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The Semantic Features of Verbs 

 

1. Introduction 

The semantic properties of verbs can be described in at least two different ways. The first 

method is a role centred approach, which describes verbs in terms of the arguments they take, 

and the second focuses on the aspectual class of the verb or verb phrase, i.e. in terms of the time 

course of the event the verb describes. In this unit, we describe these approaches in sections 2and 

3, and and in Section 4consider the case of Meiteilon directional affixes in order to illustrate that 

languages may have exhibit morphology that changes aspectual class of predicates. 

 

2. Role centred approaches to the semantic features of verbs  

Traditional grammatical descriptions usually describe verbs on the basis of the notion of 

transitivity, i.e. the number of arguments that a verbal predicate may take. Under this 

rudimentary approach, verbs can be intransitive or monotransitive (taking only one argument), 

transitive(two arguments), and ditransitive (three arguments). But this approach is not very 

informative as far as getting at the meanings of verbs is concerned: even as a large number of 

verbs may be transitive, the semantic roles each verb assigns to its second argument may differ 

considerably. As Levin (2009) points out, the direct object the bridge has a different semantic 

role based on the verb it is the direct object of (the phrases in brackets alongside each example 

list the exact semantic role): 

 

(1) English  

a. The engineer destroyed the bridge.   (consumed object/patient)  

b. The engineer widened the bridge.   (patient) 

c. The engineer moved the bridge.   (theme) 

d. The engineer washed the bridge.   (location/surface) 

e. The engineer crossed the bridge.   (location) 
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f. The engineer reached the bridge.   (goal) 

g. The engineer left the bridge.    (source) 

h. The engineer hated the bridge.   (stimulus) 

 

It is important to note that these semantic roles remain the same irrespective of the denotation of 

the noun phrase that is in direct object position. In other words, if the direct object in examples 

(1a-h) was changed to a cat or John, the semantic roles assigned would not be affected. For 

example, in the sentence The engineer reached John, the semantic properties of the verb reach 

would require us to focus on the location represented by John as the goal of the motion verb 

reach, whereas inThe engineer hated John, John would be interpreted as the stimulus of the 

emotion of hate in the engineer. Similarly, the anomalous reading that an example like The 

engineer widened Johngets is precisely because the verb widen requires us to interpret John as a 

patient upon which an agent can act to change his physical attributes (an action which we know 

through world knowledge to be difficult if not impossible for a living being). 

 

A number of semantic roles have been identified as systematically being assigned by verbs 

(actually predicates in general) since Fillmore (1968) and Jackendoff (1972).Semantic roles 

classify arguments of predicates into a set of participant types and provide us with a means of 

describing the semantic relation between the arguments of the verb and the situation described by 

the verb. The most frequently cited ones are listed in the table below. 

 

SEMANTIC ROLE EXAMPLE 

AGENT: the participant that initiates the action, and is 

capable of acting with volition 

Ram cooked the meat 

PATIENT: the entity undergoing the effect of some action, 

often change of state 

The sun melted the ice 

THEME: the entity which is moved by an action, or whose 

location is described 

The book is in the library 
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EXPERIENCER: the entity which is aware of the action or 

state described by predicate, but which is not in control 

Ram saw the smoke 

BENEFICIARY: the entity for whose benefit the action was 

performed 

Ram filled in the form for her 

INSTRUMENT: the means by which an action is performed 

or something comes about 

Ram cleaned the cut with cotton 

GOAL: the entity towards which something moves  Ramgavethe gun to Sita 

SOURCE: the entity from which something moves  The plane came from Delhi 

FORCE: the natural cause that causes the action An avalanche destroyed the car 

TIME:the time at which the action occurs Ram saw the smokeyesterday 

LOCATION: where the action occurs The book is in the house 

 

While the importance of semantic roles has never been completely negated in theorising about 

the semantic features of verbal predicates, research over the last five decades has seen very little 

consensus on the total number and set of roles that must be postulated. There is also a pressing 

lack of reliable diagnostics for isolating semantic roles in a language independent manner, and 

also considerable disagreement about what particular role is assigned in specific examples. For 

example, in the sentence I bought Sam a car,there is no reliable way (and therefore no 

agreement) to choose whether Sam receives the benefactive or goal semantic role.  

 

Role-based typologies of the semantic features of verbs continue to be important descriptively as 

they enable us to make generalisations about the expressions of verbal argument structure in the 

syntax. For example, one generalisation that can be made is that in the active voice, the semantic 

role of Agent, if present, maps onto the grammatical function of subject, as in Ram pushed the 

ball. Another generalisation is one that if a verbal predicates assigns three semantic roles (in a 

monoclausal structure) then the semantic role of Theme is necessarily one of the roles assigned. 

Further, reference to semantic roles is closely tied up in many grammatical traditions with the 

nature of inflectional case that arguments may bear: for example, Experiencers, Goals and 

Beneficiaries bear dative case in many languages, Themes bear accusative, and Agents, 
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nominative Case (see Unit 20 for more discussion on this issue). Finally, reference to role-based 

typologies is also crucial in order to distinguish between two classes of intransitive verbs – 

unaccusative, as in the ice melted,and unergatives, He ran: while the sole argument of an 

unergatives is usually an Agent, the one of anunaccusative isa Theme.  

 

Focusing only on what role based typologies contribute to our understanding of verb meaning, 

however, we find that while such classification is necessary it is not sufficient in describing the 

semantic properties of verbs. A verb can be thought of as a script for ascene, and the arguments 

as the actors. What semantic roles do is specify the role each character plays in the script, but this 

information is not enough in itself to describe what the scene is in its entirety. Just as a scene 

involves a time duration and props, a proper description of a verb’s meaning requires attention to 

the internal temporal structure of the event the verb describes. 

 

3. Aspectual approaches to the semantic features of verbs  

Aspectual approachesto verbal semantics take as the basic premise that since verbs denote events 

in time, they can differentiated according to how the events they denote unfold in time. This 

eventuality (a cover term to name both events and states) related aspect is known in the literature 

as aktionsart or situation/inner/lexical aspect. In a long tradition of discussion since Vendler 

(1967) and Smith (1997), verbs have been considered to belong to five major classes: states, 

activities, accomplishments, achievements, semelfactives. Following Levin (2009), we define 

these as follows: 

 Statestake some stretch of time for every period which the state holds true, i.e. they do 

not involve any change of state as an inherent part of their meaning. In contrast to events 

that involve change (of state, location, etc), such as run,sleep, sweep, break, knock, hit, 

states like hate, know, believe, be angry, involve no change and are continuous.  

 Activities are non-stative verbs that describe events that consume time but have no 

endpoint for the event built into them, e.g., clean, pour, run, stroll.In principle, an 
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activity can go on without end, and even while real world limitations do bring these 

events to a close, there is nothing in the verb’s meaning that requires the activity to end. 

 Accomplishmentsalso describe events that consume time but unlike activities, clearly 

have an endpoint, which is the time that the result state comes about, e.g., build a house, 

walk to the park. The time taken by the event is the process that leads up to the 

achievement of the result state.  

 Achievements are events that consume time, clearly have an endpoint, but the moment 

described by the verb is the momentthat the result state is achieved, e.g., break, arrive. 

Such verbs usually presuppose, rather than describe, an accompanying process building 

up to the result state. 

 Semelfactive are events that take no more than a moment in time but like activities, no 

result state follows, e.g., hit, sneeze. 

Although there is significant difference among researchers as to whether each of these classes is 

an autonomous typological parameter – for examples, may researchers subsume the class of 

semelfactives under achievements – for the purposes of this basic introduction, we shall not 

engage with this debate but move on to consider the most established diagnostics for aspectual 

classification.  

3.1  Diagnostics for Aspectual Classification 

Distinguishing statives from non-statives 

Although a number of tests have been proposed to distinguish statives from non-stativ, 

subsequent research has found that whilethese tests hold, they do so with important caveats. The 

most robust of these tests are the last two and should be employed first in the test battery.  

 Only non-statives are found in the progressive aspect, cf. *I am knowing the answer. Note 

however that stage-level predicates that denote temporary states may be used with the 

progressive, as in My socks are lying on the bed. Further, the lack of a progressive does not 

indicate stativity as some achievements also are incompatible with the progressive, e.g. *She 
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was missing the bus. Finally, when the progressive occurs with semelfactives, it gives an 

iterated reading; e.g., He is sneezing, which is interpreted as a multiple occurrence of 

sneezing events in the present time span. 

 Only non-statives occur as imperatives, cf. *Know the answer. For this test, as well as the 

next two, care must be taken to use animate agents in the non-stative verb. Further it is 

important to recognise that statives are not always non-agentive. For example in negative 

contexts verbs like fear are prototypically non-agentive, however in negative constructions 

like Do not fear the poo, they may pattern as agentive.  

 Only non-statives occur with agent-oriented adverbs like deliberately or carefully, cf. *She 

knows the answer carefully. Note however that these adverbs are odd with achievement 

predicates as in ??Kerry deliberately won the lottery. 

 Only nonstatives occur as complements of force/persuade, cf. ∗The teacher forced her to 

know the answer. 

 Only nonstatives occur in the pseudo-cleft construction, cf. ∗ What Sally did was know the 

answer. 

 Simple present refers to the present with statives, but has a habitual interpretation with 

nonstatives. In the stative I know the answer, simple present morphology indicates a present 

reference, but in the non-stative I run, the only interpretation is a habitual one. 

 Only nonstatives appear in the frame [What happened was…], cf. ∗What happened was Sally 

knew the answer.  

 

Distinguishing amongst events 

The major tests (Dowty 1979, Smith 1997) for distinguishing between events are given in Table 

1 below, where the symbol V indicates a verb of the relevant class, ✔indicates that these 

sentence is grammatical and semantically normal, ❌ that the sentence is ungrammatical and 

semantically anomalous, and @ indicates that the test does not apply to the verbs of this class. 
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CRITERION STATE

S 

ACTIVITIE

S 

ACCOMPLISHMENT

S 

ACHIEVEMENT

S 

SEMELFACTIVE

S 

1. meets 

nonstative 

tests   

❌ ✔ ✔ ✔ ❌(although ✔ 

on an iterated 

event reading) 

2. V for an 

hour, spend 

an hour 

Ving 

✔ ✔ ✔ ❌ ❌(although ✔ 

on an iterated 

event reading) 

3. V in an 

hour, take 

an hour to 

V 

❌ ❌ ✔ ✔ ❌ 

4. V for an 

hour 

entails Vat 

all times in 

the hour 

✔ ✔ ❌ @ ❌ 

5. complemen

t of stop 
✔ ✔ ✔ ❌ ✔ 

6. complemen

t of finish 
❌ ❌ ✔ ❌ ❌ 

Table1: Some tests for aspectual classification 

An illustration with the verb read for these tests, will show how the tests are to be applied. Since 

read clauses can be put into the frame [What happened was…],  e.g., What happened was that he 

read from his own book, and read in the simple present indicates a habitual reference, e.g., He 

reads at night, the verb is a non-stative predicate (we leave the reader to apply the other tests). 

The grammaticality of the sentences John spent an hour reading/John read for an hour indicate 

that read is either an activity or accomplishment predicate.  Since the sentence John took an hour 

to read is grammatical, the predicate cannot be an activity predicate, leaving us with just one 

candidate aspectual class:  accomplishments. That this predicate is an accomplishment is 

confirmed by the facts that if John reads for an hour that does not entail that for all times in the 

hour John read (i.e. like achievements it fails the entailment test), and that it can occur as both 

the complement of stop and finish.   
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Schematically speaking, we arrived at the above result by proceeding through a process of 

successive elimination of candidate categories, which can be represented in the tableau below. 

Once a category is eliminated by one test, it cannot be reintroduced into the set of candidates: 

READ STA ACT ACC ACH SEM 

After applying nonstative tests   * OK OK OK * 

After for an hour, spend an hour Vingtest * OK OK * * 

After Vin an hour, take an hourto Vtest * * OK * * 

After Vfor an hour entails Vat all times in the hourtest * * OK * * 

After complement of stoptest * * OK * * 

After complement of finishtest * * OK * * 

Table 2: Tableaux for determining the aspectual class of READ 

 

Finally it is important to note that the level at which these tests hold is not necessarily just the 

verb and that whole verb phrases need to be taken into account. For example, take two verb 

phrases in which the verb walk is used -- John walked in the park and John walked to the park. 

Although both VPs are headed by the predicate walk, the two actually have to be classified 

differently: while the former VP denotes an activity, the latter denotes an accomplishment by the 

battery of tests in Table 1, as shown below.  

TESTS WALK IN THE PARK WALK TO THE PARK 

Passes nonstative tests? Yes Yes 

V for an hour isOK? Yes Yes 

Vin an houris OK? No Yes 

Vfor an hour entails Vat all times in the 

hour? 

Yes No 

Used as complement of stop? Yes Yes 

Used as complement of finish? No Yes 



    

 
 

Linguistics 
 Paper        : Grammatical Categories 

 
Module      : The Semantic Features of Verbs  

 

 

 

 = ACTIVITY = 

ACCOMPLISHMENT 

Table 3: Phrasal determination of aspectual classification  

 

Aspectual class is thus not necessarily a word-level feature across languages andmay be a phrasal 

level one in some. 

 

3.2 A Featural specification for Lexical Aspect 

A recent trend in the research literature has been to describe lexical aspect in terms of binary 

features. Three feature values are used to describe each class: the property of being or not static, 

durative, and telic. 

 The value [±STATIC] relates to two options: whether the predicate obtains in time but does 

not take time, in which case it's [+static] , or whether it is continually subject to new inputs of 

energy, in which its [-static].  

 The value [±DURATIVE] relates to a choice as to whether the event is conceptualised as 

having duration or as being instantaneous. 

 The value [±TELIC] relates to whether or not the event has a change of state associated with it 

that marks the end of the event. An atelic event is not one that does not culminate – most 

events do – but rather that it does not have a change of state as part of the event description. 

 

These three feature values combine into a feature geometry that describes the major five 

aspectual classes discussed in this chapter. 

 STATIC DURATIVE TELIC 

STATES + + -  

ACTIVITIES - + -  

ACCOMPLISHMENTS - + + 

ACHIEVEMENTS - - + 
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SEMELFACTIVES - -  -  

Table 4: A Featural definition of aspectual classes 

 

4. Morphological marking of lexical aspect in Meiteilon 

Many Tibeto-Burman languages morphologically mark lexical aspect on verbal roots. Oinam 

(2012) lists a number of such morphemes for Meiteilon, the most prominent of which are a group 

of directional morphemes: -sin (‘in’), -thok (’out’), thə (‘down’), khət (‘up’). When used with 

motion verbs, these affixes indicate motion in the direction specified: 

 

(1)  Meiteilon Directional affixes 

a. kəirak  əsi-də   ka- khət -lək-u     

stairs DET-LOC  climb-UP-FRM-IMP 

 ‘Climb up the stairs’  

b. kəirak  əsi-də   kum- thə -rək-u     

stairs DET-LOC  climb-DOWN-FRM-IMP 

 ‘Climb down the stairs’  

c. immuŋ-də        cen-sin-lu    

room-LOC  run-IN-IMP 

 ‘Run into the room’  

d. immuŋ-də        cen-thok-u    

room-LOC  run-IN-IMP 

 ‘Run out of the room’  

 

Oinam points out that these very affixes are the ones used to derive change of state (inchoative) 

verbs from adjectives in the language, as in (2): 
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(2)  Meiteilon Change of state 

a. phurit əsi cao-i     

shirt this big-IND 

 ‘This shirt is big.’  

b. phurit əsi cao-thok-i     

shirt this big-OUT-IND 

 ‘This shirt is bigger.’  

c. u əsi  siem tərawaŋ-i 

tree this cm ten tall-IND 

 ‘This tree is 10 cms tall.’  

d. u əsi  siem tərawaŋ-- khət-le 

tree this cm ten tall-IND 

 ‘This tree has grown 10 cms.’ 

 

In Oinam’s analysis, what this the group of morphemes is an event building process. When 

attached to states (whether pure adjectives or verbal participles), they signal an event of change 

between states, and when attached to motion verbs, they denote a goal oriented event. In the 

terms that we have used in this unit, these affixes can be analysed as morphemes that turn states 

and activities into achievement predicates. This is confirmed by running the tests we have been 

using throughout the chapter.  

TESTS CLIMB UP THE TREE GROW UP 10 CMS 

Passes nonstative tests? Yes Yes 

V for an hour is OK?  No No 
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Vin an hour is OK? Yes Yes 

Vfor an hour entails Vat all times in the hour? N/A N/A 

Used as complement of stop? Yes Yes 

Used as complement of finish? No No 

 = 

ACHIEVEMENT 

= 

ACHIEVEMENT 

 

These  examples from Meiteilon and their analysis once again emphasise the fact that one 

language’s semantic features may be another language’s morphosemantic/morphosyntactic 

features. While English is a language of the first kind, Meiteilon is of the second, where 

morphology added to verb roots changes the aspectual class of the verb. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In this unit, we have learnt about two strategies by which a verb’s semantic properties may be 

described: one that focuses on the number and nature of semantic roles verbs (and predicates in 

general)  assign and anotherthat concentrates on the aspectual types of the events denoted by 

them. In the next unit, we turn to examining Voice as a grammatical feature of verb phrases, to 

describe which we shall present an approach that marries the study of aspectualand argument 

structure.  

 

 

 

 


