
  

L INGUISTIC DESCRIPTION IN DICTIONARIES: SEMANTICS

Semanticand syntacticproperties
of verbsof communication
Kristel PROOSTandDanielGLATZ, Mannheim,Germany

Zusammenfassung
This essayis concernedwith theevent structureof verbsof communication.Someverbsof communi-
cationcannoteasilybe classifiedasbelongingto a particulartype of event structure,while othersare
basicallyActivity predicates.Weshow thatthisdifferencewith respectto eventstructuredependsonthe
lexicalizationof speaker attitudes.Thoseverbsof communicationwhich do not expressany particular
speaker attitudecanbeassignedanActivity eventstructure,whichcanthenbeexpandedto yield anAc-
complishment.However, genuinespeechactverbs,i. e.verbswhicharespecifiedwith respectto speaker
attitudes,do not correspondto any event structuretype anddo not allow a similar expansionof their
argumentstructure.

1 Intr oduction

Thispaperis concernedwith variationin verbmeaningaswell aswith thevariationin syntactic
context thatcorrelateswith it. Bothtypesof variationhaveoftenbeenattributedto propertiesof
the event structuresthat verbsare associatedwith (cf. [WUNDERLICH 1997,1997a],[PAR-
SONS 1994], [PUSTEJOVSKY 1995], [RAPPAPORT HOVAV /LEVIN 1998], [CARRIER/RAN-
DALL 1992]).Moststudiesabouteventstructurehaveconcentratedona few specificverbclas-
sessuchasmovementverbsandpsych-verbs.In thispaperweshallshow thatverbsof commu-
nication(i. e.,verbsreferringto communicativeacts)behavedifferentlyfrom thesewell-studied
verbclasses,notonly with respectto theireventstructure,but alsoregardingthepossibilitiesof
expansion(to, e.g.,resultative constructions,cf. Goldberg 1995)that their argumentstructure
allows.

2 The Event Structur eof Verbsof Communication

Thestructureof eventsdenotedby verbsis commonlydescribedby meansof timeschematalike
theonesproposedby Vendler(State,Activity, Achievement,Accomplishment).Predicateslike
movementverbs(as,e.g., arrive) or psych-verbs(as,e.g., love) aremostlyassignedanevent
structureof thefollowing typearrive: [[BECOME][x

� STATE � ] (viz., arrive is classifiedas
anachievement)or love: [x � STATE � ] (viz., love is classifiedasastate).

However, any attemptto analysethe event structureof verbsof communicationby meansof
Vendler’s time schemataturnsout to beproblematic(this appliesalsoto, e.g., [Dowty 1979]).
Thiswill herebeexemplifiedby theverbversprechen. Theverbversprechendenotesaneventto
whichneitherthestructureof astatenorthatof anactivity canbeattributed.Temporalextension
is a commonpropertyof statesand activities, but VERSPRECHEN-events show no temporal
extensionin thissense;versprechenis apunctualverb. Accordingly, it is notpossibletocombine
versprechenwith durativeadverbials(* Ich habeihmzweiStundenlangversprochen,heutebeim
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Italienerzuessen.). However, versprechendoesnotfit into theAccomplishmentschemaeither,
because,e.g., it cannotbecombinedwith a time frameadverbial(*Max versprach ihr in einer
Stunde, am Donnerstag zumItaliener zu gehen.). One test Vendlerrelies on to differentiate
betweenAccomplishmentsandAchievementsis the possibility of combininga verb with an
adverbial referringto onespecificpoint of time: Um Punkt12 Uhr hat Max ihr versprochen,
zumItalienerzugehenvs. *UmPunkt12Uhr lief MaxeinenKilometer.

But versprechencannotbe classifiedasan Achievementverb,becausecontraryto predicates
asankommenor erreichen, it doesnot allow an inferencewith respectto a specificresulting
state.Thoughwe cansaythat theact VERSPRECHEN impliesa changeof statein somesense,
namelythat it introducesa kind of obligation,this is not partof its lexical meaning.However,
it is not valid to infer that thatobligationdid not exist beforethis particulartypeof speechact
wasperformed.Therefore,the classificationof verbsof communicationlike versprechenby
meansof Vendler’s time schemataseemsto bevery problematic.But not all typesof verbsof
communicationbehave in thesamewayasversprechen.

2.1 The Event Structure of Perlocutionary Verbs

ThoughVendler’s time schematacanbe moreeasilyappliedto perlocutionaryverbsasüber-
reden, überzeugen or beibringen than to verbslike versprechen, not all perlocutionaryverbs
behave in thesameway.

Telic predicatesas,e.g., überredenandüberzeugendenoteevents,which show characteristics
of aprocess,andallow to draw aninferenceconcerningaresultingstate(aspecificmentalstate
of theaddressee):Max hat ihn in 20 Minutenüberredet,zumItaliener zugehenvs. *Max hat
ihn Punktacht Uhr überredet,zumItaliener zugehen. Theseverbsdo not lexicalizean initial
state.Therefore,überredenandüberzeugenshow somecharacteristicsof Accomplishmentand
of Activity verbs.

Eventsdenotatedby predicatesas,e.g., beibringen alsoshow temporalextensionandallow
aninferenceon a resultingstate(againa mentalstateof theaddressee).Moreover, beibringen
alsolexicalizesaninitial state.Summarizingwecansaythatbeibringen is anAccomplishment
verb.2

2.2 The Event Structure of Verbs of Communication which are not Spe-
cified with respectto Speaker Attitudes

Verbsof communication,whicharespecifiedwith respectto thespeaker’s attitude,behave like
activity verbs,andthereforethefollowing structureis assignedto them:
flüstern: [x ACT

� MANNER � ], faxen: [x ACT
� CHANNEL � ].

The termsenclosedin anglebracketsrefer to constants,a setwhich is open-ended,but drawn
from a fixed set of types.The basicmeaningof a verb is, accordingto [RAPPAPORT HO-
VAV /LEVIN 1998], the resultof the insertionof a constantinto a specificeventstructuretem-
plate.Thesetof eventstructuretemplates,which areprovidedby UniversalGrammar, is fixed.
Theontologicaltypeof theconstantdeterminesin whicheventstructuretemplatetherespective
constantis inserted.Within theireventstructuretemplateconstantsfunctioneitherasmodifiers
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or argumentsof predicates.For example,flüsternservesasa mannerconstantandmodifiesan
activity. Therefore,it is combinedwith thepredicateACT. Thesameappliesto instrumentcon-
stantsasin thecaseof, e.g., faxen. Theconstantsareinsertedinto theeventstructuretemplates
by meansof socalledcanonicalrealizationrules,e.g.:
manner� [x ACT

� MANNER � ], channel � [x ACT
� CHANNEL � ].

Thus, canonicalrealizationrules associateontological typeswith event structuretemplates.
The outcomeof this associationis an event structure.Therefore,flüsternand faxenshow the
following eventstructure:flüstern: [x ACT

� FLÜSTERN � ], faxen: [x ACT
� FAXEN � ].

3 The Ar gumentStructur eof Verbsof Communication

3.1 BasicMeaning vs.DerivedMeaning

Themeaningwhich arisesfrom theassociationof a constantwith aneventstructuretemplate
is the basicmeaningof a verb. In additionto this basicmeaning,many verbshave meanings
derived from this. A verb like wischen, for example,is basicallyan activity predicate:Peter
wischte vs. Peter wischte drei Stundenlang vs. Peter wischte denBodendrei Stundenlang..
However, wischencanalsobepartof amorecomplex predicate:Peterwischtedie Krümelvom
Tisch. The meaningof wischen is representedby a constantwhich specifiessurfacecontact
throughmotion.Sincethis typeof surfacecontactinvolvesmotion, theconstantWISCHEN is
associatedwith an activity event structuretemplate.A predicatelike vomTisch wischennot
only lexicalizesanactivity, but alsoa resultingstate.In vomTisch wischen, wischenpreserves
its basicactivity predicatemeaning,and this is then expandedto yield an Accomplishment.
Wischen representsthe activity part of the event structureof vom Tisch wischen, while vom
Tisch signalsthe resultingstate,in this casepredicatedof the non subcategorizedobjectdie
Krümel: vomTisch wischen:
[[x ACT

� WISCHEN � y] CAUSE [BECOME[y
�

VOM TISCH � ]]].

[RAPPAPORT HOVAV /LEVIN (1998)] call the procedurethat allows complex event structure
templatesto bebuilt onsimplerones‘TemplateAugmentation’.Thisprocedureensuresthatthe
derivedmeaningsareconsistentwith thebasicinventoryof eventstructuretemplatesprovided
by UniversalGrammar.

3.2 Expanding the Ar gument Structure of Verbs of Communication

Thoseverbsof communicationwhichcanbeassociatedwith anactivity eventstructuretemplate
allow theirargumentstructuresto beexpandedin thefollowing way:

1. Er brüllte ihn unterdenTisch/andie Wand/indie Ecke/zuTode
2. Er brüllte sich denFrustvonderSeele
3. Er telefonierteihn zuTode/schwindelig/inGrundundBoden
4. Er telefonierteihmein Plastikohr

The verbsof communicationin theseexampleshave activity event structureswhich are ex-
pandedby TemplateAugmentationto yield Accomplishments:Er telefonierteihn zu Tode:
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[[x ACT
� TELEFONIEREN � y]CAUSE[BECOME[y

�
TOT � ]]].3 However, verbsof com-

municationwhich do not seemto correspondto any typeof eventstructuredo not allow their
argumentstructuresto beexpandedin thisway: *Er versprach ihn dummunddusselig/zuTode.

4 Verbsof Communication and Speaker Attitudes

Verbsof communicationcanbedividedinto two groups:

1. Genuinespeechactverbs,i. e.,verbswhicharespecifiedwith respectto speakerattitudes.
2. Verbsof communicationwhich canbe distinguishedfrom genuinespeechact verbsin

thatthey arenot specifiedwith respectto speakerattitudes.

Therearetwo typesof speaker attitudeswhich arerelevant to thedescriptionof thesemantic
coreof verbsof communication:

1. thepropositionalattitudeof thespeaker;
2. theintentionalattitudeof thespeaker (intention);

Apart from thesegenuinespeechact verbs,therearealsoverbsof communicationwhich are
notspecifiedwith respectto thespeaker’spropositionalandintentionalattitudes.This is trueof
verbslike sprechen, reden, schreien, flüstern, telefonieren, schreiben, etc.Theseverbsarenot
associatedwith a specificspeaker attitudebut ratherexpressthe fact that he/sheutterssome-
thing (P) (in thecaseof redenandsprechen), themannerin which somethingis beinguttered
(in the caseof schreien and flüstern) or the channelwhich the speaker usesto perform the
correspondingspeechact(telefonierenandschreiben).

Thereseemsto be a relationbetweena verb’s propertieswith respectto the speaker’s attitu-
deson the onehandandits behaviour concerningeventstructureon the other:thoseverbsof
communicationwhicharespecifiedwith respectto thespeakert’s attitudes(i. e.,genuinespeech
act verbs)cannotbe assignedan event structure,while thosewhich arenot specifiedin this
respectbehave likeActivities, i. e.,they canbeasssignedaneventstructure,andthiscanthebe
expandedto yield anAccomplishment.However, ashasalreadybeenmentioned,therearetwo
exceptionsto this rule: declarativesandperlocutionaryverbs.

5 Lexical Entries of Verbsof Communication

How thenshallweproceedif weareto representthemeaningof verbsof communication?

Thefollowing issuesarecrucialto therepresentationof themeaningof verbsof communication:

1. propertiesof theproposition
2. configurationsof speaker attitudes
3. thespeaker’s presuppositions
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Consequently, thelexical entryof any givenverbof communicationhasto includeinformation
oneachof thesetopics.Thismaybeexemplifiedwith respectto theverbstadeln(‘reprimand’),
auffordern (‘request’)andflüstern(‘whisper’). The former two aregenuinespeechact verbs,
while thelatter is a verbof communicationwhich is not specifiedwith respectto speaker atti-
tudes.

tadeln

propertiesof theproposition configurationsof speaker attitudes thespeaker’s presuppositions
Typ: Mitteilungsgehalt:P EinstellungdesSprecherszu P: P ist derFall
Geschehenstyp:Handlung Sfindet:P schlecht
Zeitbezug:vergangen Sprecherabsicht:
Rollenbezug:HöreroderDritte H erkennt:Sfindet:Pschlecht

auffordern

propertiesof theproposition configurationsof speaker attitudes thespeaker’s presuppositions
Typ: Mitteilungsgehalt:P EinstellungdesSprecherszuP: H ist in derLage,Pzu tun
Geschehenstyp:Handlung Swill, daßP
Zeitbezug:zukünftig Sprecherabsicht:
Rollenbezug:Hörer Swill, daßH P tut

flüstern

propertiesof theproposition configurationsof speaker attitudes thespeaker’s presuppositions
Typ: Mitteilungsgehalt:P EinstellungdesSprecherszuP: unbestimmt
oderFragegehaltP� unbestimmt
Geschehenstyp:unbestimmt Sprecherabsicht:
Zeitbezug:unbestimmt unbestimmt
Rollenbezug:unbestimmt

6 Conclusion

Whethera given verb of communicationcan be assignedan event structureor not depends
on whetherthat verb is specifiedwith respectto speaker attitudes:thoseverbswhich arenot
specifiedregardingthepropositionalandtheintentionalattitudeof thespeakercanbeassigned
an Activity event structurewhich can then be expandedto yield an Accomplishmentevent
structure.Genuinespeechactverbs,with theexceptionof declarativesandperlocutionaryverbs,
differ from thoseverbswhich arenot specifiedrelative to speaker attitudesin that they cannot
beassociatedwith any typeof eventstructureat all.

Notes

1 proost@ids-mannheim.de, glatz@ids-mannheim.de, Institut für deutsche
Sprache,R 5, 6-13,D-68161Mannheim,Germany.
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2 As a secondclassof genuinespeechactverbs,declarativeverbstoo fit in moreeasilywith
Vendler’s time schematathanotherverbsof communication.Due to limitations of spacewe
will not talk aboutthis verbclass.

3 Wherey is a participantlicensedby the constant,whereasx is licensedby the Activity
eventstructuretemplate.
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