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During the last two decades, research within corpus-based translation studies (CBTS) has been focusing on differences between translated texts and original, non-translated texts. A great number of studies have been dedicated to the different types of translational effects that are likely to occur in translated texts [1], [2], [3]. From these studies, strong evidence emerged that different types of translational effects on the lexical, morphosyntactic and pragmatic level (e.g. normalization [4], explicitation [5] and shining through [6]) are likely to occur in translated texts, thereby potentially reducing the representativeness of translations for contrastive-linguistic research. This issue has already been addressed by Johansson [7], [8], who put forward a procedure to tease apart contrastive relations and translation effects. However, this procedure is not capable of detecting subtle semantic differences. Indeed, a question that has rarely been asked (both within CBTS and contrastive linguistics) is whether translational effects can also be found on the semantic level. If (subtle) changes were to occur in a translation compared to its source texts, this would undermine one of the core assumptions underlying the use of parallel corpora in contrastive linguistics, namely that there is a (perfect) semantic equivalence between source texts in language A and target texts in language B [9], [10], [11], [12]. Consequently, the main objective of this paper is to verify the semantic stability hypothesis by investigating whether the (sub-)meanings associated with near-synonyms shift during translation. 

To do so, we compared the meaning structure of the field of inchoativity in a parallel corpus of English-to-Dutch translations to that of the same field in a comparable corpus of authentic Dutch texts. Both corpora are included in the 10-million-word bidirectional Dutch Parallel Corpus (DPC) [13]. We focused on 5 Dutch lexemes in the semantic field of inchoativity (beginnen [to begin], starten [to start], van start gaan [to take off], opstarten [to start up] and aanvatten [to commence]). The lexemes were selected via the semantic mirroring procedure [14]. After extracting all the sentences containing one of the lexemes under study, the behavioral-profile method –a usage-based method based on the distributional semantics idea– was adopted [15], [16]. We annotated the linguistic context of each retrieved lexeme for a variety of so-called ID-tags that, taken together, represent the morphosyntactic and semantic architecture of each lexeme. This enables us to explore - via multivariate statistical techniques such as correspondence regression [17] and random forests - in which respects each lexeme is unique and whether the contextual properties of the lexemes differs in translational data (parallel corpus) compared to authentic data (comparable corpus). The results of our analyses show that the behavioral profiles of the lexemes under study do not remain stable among the different corpus components, running counter to the posited “semantic stability hypothesis”. Consequently, the assumption of semantic stability between source and target text, which is one of the main motivations to use parallel corpora in contrastive linguistics, seems not completely tenable. As a consequence, one needs to be cautious when arriving at contrastive-linguistic conclusions based on translational data only. 
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