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I. Theoretical considerations 
 

1. Introduction, methodology and structure of this study 
 
When an adjective is used as a noun in Modern English there is – in most instances 
– no inflectional ending signalling to us that we are dealing with either an adjective 
or a noun. Nevertheless, the situation is different in examples such as the whites or 
the blacks where a plural -s is added to the lexeme white and black respectively. 
But these examples seem to constitute exceptions. The Modern English situation 
differs from Modern German, where we can distinguish an adjective like gut 
(‘good’) from the noun phrase ein Guter/der Gute/die Guten (‘a good person/the 
good person/the good’) etc. But when we compare for instance the case ModE 
good (adjective) and the good (noun phrase), the good does not show any overt 
derivational morpheme indicating that a word formation process turning the adjec-
tive good into a noun used with the article the, has taken place. Only the article the 
in this example characterizes the phrase as a noun phrase.  

Old English adjectives, however, still had inflectional endings according to 
case, number and gender, as well as the distinction between strong and weak adjec-
tival declension. Apart from the great overlaps between noun and adjective endings 
in the weak declension, the adjective was identifiable as an adjective by its adjecti-
val (or pronominal) or comparative endings: gōd/godes/godum/godne, etc. (st. 
masc. sg. nom./gen./dat./acc.) – (þa) godan  (wk. masc. pl. acc./nom.) or bete-
ra/betst (comp./superl.). In Middle English, owing to the increased loss of inflec-
tional morphemes, inflectional endings of adjectives had almost disappeared, apart 
from the -e ending for the weak declension and the strong plural declension, but 
only in monosyllabic adjectives ending in a consonant (Mossé 1952, 64).  As a 
consequence, in many cases the Middle English adjective has no inflectional end-
ing any more (apart from the ones in the comparative and superlative). Also, in 
Middle English we find instances of art. + adj. + one/ones, similar to Modern Eng-
lish constructions. This shows that the classification of word-classes moves away 
from inflectional morphology towards syntax. 
 In synchronic and diachronic Old, Middle, and Early Modern English gram-
mars (see chapter 2 on previous research), a detailed description of adjectives used 
as nouns and their linguistic classification is usually not given. A corpus of Old, 
Middle or Early Modern English has not been analyzed yet in order to verify if the 
existing patterns of adjectives used as nouns – as outlined in the existing diachronic 
as well as synchronic grammars – were actually used or were rather exceptional. 
This is the reason why in this study a corpus is used to analyze different instances 
of adjectives used as nouns quantitatively and qualitatively. For Old English, the 
Old English translation of Boethius’ De consolatione philosophiae by King Alfred 
in Godden & Irvine’s edition (2009) and for Middle English, the Boece by Chaucer 
in Machan’s (2008) edition are analyzed, and also compared with each other in this 
respect to find out more about the actual uses of adjectives as nouns and their func-
tions. A comparison of the Old and the Middle English version can also show if the 
reduction (and loss) of inflectional endings is at all related to the phenomenon of 
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adjectives used as nouns, i.e. if a gradual loss of inflectional endings goes hand in 
hand with a decrease of adjectives used as nouns.1 Moreover, the Early Modern 
English translation of the Consolation of Philosophy by Queen Elizabeth I in the 
edition of Pemberton (1899) as well as Sedgefield’s (1900) Modern English render-
ing of Alfred’s Old English version are analyzed. For contrastive purposes, a Latin 
version (Neitzke 1997) and Modern German translation of the Boethius (Scheven 
1893; 2010) are consulted in order to compare the English adjectives used as nouns 
with their Latin and German equivalents.  

Tables 1 and 2 in the appendix provide an inventory of linguistic features in 
order to classify the linguistic status of adjectives used as nouns in the history of 
English and in Modern German. Table 3 in the appendix is an index of the adjec-
tives used as nouns in the Old, Middle, Early Modern, Modern English, Modern 
German and Latin (only books I and II) Boethius. The Boethius translations into 
Old, Middle, Early Modern, Modern English and Modern German as well as the 
Latin text (books I and II) are scanned and all linguistically relevant adjectives are 
collected and commented on in the attached tables 4 to 9 in the appendix. Not only 
(single) adjectives that are used as nouns (without an overt nominal head) are taken 
into consideration in these collections, but also noun phrases that consist of a head 
noun and a modifying adjective. The reason for this is to show parallels and differ-
ences to single adjectives that are used as nouns. In order to label the relevant sam-
ples for my analysis the samples are annotated in capitalized letters, viz. AB-
STRACT, PERSON (sg.) or PERSON (pl.). All other usages are indicated in small 
letters (cf. chapter 13 for a more detailed explanation). 

The tables that are established help classify whether an adjective used as a 
noun is in fact a ‘real’2 noun or not. In each table, i.e. for Old, Middle, Early Mod-
ern, Modern English and Modern German (but not Latin), nominal inflection, syn-
tax, word-formation and semantics are taken into consideration (cf. tables 1 and 
table 2 in the appendix).  

Before any categorization as either adjective or noun is possible, of course 
certain formal categories (use of articles, plural markers, modifiers, comparison of 
adjectives etc.) as well as semantic ones have to be considered, or rather deter-
mined in order to argue for an adjective or a noun in concrete instances of an adjec-
tive being used as a noun. Afterwards, such instances in the corpus are looked at in 
their syntactical surrounding and their whole context. Only then we can argue for a 
case of inflection, syntax, such as an ellipsis, or of a case of word formation, i.e. 
zero-derivation/conversion, or rather of semantics, viz. the primacy of the semantic 
content/denotation of the particular lexeme/phrase. In this respect, the existing 
studies on conversion and zero-derivation are also investigated. 

                                                 
1 For the rise of the propword one see e.g. Einenkel (1903; 1912; 1914), Luick (1906; 1913) or 
Rissanen (1967). 
2 The term ‘real’ noun is used in order to refer to prototypical members of the word-class noun and 
means that this noun has all the features of a prototypical noun, i.e. it can be used with a definite/an 
indefinite article, it can be premodified by an adjective and it can be pluralized (mainly by adding  –
s).Ungerer et al. (1984) use the term ‘genuine’ (1984, 93, note 2). The opposite terms ‘unreal’or  
‘apparent’ are not used though.  
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My analysis is primarily a qualitative and philological one rather than a 
quantitative one, i.e. it does not mainly aim at showing any frequency patterns of 
adjectives used as nouns since my corpus material are print versions and no digital 
corpus data. Nevertheless, I count my findings of adjectives used as nouns and pro-
vide some numbers and percentages in bar charts for this purpose (cf. chapter 13).  

The core issue of this thesis is the linguistic classification of adjectives used 
as nouns in Old, Middle, Early Modern English, Modern English and Modern 
German (see chapter 14), i.e. if we can argue for a case of inflection, word-
formation, syntax or semantics. We must keep in mind that the concepts for a 
framework are required to be valid in either of the periods of the English language 
and in Modern German respectively.  

When it comes to English word-formation, I use both terms zero-derivation 
and conversion, but with the different underlying concepts (see chapter 5 for more 
details). For analogies to a compound, I will also speak of word-formation. Fur-
thermore, I will distinguish between total and partial conversion (cf. Sweet 1891), 
allocating cases where an adjective adopts all prototypical features of a noun to to-
tal conversion and cases where it only partially shows nominal characteristics as 
partial conversions. On a morphological basis no overt change is made on the ad-
jective that is said to have turned into a noun, i.e. no suffix is added. A great deal is 
also devoted to semantics as it is indispensable for arguing of a word-formation 
process, syntax or (simply) inflection. Also, it needs to be clarified that there is a 
difference in the use of adjectives as nouns when we are dealing with ellipsis or 
with anaphoric or cataphoric references.   

After having outlined the starting point and methodology of the present 
study, I will sketch the subsequent parts. The thesis is divivded into two major 
parts, viz. I. Theoretical considerations (chapters 1-8), II. Historical contexts and 
analyses of the Boethius texts (chapters 9-15) and III. Bibliography and appendix 
(chapters 16-17). 

Chapter 2 gives an overview of previous research on the linguistic problem 
of classifying adjectives used as nouns throughout the periods of the English lan-
guage. After that, the formal, syntactic as well as semantic features of adjectives 
and nouns in Old, Middle, Early Modern and Modern English as well as in Modern 
German are illustrated in order to approach their typically established features 
(chapter 3). Chapter 4 deals with the formal, syntactic and semantic relations and 
overlaps between adjective and noun in English and Modern German. Chapters 5 
and 6 are concerned with conversion/zero-derivation; first of all, chapter 5 gives an 
overview of different theoretical concepts of the the phenomenon in English as well 
as in Modern German. Second, chapter 6 goes into detail about conversion/zero-
derivation and related phenomena in Old, Middle and Early Modern English in par-
ticular. The chapter on other linguistic concepts that play a role when classifying 
adjectives as nouns comprises the role of word-classes and their distinctions, nomi-
nalization (substantivization), grammaticalization and ellipsis (chapter 7). Chapter 
8 provides a summary of the theoretical considerations of the previous chapters. 

In the next chapters (9-15) the major part of the analysis begins (Part II of 
the thesis). This part contains the background, Neoplatonic context of the Latin 



4 
 

Boethius and a brief summary of contents (chapter 9), the historical backgrounds of 
the Old English Boethius (chapter 10), of the Middle English Boece (chapter 11) 
and the the Early Modern English Boethius (chapter 12).  Chapters 13 and 14 form 
the two main parts of the analysis. The first analysis part (chapter 13) consists of 
the quantitative collection and comparison of the samples taken from the English, 
Modern German and Latin3 corpus and contains bar charts that illustrate the per-
centages of the findings according to certain semantic and syntactic categories. The 
second part of the analysis (chapter 14) provides the qualitative linguistic analysis 
of the corpus samples. The last subchapter illustrates adjectives used as nouns in 
other English texts, i.e. apart from the Boethius, in order to give an insight into the 
distribution and frequency of substantivized adjectives in a number of other text 
genres. Chapter 15 closes off with a summary.  

The last chapters comprise the bibliography (chapter 16) and the appendix 
(chapter 17). The appendix consists of the tables that have been established to help 
classify the linguistic status of the substantivised adjectives in all periods of the 
English language as well as in Modern German (tables 1 and 2 in chapter 17.1) and 
all corpus material I have collected from the chosen Boethius translations including 
an index of the substantivized adjectives and an overview of the bar charts (tables 
3-10 in chapter 17.2). 

 
 
 
 

2. Previous research 
 
The linguistic classification (cf. tables 1.1-1.4 in the appendix for the relevant crite-
ria) of adjectives used as nouns in Old, Middle and (Early) Modern English has not 
been systematically analyzed so far. As far as historical grammars are concerned, 
such as Jespersen (1949), Brunner (21962), or synchronic grammars of Old, Middle 
and Early Modern English like for instance Campbell (1959), Mitchell/Robinson 
(1964) or Hogg & Fulk (2011) for Old English, Mossé (1952) or Obst & Schleburg 
(22010) for Middle English and Barber (1976), Görlach (1994) or Nevalainen 
(2006) for Early Modern English, they neither explicitly state the linguistic status 
of adjectives as nouns nor do they resort to completely analyzed corpora that serve 
as a reliable basis for a linguistic classification. Brunner (21962, 73) states in his 
chapter on the use of adjectives as nouns that their use is possible to an unrestricted 
extent in Old English and becomes more restricted towards Middle English.     

Below, I will give a chronological overview of previous research/studies on 
adjectives used as nouns. 

Wülfing (1894) states that the Old English adjective can be used as a noun in 
each of its forms of comparison, e.g. þa rihtwisan (‘the righteous’), ða eldran (‘the 
older’) or þa weorþestan (‘the worthiest’). They can denote persons (þa rihtwisan), 
abstract and neuter terms (unrihte). The use of the article with those adjectives as 
                                                 
3 Since Latin does not play a major role in this thesis, only books I and II are analysed. 
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