, we
do not find activity-readings with psych nouns as base. Similarly, attested property
readings of devilment can be straightforwardly reconciled with the semantics of atti-
tudinal nouns. Given the existence of such property readings, however, we will have
to weaken the generalization that all -ment-derivatives either denote eventualities
or their participant, at least on the assumption that properties and eventualities are
distinct ontological categories (see e.g. Metzger et al. 2019, Moltmann 2019).

We leave it to future research to determine to what extent other nominal as
well as adjectival bases of -ment allow for a treatment, and generalizations, that are
similar to the ones defended here for psych and attitudinal nouns. The same holds for
the degree to which reference shifting analyses are feasible for further morphological
processes. Certainly, other nominalization affixes with primarily eventuality-related
output readings, such as for example -age, -ance, -ation, -er, or -ee, are promising
candidates, as may be the products of noun-to-verb conversion.
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Löbner, Sebastian. 2013. Understanding semantics Understanding language series.
London: Routledge 2nd edn.
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