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Abstract

Light verb constructions (LVCs), such as ‘make a decision’ or ‘give a smile’, are verbo-nominal
structures in which the verb has lost its meaning to a certain degree and the predicative noun determines
the meaning of the construction. The association between the verb and the noun is quite strong. LVCs
usually contain high-frequency verbs, such as make, take, do, give, in their so called ‘light’ meaning.

This paper focuses on a cross-linguistic comparison of the verbs make, take and give within LVCs in a
corpus of English legal texts and a parallel corpus of their translations into Croatian. The corpus-based
analysis of LVCs also considered the translation strategies used in the language pair. Since LVCs are
often the result of the process of nominalization in different registers, it is expected that they will be
quite frequent in the legal register, which shows a tendency towards nominalization. The study also
explores the frequency and valency of the verbs make, take and give in the English legal corpus using
word frequency lists and statistical measures of association between words. It then considers the
translation equivalents in the Croatian corpus. The study contributes to the understanding of LVCs in
this particular register, as well as the issues of translating such constructions.

Keywords: light verb constructions, legal register, corpus analysis, parallel corpora, cross-linguistic
study

1. INTRODUCTION

Light verbs, also called thin verbs [1], function verbs [2], support verbs [3], operator verbs [4], vector
verbs [5], and light verb constructions (LVCs), also referred to as stretched verb constructions [1],
complex predicates [6], complex predicate constructions [6], support verb constructions [3] and verbo-
nominal constructions [7], were the focus of many theoretical analyses, particularly in German and
French linguistic circles, for several decades. The term was used to describe functional verbs with a very
general meaning combining with a noun and forming a lexicalized predicate, such as ‘make a
complaint’, ‘take a decision’, ‘give assistance’. The LV in these structures contributes to the meaning
of the entire unit to a small extent, i.e. the meaning of the verb is semantically reduced [8: 63], while the
meaning of the whole unit is derived from the noun. Owing to their complexity, variability and wide
use, they have been the subject of studies that have analysed LVCs from many aspects, €.g. cross-
linguistic studies, diachronic studies, translation studies, semantic analysis, discourse analysis, second
language acquisition, etc. In recent years, the study of LVCs was directed specifically towards automatic
identification of LVCs in large corpora to cater for the needs of natural language processing and large
language models (e.g. [9], [10], [11]). While there are a few corpus based studies that focus on LVCs
(cf. [12],[13], [14]), analyzing their construction and frequency, the studies focusing on parallel corpora
and translation strategies used are few, particularly the ones in the English-Croatian language pair. This
study focused on the verbs make, take and give in their so called ‘light” meanings in a parallel English-
Croatian corpus of maritime legal texts. More specifically, the frequency and valency of each LV in the
corpus was compared, possible translation equivalents investigated and translation strategies identified.
The aim was to investigate the use of LVCs containing make, take and give within one register: the legal
register, and the ways these were translated to Croatian to identify the similarities and differences
between languages and possible challenges they present for the process of translation.

Maritime legal English is a specific sub-variety of the umbrella term Maritime English, which includes
legal texts regulating various legal aspects of maritime venture, shipping business, ship management,
marine insurance, liability, safety at sea, work conditions on board, ship’s ownership and registration,
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marine pollution, etc. [15]. The language of maritime legal English shares some features of legal
English, which mainly refers to greater number of nouns than verbs, frequent use of conjunctions,
passive voice, impersonal style, limited use of tenses, long complex sentences, frequent use of
conditional clauses, latinisms, clichees, repetitions, while its style is described as analytical, schematic,
objective, logical, explicit, specific, unemotional, stylistically unmarked, impersonal, redundant, with
intertextual references and formulaic expression. The same features can also be found in the Croatian
legal register and they represent potential universal features of the register.

When it comes to translating prescriptive legislative texts of this kind, [16: 8] claims that the language
of international conventions is deliberately ambiguous, vague and unclear, which is why translators need
to be particularly cautious and refrain from explaining or clarifying because such expressions result from
the specific procedure of international negotiations. Translators use various strategies in the process of
translation in order to achieve functional equivalence. The strategy applied in a particular circumstance
depends of the type of text being translated, concepts, purpose of the text and the target audience [17].
This might include making the translation more explicit or more implicit than the original, simplifying,
adjusting to the typical patterns of the target language or adapting to the target culture, adding or omitting
to fit the target language, etc. In the process, the source language (SL) might influence the translation
so examples of SL interference and appearance of unique linguistic elements or untypical multi-word
combinations are not uncommon.

As research has shown, LVCs tend to be challenging for non-native speakers of English as they
frequently underuse, overuse or misuse LVs. This occurs because it is often not easy to determine which
LV to use, e.g. we can say ‘make a decision’ but we cannot say ‘do a decision’. Some studies established
that advanced level speakers tend to use LVCs more frequently than speakers at lower proficiency levels
[18] and also that the use of LVCs varies across regional varieties of English [19: 151-152].
Nonetheless, LVCs have been shown to be more frequent than their full verb counterparts, despite the
law of language economy [20: 580]. This might be due to the fact that LVCs show greater flexibility in
modification and compositional structure, i.e. they can be modified by various elements and their
structure can be discontinued within a sentence [21: 3]. Therefore, they are considered to be somewhere
in between purely compositional language and fixed idioms (Figure 1).

Purely Opaque Idiomatic
Compositional Language: LVCs: Expressions:
I made a hat She took a walk He kicked the bucket

Continuum of Language Compositionality

Fig. 1. Continuum of Language Compositionality [21].

Both the features of LVCs and translation challenges were taken into consideration in formulating the
hypotheses. The first hypothesis was that, as the legal register in both languages shows a tendency
towards nominalization, the English LVCs will be translated by the Croatian equivalent LVCs more
frequently. The second hypothesis was that the English LVs under study will be translated by a few of
the most frequent Croatian LVs, typical for the register. The third hypothesis was that there will be some
overlap in the Croatian equivalent LVs, i.e. that the same Croatian LVs will be used for the translation
of English LVs.
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2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1. Materials

The study was conducted on two parallel corpora of texts from the area of maritime legal English,
MarLaw EN (553,120 tokens) and MarLaw CRO (498,389 tokens). The corpora consist of 14
international conventions and five international regulations in the English corpus and their translations
into Croatian in the Croatian corpus. As such, the texts belong to the category of legal prescriptive texts,
that are public and normative. EU maritime regulations were not selected for the corpora as the results
of previous research have shown that EU English may be regarded as a variety of British legal English
(cf. [22], [23], [24], [25]) and also due to the fact that EU regulations are composed based on specific
guidelines and translated according to special criteria and instructions. For these reasons, the language
of EU legal documents in English may contaminate the results of the legal documents originally written
in English. The international conventions and regulations selected for the corpus regulate various legal
aspects of shipping, including ownership, liability, safety, insurance matters, rights and obligations of
different stakeholders in maritime ventures. The Republic of Croatia as a maritime-oriented country is
a signatory of all the selected conventions and has implemented many of the regulations in its national
legislation. The authors of the original texts are legal experts, while the translators are unknown,
presumably native speakers of Croatian. The translations are formally published on the relevant web
pages of the Croatian Ministry of Justice and Public Administration and Ministry of the Sea, Transport
and Infrastructure.

The corpus compilation was conducted in several stages. First, the planning stage which involved
defining the type of corpora and the relevant criteria for the selection of texts for the corpora to make it
suitable for the study. The criteria included defining the register and field from which to collect the texts,
selecting texts that have been translated into Croatian, using whole texts not just excerpts, and omitting
EU legislation. This was followed by collecting relevant texts, filtering them according to the previously
defined criteria and finally, preparing the texts for uploading into the online corpus analysis tool, Sketch
Engine [26].

2.2. Methods

In the corpus-based analysis of LVCs it was necessary to triangulate the methods in order to validate the
obtained results. The analysis in Sketch Engine using advanced features of corpus query language (CQL)
showed that the identification of LVCs requires additional qualitative insight owing to the nature of
LVCs. The problem of identification resulted from the fact that the individual elements of LVCs are
often disjoined by other linguistic units, e.g. “make appropriate recommendations to the Council”,
“make any recommendations which it may find appropriate”. Another problem is that LVCs may
appear in both active and passive form (e.g. “additional entries in the radiolog should be made in
accordance with...”) owing to which CQL does not provide adequate results in concordances. On the
other hand, CQL may provide hits that are not LVCs but only the ‘heavy’ use of an LV and a noun
appearing in the same context (e.g. “they will make the decision known to the public”). Therefore, after
obtaining the results by CQL, the hits had to be filtered in the concordance to obtain the final results.
The results from the concordance were then further cross-checked with the results of the Word Sketch
tool in Sketch Engine. This is a special feature offered by Sketch Engine that provides a word’s
collocates organized into categories, and in this case the focus was on verb + noun structures. The results
of Word Sketch were analyzed according to a set of specific criteria: the noun denotes an action, event
or state, the noun carries the meaning of the whole, noun and verb together denote one action and behave
as a single semantic unit, the structure can be paraphrased by a simple verb (Figure 2).

noun and verb ;
Ol S50 S noun carries together noun and verb pglEllc:
IR b BT the meanin denote one are a single unit i 15
or state 8 action g a full verb

Fig. 2. Process of identifying LVCs.
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The study focused specifically on the analysis of LVCs with the verbs make, take and give in the corpus
MarLaw EN. Using the above-described methods, the frequencies of LVCs containing make, take and
give were found along with the different nouns that form a part of their LVCs. To get a deeper insight
into the valency and strength of the connection between the light verbs and their nouns, the association
measure logDice and log likelihood were obtained for each LVC. As logDice provides typical
collocations, not just words that frequently co-occur, this was considered as benchmark, while log
likelihood served as a check of statistical significance of each LVC. The second part of the study
included the analysis of translations of English LVCs into Croatian by examining the corpus of parallel
Croatian translations in Sketch Engine.

3. RESULTS

After making some adjustments to CQL, the following formula was used for searching LVs in the corpus
MarLaw EN [lemma="(light verb)"][][tag="N.*"] and the final results for frequencies were obtained
after manual filtering. The results, shown in Table 1, indicate that the verb fake is the most frequent in
the corpus, but it has the least number of noun collocates. The verb make is the most valent of the three.

Table 1. Frequency and number of collocates for the verbs make, take and give.

Verb | Absolute freq. | Relative freq. (per million) | No of collocates
make 136 245,88 28
take 552 997,98 16
give 99 178,98 26

After analyzing the frequencies, the study focused on the statistical significance of the obtained results
for the collocations to see whether the strength of association between the LV and the noun are
significant and not due to chance. In this sense, the logDice values and log likelihood values were
considered to identify those structures which represent typical collocations for the corpora under study.
The results, shown in Figure 3, represent the logDice values for collocations with make, take and give
that exceed the threshold set at 7.00, which is considered significant. Another criterion for including the
LVC in the results was its log likelihood value that was greater than 20, as this shows that the probability
of the LVCs appearing by chance is less than 1 %.

LogDice values
14,00
12,00
10,00
8,00
6,00
4,00
2,00

0,00
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21

MAKE TAKE GIVE

Fig. 3. logDice values for collocations with make, take and give.
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These results complement the results of LV frequencies, showing the strength of association that each
LV makes with their collocates. Within the MarLaw EN corpus, the verb fake makes the strongest
associations, while the verb make has a greater number of strong associations. The verb give is the least
valent and least productive, as many of the associations it makes with nouns are rather weak (>7).
However, when we take a look at the different meanings of their LVCs, we can see that the verb give
shows a greater variability in meanings than the other two verbs, particularly the verb take (Table 2).

Table 2. Various meanings of LVCs with the verbs make, take and give. Source: author.

VERB MEANING EXAMPLE

MAKE write/submit (a document) make a submission; make an application

perform sth make a departure, make a seizure
arrange make arrangements
decide make a nomination, make an award
TAKE consider take into account; take into consideration
act take measures; take action
GIVE publish give publicity
notify give warning, give information
respect give regard, give attention
guarantee give assurance
help give assistance; give support
train give training

The second part of the study focused on the translation equivalents of LVCs in the Croatian parallel
corpus MarLaw CRO. First, the frequencies of nouns and verbs in the two corpora were extracted to
analyze the tendency of a corpus towards nominalization as the use of LVCs is usually connected to
that. In that sense, the Croatian corpus showed a greater tendency towards nominalization than the
English corpus, with a noun to verb ratio of 3,54, compared to the noun-verb ratio in the English corpus
of 2,58. Subsequently, the concordance lines containing the LVCs identified in the previous stage of the
study were analyzed in parallel with the Croatian translations. All translations were identified and
categorized either as translation into an LVC in Croatian, translation into a full verb or translation into
a noun. The results are shown in Figure 4.
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Fig. 4. Translation outcomes by verb (LV, V, N).

The results show that the greatest part of English LVCs was translated by an LVC in Croatian, while the
verbs were the second choice for translators. In this sense, the verbs make and give show similar
tendencies while the verb take differs in the sense that it was more frequently translated by a Croatian
LVC than the other two verbs.

4. DISCUSSION

The results of the corpus analysis indicate that while the verb fake is the most frequent of the three LVs,
it has the least number of collocates. However, the strength of the bonds it makes with its collocates is
rather high. When taking a look at the translations into Croatian, it can be seen that fake is more
frequently translated by a Croatian LVC than the other two verbs. This might be due to the greater
strength of association that it has with its collocates so its LVCs are perceived as fixed units of language.
It could also be attributed to the universal feature of the register, i.e. similar use of language structures
within the same register, even though the language is different. The same applies to the fact that LVCs
are more frequently translated as LVCs in Croatian, indicating a tendency towards nominalization in the
same register in English and in Croatian.

The translations of LVCs into Croatian show a variety of solutions. In the majority of cases (81.4%),
the LVCs are translated by a Croatian equivalent LVC. However, in 18.4% of cases they are translated
by a Croatian full verb or a noun. The meaning of the full verb is much clearer and it is retrieved faster
than the combination of the light verb and a noun, which makes these expression in translation easier to
understand, particularly in cases where the LVC in the original is discontinued by other elements. Such
cases might be interpreted as instances of simplification in translation, or explicitation as the translated
expression more explicitly states the meaning.

Further analysis of translations shows that in Croatian LVCs there is a variety of verbs used, as shown
in Figure 5.
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TAKE
usvojiti (adopt)

pristupiti (approach) pg.c:.u(zheti Ejd)o) MAKE
dobiti (get) hAS IR e poslati (send)
pokrenuti (move) don“??' (bring) podnijeti (take)
preuzeti (take over) ~ Obaviti (do) izraditi (make)
vrsiti (do)
dati (give)
uputiti
(direct)
GIVE

pruziti (offer)
omoguciti (enable)
osigurati (ensure)
navesti (state)
iskazati (express)
obratiti (turn)

Fig. 5. Venn diagram of Croatian translations for LVCs with make, take and give

This suggests a greater variation in LVC combinations in Croatian, which is further corroborated by
frequencies of light verbs in the two corpora: make, take and give together appear 4213 times, while all
the Croatian light verbs together have a frequency of 2785. It is further interesting to notice the light
verb translations which overlap. The Croatian verb dati (give) is a common equivalent for all three
English verbs. However, the English verb give has the least number of Croatian equivalents in common
with the other two light verbs, while the verbs take and make have several common equivalents in
Croatian.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Owing to the tendency of the register towards nominalization, LVCs represent one of the typical features
of legal registers across languages. The LVCs in both English and Croatian legal corpora, analyzed in
this study, showed shared structural features and high productivity. Among the three verbs, the verb take
is the most frequent in the English legal corpus but make is the most productive in terms of valency. The
verb give shows the widest range of semantic variability despite having weaker associations overall. As
the majority of English LVCs were translated using equivalent LVCs in Croatian, this indicates a cross-
linguistic preference for maintaining the nominal structure in translation. This confirms the first
hypothesis about the legal discourse tending to preserve nominalization to maintain a degree of formality
and information density. However, as Croatian translations of English LVCs displayed a broader range
of light verb choices, the second hypothesis was not confirmed. It seems that Croatian has a variety of
verbs that may be used in LVCs, which needs to be taken into consideration when translating. The
Croatian verb “dati” may serve as equivalent for different English light verbs, and could therefore be
considered typical of the register, but it still is not as frequent in the Croatian maritime legal register as
the English light verbs are in the English maritime legal register. This suggests a higher degree of
flexibility or fluidity in Croatian LVC constructions compared to their English counterparts. The third
hypothesis was partially confirmed as the LVCs containing the verbs make and take have some common
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equivalents in Croatian, but the LVCs with the verb give were translated with a different set of light
verbs in Croatian. This might be due to the intrinsic semantic differences between the verbs in English.
Besides maintaining the LVC structure, which shows a structural consistency of the legal language, the
translations demonstrated a certain degree of simplification and explicitation in cases when the English
LVCs were translated using Croatian full verbs of nouns, which indicates some nuancing in linguistic
decisions involved in cross-linguistic translation of formulaic expressions. This aspect would require
further study into the effects of using full verbs to see whether there are any legal nuances lost or added
in translation. Other possible future research might focus on the patterns of LVC usage in other
specialized registers (e.g. administrative, medical, academic) to determine whether the structural
patterns and the translation strategies are register-specific. Also, in light of recent technological
advancements, it should be analyzed how well legal LVCs are handled by machine translation tools in
English-Croatian language pair.
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