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LINGUISTIC DESCRIPTION INDICTIONARIES: SEMANTICS

Semantic and syntactic properties
of verbs of communication

Kristel PROOST and Daniel GLATZ, Mannheim, Germany

Zusammenfassung

This essay is concerned with the event structure of verbs of communication. Some verbs of communi-
cation cannot easily be classified as belonging to a particular type of event structure, while others are
basically Activity predicates. We show that this difference with respect to event structure depends on the
lexicalization of speaker attitudes. Those verbs of communication which do not express any particular
speaker attitude can be assigned an Activity event structure, which can then be expanded to yield an Ac-
complishment. However, genuine speech act verbs, i. e. verbs which are specified with respect to speaker
attitudes, do not correspond to any event structure type and do not allow a similar expansion of their
argument structure.

1 Introduction

This paper is concerned with variation in verb meaning as well as with the variation in syntactic
context that correlates with it. Both types of variation have often been attributed to properties of
the event structures that verbs are associated with (CENBERLICH 1997, 1997a], [RR-

SONS 1994], [RUSTEJOVSKY 1995], [RAPPAPORT HOVAV/LEVIN 1998], [CARRIER/RAN-

DALL 1992]). Most studies about event structure have concentrated on a few specific verb clas-
ses such as movement verbs and psych-verbs. In this paper we shall show that verbs of commu-
nication (i. e., verbs referring to communicative acts) behave differently from these well-studied
verb classes, not only with respect to their event structure, but also regarding the possibilities of
expansion (to, e.g., resultative constructions, cf. Goldberg 1995) that their argument structure
allows.

2 The Event Structure of Verbs of Communication

The structure of events denoted by verbs is commonly described by means of time schemata like
the ones proposed by Vendler (State, Activity, Achievement, Accomplishment). Predicates like
movement verbs (as, e. @trive) or psych-verbs (as, e. dgve) are mostly assigned an event
structure of the following typarrive: [ [ BECOME] [ X<STATE>] (viz., arrive is classified as

an achievement) dove [ X <STATE>] (viz., loveis classified as a state).

However, any attempt to analyse the event structure of verbs of communication by means of
Vendler's time schemata turns out to be problematic (this applies also to, e. g., [Dowty 1979]).
This will here be exemplified by the veviersprechenThe verbversprechemenotes an event to
which neither the structure of a state nor that of an activity can be attributed. Temporal extension
IS a common property of states and activities, WHRSPRECHENevents show no temporal
extension in this senseersprecheis a punctual verb. Accordingly, it is not possible to combine
versprechemvith durative adverbials (*Ich habe ihm zwei Stunden lang versprochen, heute beim
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Italiener zuessern). However, versprechendoesnotfit into the Accomplishmenschemeeither
becausee.g., it cannotbe combinedwith atime frameadwerbial (* Max versprach ihr in einer
Stunde am Donnesstag zum Italiener zu gehen). Onetest Vendlerrelieson to differentiate
betweenAccomplishmentsand Achievementsis the possibility of combininga verb with an
adwerbial referringto one specificpoint of time: Um Punkt12 Uhr hat Max ihr versprochen,
zumltaliener zugehenvs. *Um Punkt12 Uhr lief Max einenKilometer.

But versprechen cannotbe classifiedasan Achievementverb, becausecontraryto predicates
asankommenor erreichen it doesnot allow an inferencewith respectio a specificresulting
state.Thoughwe cansaythatthe act VERSPRECHEN implies a changeof statein somesense,
namelythatit introducesa kind of obligation,this is not partof its lexical meaning However,
it is not valid to infer thatthatobligationdid not exist beforethis particulartype of speechact
was performed.Therefore,the classificationof verbsof communicationlik e versprechen by
meansof Vendlers time schemataeemdo be very problematic But not all typesof verbsof
communicatiorbehae in the sameway asversprechen

2.1 The Event Structur e of Perlocutionary Verbs

ThoughVendlers time schemataanbe more easilyappliedto perlocutionarywerbsastiber
reden Uberzeugn or beibringen thanto verbslike versprechen not all perlocutionaryverbs
behaein thesameway.

Telic predicatess,e.g., Uberredenand iiberzeugn denoteevents,which shov characteristics
of aprocessandallow to drawv aninferenceconcerningaresultingstate(a specificmentalstate
of the addresseeMax hatihn in 20 Minutentiberredet,zumltaliener zu gehenvs. * Max hat
ihn Punktacht Uhr Uberredet,zumltaliener zu gehen Theseverbsdo not lexicalize aninitial
state.Therefore iberredenandiiberzeugnshav somecharacteristicef Accomplishmenand
of Activity verbs.

Eventsdenotatedby predicatesas, e.g., beibringen also shov temporalextensionand allow
aninferenceon a resultingstate(againa mentalstateof the addresseeMoreover, beibringen
alsolexicalizesaninitial state.Summarizingve cansaythatbeibringenis anAccomplishment
verh?

2.2 The Event Structur e of Verbs of Communication which are not Spe-
cified with respectto Spealer Attitudes

Verbsof communicationyhich arespecifiedwith respecto the spealer’s attitude ,behae like
actvity verbs,andthereforethe following structureis assignedo them:
flistern [ x ACT<MANNER>], faxen[ x ACT<CHANNEL>].

Thetermsenclosedn anglebracletsreferto constantsa setwhich is open-endedhut dravn
from a fixed set of types. The basic meaningof a verb is, accordingto [RAPPAPORT HoO-
VAV/LEVIN 1998],theresultof the insertionof a constantinto a specificeventstructuretem-
plate.The setof eventstructuretemplateswhich areprovided by UniversalGrammayis fixed.
Theontologicaltypeof theconstanteterminesn which eventstructuregemplatetherespectre
constanis inserted Within their eventstructuretemplateconstantgunctioneitherasmodifiers
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or agumentsof predicatesFor example flisternsenesasa mannerconstanandmodifiesan
actvity. Thereforejt is combinedwith the predicateAcT. The sameappliesto instrumentcon-
stantsasin thecaseof, e.g., faxen Theconstant@areinsertednto theeventstructureemplates
by meansof socalledcanonicarealizationrules,e.qg.:

manner— [ Xx ACT<MANNER>], channel— [ x ACT<CHANNEL>] .

Thus, canonicalrealizationrules associateontologicaltypeswith event structuretemplates.
The outcomeof this associatioris an event structure.Therefore flisternand faxenshow the
following eventstructureflistern [ x ACT<FLUSTERN>], faxen[ X ACT<FAXEN>].

3 The Argument Structur e of Verbs of Communication

3.1 BasicMeaning vs. Derived Meaning

The meaningwhich arisesfrom the associatiorof a constantwith an eventstructuretemplate
is the basicmeaningof a verh In additionto this basicmeaning,mary verbshave meanings
derived from this. A verb like wischen for example,is basicallyan actvity predicate:Peter
wischte vs. Peter wischte drei Stundenlang vs. Peter wischte den Bodendrei Stundenlang..
However, wischencanalsobe partof amorecomplex predicate Peterwischte die Krimelvom
Tisch. The meaningof wischenis representedyy a constantwhich specifiessurface contact
throughmotion. Sincethis type of surfacecontactinvolvesmotion, the constantWI1SCHEN is
associatedvith an actwvity event structuretemplate.A predicatelike vom Tisch wischen not
only lexicalizesan actvity, but alsoa resultingstate.ln vomTisch wischen wischenpreseres
its basicactvity predicatemeaning,andthis is then expandedto yield an Accomplishment.
Wischenrepresentshe actiity part of the event structureof vom Tisch wischen while vom
Tisch signalsthe resulting state,in this casepredicatedof the non subcatgorizedobjectdie
Krimet vomTisch wischen

[[ X ACT<WISCHEN> y] CAUSE [ BECOME[Y <VOM TiSCH>]]].

[RAPPAPORT HOVAV/LEVIN (1998)] call the procedurethat allows complex event structure
templatego bebuilt onsimpleronesTemplateAugmentation’ This procedureensureshatthe
dervedmeaningsareconsistentvith the basicinventoryof eventstructuretemplategprovided
by UniversalGrammar

3.2 Expanding the Argument Structur e of Verbs of Communication

Thoseverbsof communicatiorwhich canbeassociateavith anactivity eventstructuregemplate
allow theiragumentstructurego be expandedn thefollowing way:

1. Er brillte ihn unterdenTisch/andie Wand/indie Ecke/zuTode
2. Er brillte sich denFrustvonder Seele

3. Er telefonierteihn zu Tode/stiwindelig/inGrundund Boden
4. Er telefoniertethm ein Plastikohr

The verbsof communicationin theseexampleshave activity event structureswhich are ex-
pandedby TemplateAugmentationto yield AccomplishmentsEr telefonierteinn zu Tode
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[[ X ACT<TELEFONIEREN>Y] CAUSE[ BECOME[ y<TOT>]]] .2 However, verbsof com-
municationwhich do not seemto correspondo ary type of eventstructuredo not allow their
argumentstructurego beexpandedn thisway: * Er versprach ihn dummunddusselig/zdode

4 Verbsof Communication and Spealer Attitudes

Verbsof communicatiorcanbedividedinto two groups:

1. Genuinespeectactverbs,. e.,verbswhicharespecifiedwith respecto spealer attitudes.
2. Verbsof communicatiorwhich canbe distinguishedrom genuinespeechact verbsin
thatthey arenot specifiedwith respecto spealer attitudes.

Therearetwo typesof spealer attitudeswhich arerelevantto the descriptionof the semantic
coreof verbsof communication:

1. thepropositionakttitudeof the spealer;
2. theintentionalattitudeof the spealer (intention);

Apart from thesegenuinespeechact verbs,thereare alsoverbsof communicationwhich are
not specifiedwith respecto the spealer’s propositionalndintentionalattitudes Thisis true of
verbslik e sprechen reden sdreien fllistern telefonieen, schreiben etc. Theseverbsarenot
associateavith a specificspealer attitudebut ratherexpressthe fact that he/sheutterssome-
thing (P) (in the caseof redenandsprecher), the mannerin which somethings beinguttered
(in the caseof sdreienand flistern or the channelwhich the spealer usesto performthe
correspondingpeechact(telefonieenandsdireiber).

Thereseemso be a relation betweena verb’s propertieswith respecto the spealer’s attitu-
deson the onehandandits behaiour concerningevent structureon the other:thoseverbsof
communicatiorwhich arespecifiedwith respecto the spealerts attitudedi. e.,genuinespeech
act verbs)cannotbe assignedan event structure,while thosewhich are not specifiedin this
respecbehae like Activities, i. e.,they canbeasssigne@neventstructure andthis canthe be
expandedo yield an AccomplishmentHowever, ashasalreadybeenmentionedtherearetwo
exceptiongo thisrule: declaratvesandperlocutionaryerbs.

5 Lexical Entries of Verbs of Communication

How thenshallwe proceedf we areto representhe meaningof verbsof communication?

Thefollowing issuesarecrucialto therepresentationf themeaningof verbsof communication:

1. propertiesof the proposition
2. configuration®f spealer attitudes
3. thespealer’s presuppositions
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Consequentlythelexical entry of any givenverbof communicatiorhasto includeinformation
on eachof thesetopics.This maybe exemplifiedwith respecto theverbstadeln(‘reprimand’),
auffordern (‘request’) andflistern(‘whisper’). The formertwo are genuinespeechactverbs,
while thelatteris a verb of communicatiorwhich is not specifiedwith respecto spealer atti-
tudes.

tadeln

propertiesof the proposition \ configurationof spealerattitudes\ the speakr’s presuppositions

Typ: MitteilungsgehaltP EinstellungdesSprecherzu P: PistderFall
Geschehenstypiandlung Sfindet: P schlecht
Zeitbezugyvemangen Sprecherabsicht:

RollenbezugHoreroderDritte | H erkennt:Sfindet: P schlecht
auffordern

propertiesof theproposition\ configurationsafspealerattitudes\ the speakr’s presuppositions
Typ: MitteilungsgehaltP EinstellungdesSprechergu P: Histin derLage,P zutun
Geschehenstypiandlung | Swill, daiRP

Zeitbezugzukiinftig Sprecherabsicht:
RollenbezugH®arer Swill, daRH P tut
flistern

propertiesof the proposition| configurationf speakr attitudes| the speakr’s presuppositions
Typ: MitteilungsgehaltP EinstellungdesSprechergu P: unbestimmt

oderFrag@ehaltP’ unbestimmt
Geschehenstypmbestimmt| Sprecherabsicht:
Zeitbezugunbestimmt unbestimmt

Rollenbezugunbestimmt

6 Conclusion

Whethera given verb of communicationcan be assignedan event structureor not depends
on whetherthat verbis specifiedwith respecto spealer attitudes:thoseverbswhich are not

specifiedregardingthe propositionakindthe intentionalattitudeof the spealer canbe assigned
an Activity event structurewhich can then be expandedto yield an Accomplishmentevent

structureGenuinespeeclactverbs,with theexceptionof declaratvesandperlocutionaryerbs,

differ from thoseverbswhich arenot specifiedrelative to spealer attitudesin thatthey cannot
beassociateavith arny typeof eventstructureatall.

Notes

1 proost @ds-mannhei m de, gl at z@ ds- mannhei m de, Institut fir deutsche
SpracheR 5, 6-13,D-68161Mannheim,Germauy.
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2 Asasecondclassof genuinespeechactverbs,declaratve verbstoofit in moreeasilywith
Vendlers time schematdahan other verbsof communicationDue to limitations of spacewe
will nottalk aboutthis verbclass.

3 Wherey is a participantlicensedby the constantwhereasx is licensedby the Activity
eventstructuretemplate.

References

[CARRIER/RANDALL 1992]Carrier Jill & JanetH. Randall(1992).The ArgumentStructureandSyn-
tactic Structureof Resultatves.Linguisticlnquiry 23 (2), 173-234.

[DowTy, DAvID 1979] Dowty, David (1979).Word meaningand Montague Grammar:the semantics
of verbsandtimesin Geneative Semanticandin Montague’s PTQ. Dordrecht:Reidel.

[GoLDBERG 1995]Goldbeg, AdeleE. (1995).A ConstructionGrammarAppoad to ArgumeniStruc-
ture. Chicago:The University of ChicagoPress.

[PARSONS 1990] Parsons,Terence(1990).Eventsin the Semanticof English: A Studyin Subatomic
SemanticsCambridgeMA: MIT Press.

[PusTEJOVSKY 1995] Pustejosky, James(1995). The Geneative Lexicon Cambridge,MA: MIT
Press.

[RAPPAPORT HOVAV/LEVIN 1998] RappaportHovay, Malka & Beth Levin (1998). Building Verb
Meaningsln: Butt, Miriam & Wilhelm Geuder(eds.),TheProjectionof Argumentsiexical and
CompositionaFactors (pp.97—-134).Stanford:CSLI.

[VENDLER 1967]Vendler Zeno(1967).VerbsandTimes.In: ZenoVendler Linguisticsin Philosophy
(pp.97—-121) New York: CornellUniversity Press.

[WUNDERLICH 1997]Wunderlich,Dieter(1997).Causeandthe Structureof Verbs.LinguisticInquiry
28(1),27-68.

[WUNDERLICH 1997a]Wunderlich,Dieter(1997a) ArgumentExtensiorby Lexical Adjunction.Jour-
nal of Semantic44,95-142.

698



