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TEXTE

(1) I was raised to believe that the Amer ican dream was built on rewarding hard work.
(COCA, 1992, SPOK: CBS_Special)

(2) They come in, and they work hard every day. And they get it done for their team. (COCA,
2018, NEWS: Omaha World- Herald)

Introduction
In addi tion to its notori ously hetero gen eous member ship (Quirk
et al., 1985� 438; Huddle ston and Pullum, 2002� 563), the English
adverb class poses a further diffi culty in that it tradi tion ally includes
words that have the same form as some adjectives. Hard, for instance,
is analyzed either as an adjective, as in (1), or an adverb, as in (2),
depending on the context in which it appears.

1

These adverbs, some times called flat adverbs, have not been the
subject of major recon sid er a tion, whereas some authors have not
hesit ated to ques tion the bound aries between certain English word
classes (see for instance the boundary between prepos i tions, adverbs
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(3) “Not every body can bust out of the gate and play great base ball every year,” Thompson
said. “We haven’t played great, but we haven’t played terrible, either.” (COCA, 1994,
NEWS: Denver Post)

and conjunc tions, or between determ in at ives and pronouns, in
Huddle ston and Pullum, 2002). Words such as hard, early or long are
far from isol ated cases, as more and more adject ives can be used in
contexts typic ally taken by adverbs, espe cially in informal English, as
can be seen in (3).

In this example, the words great and terrible are used as manner
adjuncts of the verb played, a func tion which is not possible for
adject ives in tradi tional accounts of English grammar. As a
consequence, these words are auto mat ic ally clas si fied as adverbs.
Although informal – and some times even considered nonstandard –,
the use of what looks like adject ives instead of their adverb
coun ter parts is becoming more frequent. This raises the issue of the
meta lin guistic categor iz a tion of these words and of the relev ance of
the term flat adverb.

3

The article will begin by reviewing the comple ment arity between
adjective and adverb in English and the diffi culties involved in
categor izing flat adverbs (Section 1). It will then outline a hier arch ical
clas si fic a tion method (Section 2) whose results will then be discussed
(Section 3).

4

1. Adject ives and adverbs
in English

1.1. Complementarity
In English, adject ives and adverbs are two estab lished word classes
that are system at ic ally described together in major refer ence
grammar books (Quirk et al., 1985� 399‐474; Biber et al., 2002� 184‐220;
Huddle ston and Pullum, 2002� 525‐595; Carter and McCarthy, 2006�
236‐249). This system atic pairing is not random, since most members
of those two categories exhibit a formal and distri bu tional link.

5



English flat adverbs and adjectives

(4) As a result of rapid / *rapidly growth, little more than half the popu la tion is of working
age. (COCA, 2012, WEB: oecdobserver.org)

(5) According to Colonel Kim, the crowd grew rapidly / *rapid to about 1,500 people, mostly
youths. (COCA, 1990, NEWS: CSMonitor)

Among the 200 most frequent adjective lemmas in the Corpus of
Contem porary Amer ican English (COCA), 83,5% can form a derived
adjective in ‐ly. On the other hand, there is a non- negligible number
of adverbs that are morpho lo gic ally simple (e.g. as, even, just, so, still,
too, yet among the most frequent), and these tend to be more
frequent in every type of text except academic prose (Biber et al.,
2002� 194‐195). However, most English adverbial lexemes are complex
and derived from existing adject ives through the suffix ‐ly.

6

These two word classes are also char ac ter ized by their
comple mentary syntactic distri bu tion. Indeed, adject ives and adverbs
char ac ter ist ic ally modify heads of different natures.

7

As shown in (4) and (5), nouns (such as growth) cannot be modi fied by
adverbs, and verbs (such as grow, here in the preterite form) cannot
be modi fied by adject ives. Members of either class only modify words
from specific classes and are barred from modi fying each other’s
head types. The main distinc tion lies there fore “between adject ives,
which modify only nouns, and adverbs, which modify all the other
categories – verbs, adject ives, prepos i tions, determ in at ives, and other
adverbs” (Huddle ston and Pullum, 2002� 526). It would there fore seem
that the situ ation is simple: adverbs, even those which are not
derived from adject ives, occur in syntactic func tions in which
adject ives cannot appear.

8

1.2. Prop er ties of English adject ives
and adverbs

Apart from the fact that they are syntactic ally comple mentary, the
classes of adject ives and adverbs are also defined by their own
distinctive properties.

9

According to Quirk et al. (1985� 472‐473), there are four prop er ties
that are char ac ter istic of adjectives:

10

They can occur freely in attributive func tion (a hungry child).
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They can occur freely in predictive func tion (the child is hungry).

They can be modi fied by the degree adverb very.

They can have compar ative and super lative forms, either inflec tional or
through the use of modifiers more and most (I am hungrier than ever).

Quirk et al. (1985� 473) never the less recog nize that there are
adject ives that are more typical than others. While the adjective
hungry has all the prop er ties listed above, utter only has one
(attributive func tion), which makes it a marginal member of this
word class.

11

Adverbs are often harder to define because of their residual status.
Some linguists (e.g. Quirk et al., 1985� 441; Biber et al., 2002� 193) only
define adverbs through the fact that they can func tion as modi fiers of
diverse words or phrases (adject ives, adverbs, verbs, prepos i tions,
noun phrases). Carter and McCarthy (2006� 242) add that among
adverbs, many are grad able and many are derived from adject ives by
adding the suffix ‐ly.

12

Huddle ston and Pullum (2002� 563), who notori ously reduced the
exten sion of the adverb class, also believe that the most important
prop erty to define adverbs is the fact that they can be used to modify
all categories except nouns. The other char ac ter istic that the authors
put forward is that the class includes all the words that can have the
same syntactic func tion as those that are derived from adject ives
through the suffix ‐ly (e.g. often → regularly, very → extremely, maybe
→ possibly, moreover → additionally). Apart from that, adverbs are
mostly distin guished from other word classes by their negative
prop er ties, i.e. by what they cannot do (for instance, they cannot
func tion as a subject or a predic ative complement).

13

There are other prop er ties which are exhib ited by adject ives, but
which are not neces sarily high lighted by linguists because they do
not deem them to be defining or distinctive enough. For instance,
many adject ives can be prefixed with un‐ (e.g. unable, uneasy,
unimportant, untrue) to denote their scalar opposite, but this
prop erty does not seem to be salient enough to be used in
gram mat ical descrip tions. As a result, it will not be mentioned when
consid ering typic ally adjectival prop er ties in the rest of this article.

14
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(6) It’s char ac ter ized by strong protec tions against firing workers and generous early
retirement plans. (COCA, 2005, NEWS: CSMonitor)

(7) Me and my partner of 20 years have always planned on retiring early and do some thing
we love. (COCA, 2012, WEB: http://videocafe.crooksandliars.com/heather/you- want-
raise-retirement-age-walk-mile-ou)

(8) Can I ask you a question real quick? (COCA, 2016, SPOK: NBC Today Show)

1.3. The issue of flat adverbs
Despite this divi sion of labor between adject ives and adverbs, some
linguists (Quirk et al., 1985� 405‐406; Biber et al., 2002� 195‐196;
Huddle ston and Pullum, 2002� 567‐568) identify a subcat egory of
adverbs which have the same form as an existing adjective. These are
some times called flat adverbs (Earle, 1871� 361; Gregori and García
Pastor, 2008� 125; O’Conner and Kellerman, 2009� 30), as opposed to
adverbs which are formed by deriv a tion, espe cially through the
suffix ‐ly. Flat adverbs are there fore adverbs which are homonymous
with adjectives.

15

Huddle ston and Pullum (2002� 567‐568) make a distinc tion between
three subcat egories of flat adverbs. The first category comprises
adverbs whose use is styl ist ic ally neutral: they are standard and can
be used in any register. Among this category, the authors make a
distinc tion between adject ives that do not have an adverb equi valent
in ‐ly with the same meaning (e.g. early, fast, hard, long) and those
that do but whose form in ‐ly cannot be used in the same
contexts (e.g. deep, loud, mighty, slow).

16

Although the two instances of early in (6) and (7) are identical in form,
the former is iden ti fied as an adjective based on its occur rence as a
pre- head modi fier of a noun, while the other is an adverb because it
func tions as the time adjunct of a verb.

17

The second category is consti tuted by flat adverbs which can be used
in standard but informal contexts, and which could always be
replaced by their version in ‐ly. The only example the authors give is
the word real, which when used as an adverb – as illus trated in (8) –
could always be replaced by the form really.

18
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(9) This is about messaging. Which is really consistent with his approach here which is he is
not unfor tu nately, he is really not taking serious the idea of running a country. (COCA,
2017, SPOK: CNN Tonight)

Finally, Huddle ston and Pullum put forward a third category of flat
adverbs which can only be used in nonstandard speech. In these
contexts, the authors consider that the overlap between adject ives
and flat adverbs is greater. Indeed, examples of flat adverbs from this
category can be found in tran scripts of spoken conver sa tions, movie
scripts, and blog posts – contexts in which informal nonstandard
language can be often encountered. The word quick in (8) is an
example, as is the word serious in (9) or the words great and terrible
in (3) – in these examples taken from spoken sources, both are used
as manner adjuncts, a func tion tradi tion ally filled by adverbs.

19

It seems that in those informal contexts, an increasing number of
adject ives are used in syntactic func tions in which adverbs are
expected, espe cially the adjunct func tion. Since these are typic ally
adverbial contexts, linguists assume that those words are indeed
adverbs. But given that this is a growing phenomenon, and that in a
nonstandard linguistic context we can expect any semantic ally
compat ible adjective to be used as an adverb, the boundary between
the two categories is becoming increas ingly porous.

20

While the tradi tional view is that flat adverbs have just been
converted, i.e. zero- derived, from adject ives, an altern ative point of
view is that these words remain adject ives, but that their use was
extended to certain typic ally adverbial contexts. Because in many
languages some words can have func tions typic ally occu pied by
adject ives and adverbs in English (which Hallon sten Halling,
2018, calls general modifiers 1), it is not unreas on able to consider that
in English there is only one lexeme serious, real or quick which can be
used to modify words from all categories. Cross- linguistics
obser va tions and the progressive system ati city of such a
phenomenon in English could there fore make it unne ces sary to posit
the exist ence of two separate lexemes which would be special ized in
modi fying certain types of words to the exclu sion of other words.

21
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Table 1: List of studied flat adverbs

alike
alone
clean
clear
daily
dear
deep
direct

early
fast
fine
first
flat
free
fucking
hard

high
last
late
light
likely
long
loud

low
mighty
next
outright
plain
real
right

scarce
sharp
slow
strong
sure
tight
wrong

2. Method and results

2.1. Choice of the words analyzed

In order to see where flat adverbs lie on the gradient between
adject ives and adverbs, only 37 flat adverbs recog nized as such by
Huddle ston and Pullum (2002� 568) were taken into
account, including real. These adverbs are listed in Table 1.

22

The view taken here is prec at egorial (Haspel math, 2023) – the words
listed are not considered to be inher ently part of either category or
to belong to two distinct categories depending on the context.
Indeed, a word such as slow always has the same semantic content,
whether it is used in typic ally adjectival or adverbial contexts. The
only aspect that would play a role in positing two different lexemes
for each form would not be morpho logy or poten tial modi fic a tion,
but syntactic distribution.

23

There are cases in English where syntactic distri bu tion strongly
correl ates with morpho logy. Some forms can clearly belong to two or
three different classes (noun, verb, adjective). The word round, for
instance, will have different morpho lo gical possib il ities depending on
the syntactic context where it occurs:

24

In verbal contexts, i.e. as the head of a clause, its possible forms
are {round, rounds, rounded, rounding}.

In nominal contexts, i.e. as the head of a noun phrase func tioning as
subject, object, predic ative comple ment or comple ment of a prepos i tion,
its possible forms are {round, rounds}.
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(10) I also want to ask about the title of your book; it’s also the title of one of your earlier
poems. (COCA, 2019, MAG: Mother Jones) [pre- head modi fier of poems]

(11) Vicente was earlier than usual that evening. (COCA 2000 FIC: Feminist Studies) [subject- 
oriented predic ative comple ment of was]

(12) “That’s the same thing I saw earlier,” he said. (COCA 2016 FIC: Cabin, clearing, forest)
[time adjunct of saw]

(13) I actu ally didn’t even know that was the number until earlier in the year when some body
brought it up. (COCA, 2012, SPOK: CNN Piers Morgan Tonight) [comple ment of until]

Table 2: List of words used for comparison

In adjectival contexts, i.e. in attributive or predictive func tion, its
possible forms are {round, rounder, roundest}.

In other words, a single form can safely be assigned to several word
classes if a differ ence in syntactic distri bu tion also corres ponds to
poten tial differ ences in morpho lo gical marking. It is not
unreas on able to posit at least three 2 distinct lexemes ROUND, which
there fore exhibit heterosemy (Lichten berk, 1991), based on the
morpho lo gical possib il ities triggered by the syntactic distri bu tion of
the form. On the other hand, whereas a form such as early can occur
in very diverse func tions which would be considered either typic ally
adjectival (e.g. pre- head noun modi fier, predic ative comple ment) or
adverbial (e.g. time adjunct, comple ment of until), it can inflect for
grade in all those contexts.

25

As can be seen from examples (10)‐(13), the typical context of use
(adjectival or adverbial) has no effect on the possib ility to use the
compar ative form or not. The morpho logy of the word cannot help
decide whether these contexts require two different lexemes or not,
and there is there fore no reason why early cannot be considered a
single lexeme in all those contexts.

26

Rather, the analysis of the prop er ties of the words listed in Table 1
will help estab lish whether each of them is closer to adject ives or
adverbs in their current usage. As a baseline, words firmly estab lished
as adject ives and adverbs in a previous study of word classes
(Delhem, forth coming), and listed in Table 2, were added.

27
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Estab lished adjectives Estab lished adverbs

able
available
beautiful
big
different
difficult
easy
economic
financial
foreign

full
global
great
happy
huge
important
large
new
nice
old

political
possible
recent
serious
significant
similar
simple
small
true

actually
again
almost
already
also
always
certainly
especially
exactly

finally
here
how
maybe
nearly
never
now
often
perhaps

probably
really
recently
simply
sometimes
soon
then
usually
why

2.2. Prop er ties analyzed

From a meta lin guistic point of view, word classes emerge because
some words are believed to have enough gram mat ical prop er ties in
common to be brought together under a single label that will
facil itate linguistic descrip tion (Crystal, 1966� 25). It is there fore
para mount to take into account as many gram mat ical prop er ties as
possible when deciding how words cluster together into a common
word class.

28

Each of the words listed in Table 1 and Table 2 was there fore analyzed
according to 100 distinctive phon o lo gical, morpho lo gical, and
syntactic prop er ties. The prop er ties include those that are gener ally
used to define and distin guish adject ives and adverbs (see
Section 1.2), but also prop er ties that can be used to make distinc tions
between other word classes of English. They can be grouped
as follows:

29

Number of syllables.
Stress pattern.
Internal morpho lo gical struc ture (e.g. has the form ‹X‐ly›).
Possible inflec tional suffixes (compar ative and super lative forms).
Possible deriv a tional prefixes (dis‐, in‐, un‐) and suffixes (‐dom, ‐hood,
‐ish, ‐ity, ‐ize, ‐ly).
Possible comple ments (prepos i tion phrases, clauses).
Possible modi fiers (compar ative struc ture; noun phrase; adverbs enough,
right, very; definite article; relative clause).
Syntactic distri bu tion as a comple ment of a verb (subject of be, subject of
a lexical verb; post verbal comple ment of be, become, behave, give, go, last,
need) or a prepos i tion (specified prepos i tion such as think about; until).
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Syntactic distri bu tion as a modi fier (adjunct of a verb in front, central,
end posi tion; modi fier of a plain adjective, a compar ative adjective, an
adverb, a prepos i tion; pre- head and post- head modi fier of a noun).
Agree ment with the verb if in subject function.
Possible core fer en ti ality with a personal pronoun.
Status as a positively- oriented polarity- sensitive item (Huddle ston and
Pullum, 2002� 829).
Possib ility to coordinate similar constituents.

Since word clas si fic a tion may be done by speakers over an unknown
number of (mainly uncon scious) criteria, none of these prop er ties
were weighted in order to make sure that no bias was applied to
the study.

30

2.3. Hier arch ical clustering

Once the prop er ties of the selected words were tran scribed in a
spread sheet, the dist func tion on R was used to determine the
distance that each word had with the others. This distance should
not be under stood in the phys ical sense – it is rather a meas ure ment
of the degree of (dis)simil arity between each of these units. Two
words that behave in the exact same way will have a mutual distance
of zero, and important differ ences in the morpho syn tactic beha vior
of two words will trans late to a higher distance between them.

31

Once the distance between each unit was determ ined, they were
clustered in increas ingly larger groups with the hclust func tion on R
(Ward linkage). Agglom er ative hier arch ical clus tering (forming
increas ingly larger groups) was chosen over divisive hier arch ical
clus tering (breaking down big groups into increas ingly smaller ones).
This reflects the view that each word initially consti tutes its own
category, and words are then grouped with other words in larger
classes if they share enough common prop er ties. When clus tering
words together, the algorithm prior it izes words or existing clusters
with the lowest mutual distance, until all words are part of a
single cluster.

32

This kind of clus tering method ensures that a word will belong to
only one class in the end. It there fore yields clear results, with
coherent resulting clusters comprising members that have at least
some kind of family resemb lance. The results of a clus tering

33
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Figure 1: Agglom er ative hier arch ical clus tering of English adject ives

and adverbs

algorithm are gener ally shown in the form of a dendro gram, as can be
seen for our units in Figure 1.

3. Discussion
The dendro gram in Figure 1 shows two clearly distinct clusters. One
of them (cluster A) includes all words that are indis put ably
adject ives (e.g. available, difficult, financial, old), while the other
(cluster B) includes all words that are indis put ably adverbs (e.g. again,
exactly, perhaps, sometimes). This shows that it is indeed possible to
make a clear distinc tion between those two classes in English. The
cluster in which the flat adverbs under study lie will there fore
indicate the members of which word class each of them are closer to
in terms of gram mat ical properties.

34

A quick look at the dendro gram shows that most flat adverbs under
study belong to cluster A. Only 9 of the 37 units analyzed are rather
part of cluster B. This means that when one exam ines all the different
gram mat ical prop er ties of English units, words clas si fied as flat
adverbs have more prop er ties in common with words belonging to
the class of adject ives than with those belonging to the class
of adverbs.

35

Table 3 below compares the prop er ties that are exhib ited by a
majority of estab lished adject ives and adverbs, which can there fore

36
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Table 3: Propor tion of words satis fying a given criterion according to its group

Property Estab lished adjectives Estab lished adverbs “Flat adverbs” in
cluster A

Complex morpho lo ‐
gical form 17% 63% 4%

Possible suffix a tion with ‐ly 90% 4% 93%

Occur rence in as ~
as possible 76% 19% 100%

Occur rence in more ~ than 76% 22% 68%

Modi fi able by very 97% 26% 100%

Modi fi able by enough 90% 15% 100%

Modi fi able by the 72% 0% 36%

Subject of be 72% 22% 21%

Comple ment of be 100% 22% 100%

Comple ment of become 90% 0% 96%

Adjunct in front position 0% 74% 11%

Adjunct in central position 0% 81% 11%

Adjunct in end position 0% 70% 75%

Adjunct in detached
end position 0% 74% 18%

Modi fier of good 0% 74% 14%

Pre- head modi fier of noun 100% 0% 100%

Post- head modi fier of
something 100% 0% 93%

be considered typical adjectival or adverbial prop er ties, as well as the
propor tion of words belonging to cluster A which are tradi tion ally
clas si fied as flat adverbs and which exhibit those properties.

When comparing most flat adverbs with typical adjectival and
adverbial prop er ties, their clus tering with adject ives becomes less
surprising. This clas si fic a tion is indeed mainly due to the fact that
they have most adjectival properties:

37

They can be suffixed with ‐ly to create an adverb.

They are grad able, which means that they can occur in compar ative
construc tions and be modi fied by degree adverbs.
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Table 4: Prop er ties of flat adverbs belonging to cluster B

Property alike alone daily fucking likely outright

Complex morpho lo gical form ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Possible suffix a tion with ‐ly ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗

Occur rence in as ~ as ✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗

Occur rence in more ~ than ✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗

Modi fi able by very ✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✓

Modi fi able by enough ✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗

Modi fi able by the ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✗

Subject of be ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗

Comple ment of be ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✗

They can occur in attributive and predic ative functions.

On the other hand, those words have only one adverbial prop erty:
three quar ters of them can func tion as adjunct of a verb in final, non- 
detached posi tion. This is some what in agree ment with Huddle ston
and Pullum’s (2002� 537) remark that nonstandard usage of flat
adverbs is restricted to cases where they follow the head, i.e. the
verb. Note, however, that this single prop erty is logic ally not enough
to move them over to the adverb class.

38

As mentioned above, only nine of those “flat adverbs” actu ally cluster
with adverbs.

39

The three words first, last and next consti tute a very coherent
subcluster. They have a certain number of typic ally adjectival
prop er ties (attributive and predic ative func tion, ability to func tion as
head of a noun phrase) but lack other central prop er ties that are
char ac ter istic of this class according to Huddle ston and Pullum
(2002� 528), namely grad ab ility (*first enough, *as last as possible) and
the ability to be in post pos itive func tion (*someone next). In addi tion,
what could have led the algorithm to cluster them with adverbs 3 is
their posi tional flex ib ility: they can func tion as adjuncts in all
posi tions (front, central and end).

40

The other six words belonging to cluster B are alike, alone, daily,
fucking, likely, and outright. The typical adjectival and adverbial
prop er ties (or lack thereof) are indic ated in Table 4 below.

41
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Comple ment of become ✗ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✗

Adjunct in front position ✗ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✗

Adjunct in central position ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Adjunct in end position ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓

Adjunct in detached end position ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✗

Modi fier of good ✗ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗ ✓

Pre- head modi fier of noun ✗ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Post- head modi fier of something ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✓

What is important to note in this table is not the number of adjectival
or adverbial prop er ties. The word alone, for instance, exhibits more
adjectival (5) than adverbial (4) prop er ties. This is not neces sarily
surprising, since in this table there are more prop er ties that are
typical of adject ives (11) than there are that are typical of adverbs (6).
While this may seem unbal anced, the situ ation calls for two remarks:
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In English, adject ives have more positive prop er ties than do adverbs,
which are often defined negat ively, hence the frequent status of the
adverb class as a residual category.
The total number of typical prop er ties considered and the total number
of typical prop er ties exhib ited by a certain word has no incident on its
clas si fic a tion, since alone was clustered with adverbs despite its higher
number of adjectival properties.

In the end, this clas si fic a tion shows that what counts is not the
number of prop er ties, but rather what prop er ties those words have
that other words do not, and vice versa.
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The reason why those six words cluster with adverbs is because they
char ac ter ist ic ally lack one or several of the typical adjectival
prop er ties that were listed above: grad ab ility (daily, fucking, outright),
attributive func tion (alike, alone), or predic ative func tion (fucking,
outright). Moreover, none of them can form a derived adverb in ‐ly.
Fucking is unique among those words in that it does not have many
positive prop er ties, and only one of them is adjectival (attributive
func tion). Another comple mentary explan a tion is that these words
have typic ally adverbial prop er ties that are not neces sarily shared
with other “flat adverbs”: all of them are morpho lo gic ally complex,
most can func tion as adjuncts in several posi tions (notably the central
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posi tion, which is unchar ac ter istic of other flat adverbs), and two of
them can even be used as degree elements within adjective phrases.

Conclusion
If one considers that, for each of the words studied in this article,
there is only one lexeme, the situ ation can be viewed in two
different ways.
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It is first possible to consider, as in this article, that the
categor iz a tion of a given lexeme emerges from the set of
morpho syn tactic contexts in which it can enter into. In this case,
each lexeme will belong to a single category (despite results that may
appear counter- intuitive), although it can be considered an
unpro to typ ical, or even marginal, member of that category. For
example, the adverb alone has a number of adverbial features, but not
all of them, as well as a number of features that can be considered
adjectival, which will not be the case for the other members of
its class.
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The other possib ility is to consider that words have no inherent
category – their categor iz a tion emerges in discourse depending on
the morpho syn tactic context in which they appear. In that case,
the word alone will have adjectival or adverbial uses depending on its
syntactic distri bu tion in a given specific context. However, this
solu tion implies determ ining a limited number of categories
before hand (which would include adjectival and adverbial uses,
among others) and deciding arbit rarily that a given syntactic
distri bu tion corres ponds to a prede ter mined category or use. This
solu tion has not been preferred in this article, because it implies
deciding arbit rarily on the reserved domain of a given class, usually
using labels inher ited from ancient gram mat ical traditions.
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It is there fore safe to think, in light of the data presented and the
emer ging uses of some adject ives described earlier, that most words
that resemble adject ives but func tion as adjuncts in final posi tion are
indeed adject ives and not adverbs. This way of categor izing “flat
adverbs” allows for consid ering that there is an ongoing evol u tion
among some adject ives of contem porary English. Under this view, a
new possible syntactic func tion (adjunct of a verb in end posi tion) is
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NOTES

1  An anonymous reviewer points out that the term general modifier is
relevant for languages which do not make a differ ence between modi fiers of
nouns and verbs, which is not the case of English, and I fully agree with
them, since typical adject ives and typical adverbs have clearly different
prop er ties. This should not, however, be a suffi cient argu ment to posit two
separate lexemes for (what is perceived as) adject ives and flat adverbs that
share the same form.

2  Note that there is a fourth possible class, that of prepos i tions (which
includes tradi tional adverbial uses), for which only the form {round} is
possible, thereby excluding the other forms described.

3  Note, however, that a more general stat ist ical analysis of English word
classes including all ordinal adject ives (e.g. second, third) could conclude
that they form their own coherent class (ordinals), distinct from both
adject ives and adverbs. Some authors (Quirk et al., 1985� 74; Herbst and
Hoff mann, 2024� 257) recog nize the need to separate ordinals from
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adject ives, but prefer clus tering them with (cardinal) numerals, rather than
consid ering them an inde pendent class.

RÉSUMÉS

English
The bound aries and the comple ment arity of the adjective and adverb word
classes in English are blurred in standard English by the exist ence of a
limited number of flat adverbs, i.e. adverbs that are homonymous with
existing adject ives (e.g. early, hard, long, plain). Unlike what happened with
other word classes, the status of these words as full- fledged adverbs has
never been ques tioned despite their resemb lance to adject ives and their
limited syntactic distri bu tion. This article analyzes 37 words tradi tion ally
recog nized as flat adverbs in standard English through 100 gram mat ical
prop er ties, and compares them to clearly estab lished adject ives and
adverbs. A hier arch ical clus tering analysis shows that most of the words
under study actu ally cluster with adject ives, since they have most, if not all,
typical adjectival prop er ties (‐ly- suffixation, grad ab ility, attributive and
predic ative func tions), and only one or two adverbial prop er ties (adjunct
func tion in end posi tion, and some times degree modi fier of adject ives). It
can there fore be assumed that most “flat adverbs” are not adverbs
converted from adject ives, but rather adject ives that have one or two
addi tional func tions which are tradi tion ally devoted to adverbs in English.
This analysis preserves the ortho gon ality of word class and syntactic
func tion, and accounts for the emer ging use of an increasing number of
adject ives in informal contem porary English.

Français
Les fron tières et la complé men ta rité des classes adjec ti vale et adver biale en
anglais sont brouillées par l’exis tence en langue stan dard d’un nombre
limité d’adverbes dits « plats » (terme traduit de l’anglais flat adverb), c’est- 
à-dire d’adverbes homo nymes d’adjec tifs exis tants (p. ex. early, hard, long,
plain). Contrai re ment à ce qui s’est passé pour d’autres classes de mots, le
statut de ces mots en tant qu’adverbes à part entière n’a jamais été remis en
ques tion malgré leur ressem blance avec des adjec tifs et leur distri bu tion
syntaxique limitée. Cet article analyse 37 mots tradi tion nel le ment reconnus
comme des adverbes plats en anglais stan dard au prisme de 100 propriétés
gram ma ti cales, et les compare à des adjec tifs et des adverbes clai re ment
établis. Une analyse de clas si fi ca tion hiérar chique montre que la plupart des
mots étudiés sont en fait regroupés avec des adjec tifs, puisqu’ils possèdent
la plupart, voire la tota lité, des propriétés adjec ti vales typiques (suffixa tion
en ‐ly, grada bi lité, fonc tions épithète et attribut), et seule ment une ou deux
propriétés adver biales (fonc tion d’adjoint en posi tion finale, et parfois
modi fieur de degré des adjec tifs). On peut donc supposer que la plupart des
« adverbes plats » ne sont pas des adverbes convertis à partir d’adjec tifs,
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mais plutôt des adjec tifs qui ont une ou deux fonc tions supplé men taires
tradi tion nel le ment dévo lues aux adverbes en anglais. Cette analyse préserve
l’ortho go na lité entre classe de mots et fonc tion syntaxique, et rend compte
de l’utili sa tion émer gente d’un nombre crois sant d’adjec tifs en anglais
contem po rain informel.
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