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It is a curious {act in linguistics Wit t.etms sometimes pin even wide cWTenCy without there being
available anytlling mor,o than a vague and intuitive idea of the pbcoomcna they an m<ant LO oover. A
lYJJical case in p<>mt ts the term s,ria/ w:rb co,ufT.,.tion (SVC}, which Ms been around at least since

Stewan (1963), prereded by Vooriloeve's (1957) coinage Ytrbal cliabt. Welmers (1973:366-380) dev0!£<
14 large pages to SYCs without providing anytlling like a delinilion, as he himself explicitly admits
(p.366):
Scciali1.ation has attracted the attention of a number

or

graduate students in
linguisLics 1 n recent years:, and several unpublts.hed papen have been v.Tiue.o on the

subjc.<t from Lhe viewpoint of transformaLional.genentJvc grammar. All of the
writers agrc.c t.hal an adequate treat.rncJit L,; perhaps impossible wit.tun the framework

of current grammatical models. None of lhe ,mters has bcal entirely satisfied wilb
his own tnoatmcnt of the subje,:L l wilt not presume IO suggest a competing
trea1ment, but will outlinbe the dala from some languages in as clea.- and sysicmatic
a way as possible.

Since 1973, tlle situation has llOI essentially changed, !hough several 8Wlmpts have been made at gelling
, loser 10 a proiier dcfiniuon of SVCs, thc most oo<able being Sebba (1987). In fact, the situation with
SVCs is nol all that different from what is found with ui.tophun.tJ, the sound-s;,mbolic forms frequcntl)

lound m Afric;m and ot!\cr languages. Welmers, again. writes (1973:459.(,()):

Unfortunately, when it comes IO talking about ideophoncs. for almost every student
of African languages - including corupicoously the present author - the ~I.er
Principle" begins m apply: we arc rapidly reaching Ille level of our own
incompetcnC<'. Everyone seems IO n,oognize !ha! some words are ideophooes, but no
one finds it easy 10 define an idcophooc with any J!""'isioll.
lt is tlie pwpo<c of t'1c present paper, wilb all due respect, to show Webners wrong on the issue of how
lo defmt· SVC,;. I klie..,.c thzal SVCc are readily defrnahle onc.c a couple of Ufll\'c:rs:a1 and one or two
langwge -s;:,,cof,c classes of phencrnena Ila"' been rewgni,,:,d and oombioed. Tlr SYCs then simply "fall
out" of tlle analysis. as is sometimes said nowlklays. All they have in the way of universal idiosyncrasy
will consist in possible restrictions that may appear to hold for the co-occurring of the, otherwise
universal, factors involved. SVCs will lhus appear to be a :r,ltdrom,. rather than the sort of haJf.
myslerious (and possihly "primitive") phcoomenoo they seem to have been thooght IO be in many
works.

The mam difficulty hes m Ille Cact that ooc of the univtnial cla.s.S<:S of phenomena needed LO
define SVCs, the phenomena of what I have chosen ID lenn pseudocomple""""''"'"• has so far, IO my
knowledge, not :>un discussed at all in Ille lilUalllre. Part of my effon will, ~fOC'C, consist in the

•rmmc

Jeri&l verb con1ttuctions. It WU
• This paper is: the lhird in I series of .,.ra on the 1-ubjecl of
pr«eded by Seurn1 (lO appear a) and (tQ a:ppur b). In each 1ucceaivc veraion I try IO Lake beua ac:count of
the hc:u while. 1t the u.me time, refining the theoretical notion, involved. in particular I.he: notion of
pseudm:omplemcnht1on. I am indebted to the pubcipantJ of the Ohio Sf..a.tt: Umva.ity Minicon!C'.rrnc.e on
Sriia.1 Verhs, held Ln May 1990, for their valuable input in the way o( dat..a and thoughll. ln this re5pc.ct I
:n11y ~1nt,le out Eric Schiller, whooa-e knowledge of and Kk'.u about SVC1 hnt! Jti.rnula!od me coruidcrably.
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- 15 description and elucidation of the facts of pseuoocompkmentation. Other than tha~ the analysis of SVCs
as proposed here is relatively independent of the particular syntactic theory one prefers IO adopt. as long
J$

th1.,'. d1t'1>ry in quesll<m ro::ognius, or leave~ room kr the recognitmn of. the phenomena al hand.

As regards SVC,. another principle than the P= Principle ha, been at

r< the, let us say, Mc Too Principle. No

constructions

won:: there as well. This

""°""' had lhe tmn been intro<luccd lhan serial verb

we're spoued left right and center, e= in well-blown Ew-opean languages Iha! had never be

thought lO possess such an exO!ic feallll'C. Inevitably. therefore, on pain of no; being able IO do anyllling
"' all,

a decision had IO be tal.'.en as to where to draw the line for the phcoomena IO be recognized as

SVC~ On,: guiding pnnc1.ple, in drawing that line, was to wiy as close as f>O-\Sible to the original
phenomena that attracted t.hc dc~riptive lingllists'

auent.100

and made them set apart, though f(l( the time

hcing only on imprcs.siorHsLic grounds, the cat.egory of 5CriaJ verb constructions. On the other hand,

.rowcver, it was necessary to let oneself be guided by the analysis itself. If the clarity and distinctness of
the analysis was enhanced by the exclusion or inclusion of catain doubtful o, marginal cases, they were,
a, the case was, excluded or mcluded. Specifically exc!t.d<d were cases of lexicali=:I compound verns like
the English go gtt. 01 of the g,,--aru:I-V type, or the (antiqualed) French :wi.si.r rc'r'cN.fiqwr. saui.r gager
(tx>th "m1p<'J.und"), Yirer ir,ur ru:r ("tWTI (a ship)"), 1 or the Mauritian Creole verbal comf)OUOOS (calqued on
the l-ri::n...:b f\itJ.em, no dou~it)
g~

mau fJwa.r (''cat and. drink), mar.u alt! (..go oo foot},~ dt,rmi \ea1and

to bed"), ale virJ ("come and go"), galup,, villi ("come running"), bau rak ('"beal up mutually",

literally "beat and give back"). These are IIOI IO be reckoned IO be cases of SVC, or else this paper must
',c dwnc<l

to have failed to a.cnieve iis purpose.

The centrally rc;c,aet plleoomena for SVCs arc typically foond in catain groups of languages in
Lcrt.:1u1 fC!-!ttittcd

tc'.cugra:phi~l srea'i. oombly the Kwa languages spoken in parts of West Africa.2 most of

the (';mt)b1.'.an Creole IJ.I1gu.1ges,'3 many Easl and Soutb-East Asian languages, in ~ular Chinese and

u,c Kirmer group, and, it seems. in •orne languages of Papua New Guinea. including tile Cn:ole language

Tok Prsin. Other languages and language groups have beell mentioned as possessing SVCs, but the
criterion of unity and clarity of the analysis IO be presenlt.d Slalllps mOSI of the insWlCCS quoted from
those as unconvincing or at least unhelpful. The more so since, as will be shown, the decision, given
some particular cxarn;,le. of whether or nOI one has to do with a SVC will nave to depend in part oo
1norc gcn('r:JJ k..aturc~ ul lhc language in question. 4

A few modem French verbc. came into being th.tough U\i1 process of virb&l compounding. such u

bo"sca.l~, (''knock OYtt") from bofuu cw.Jttr, or iaJ)lg,uJ,u (4>otc.h", ""compn,mil,ej. from 1alu "IJ4lrllUr. I am
mdcblcd 10 Guy H.u..ael-Massieu.x for the information on the: Frcncl1. verbal compound..
2 McWhortcr (1990} disci.:s:,a eleven Kwa langwgea and conc:Jm:lea (p.7): ...I have found that che Kwa

Li.nguages demonstrate & remark:.ablc unifonnity ln their SVC 1y1tenu,"
3 McWhorter (lqQ0:12) mention& Haiti~ Krio. Gullah, Junaican md Ouyan~ u Caribbean Creoles with

a ..., 1d1• rang.e of SVCs. He might have 1.ddod Sr.nm and S1.nrn.cct.n. Ar, Caribban Croolea wilh a timilcd
rang(' ,:,f SVCs. t.e. wilhm.H a TAKE SVC, he mentioru NegcrhoUancb and P•p,Am~fU. Trinidadian should
:iho he mcr11ioned ht!'.rt'- (L i'>c \','iner, p.c.). Outside lhc Cuibbe.an limiled. SVC, ue found in Lh,c Gulf of
C1.rn11~0. (rc:-0ks 11r1d T0k. Pmn (McWhortcr, ib.). No SVCa are found in Philippine Crook Span.Uh, Hn..-u1ari
Crc.olc English. Senegal Crc..;!c Englilh. and lhc Indian Oc~ Freru:h-bued Creoles of R,uniuon., Mauritius
1.n.d the Seychelles.
4 Bickerton (1989) insist.s ~al Seychelloil bu SVC,. bu1 se4 my reply (10 appear b), where I argue that
Bickcrton•s analysis looks tenable only if the :notion of SVC i, 1tretched to the point mat it will allow

16
L Some reprtst:ntativt data

The following are typical cases of SVC (the serial Yerlls are iulicized), as chey have been observed in I.he
lit.en.lure:
{l)a

nws

muab riam hlais gaij

1sg. cike-in-hand knife :JJCC meat

..H·e cut ttie meat with a kllife""
b.

While Hmong (Schiller 1990a)

mi ielu a nefi koti a brede
I take the knife cut the lttad
"I cut the bread with• knife"

K:lku p:,ie f<iab ak nA ma!!e
Koku bring crab go in market
"Koku !,,ought a crab to the market"

K~kll sJ

C.

)'..

Haitian Creole (Lefebvre 1986:290)

a,:.1 ml.
Ko~u bnng crah go marlcl in
"Koku brought a crab to the market"

Fon (Lefebvre 1986:290)

mi hari mi bruku go Le na mi k..indi
I pull my trou,' '"; go till LOC my knee
"l pulleJ m; trous.crs up w my lm"es~

SrJ.n.an(Vcorhcx·vc 1975)

Suk ?aw may maa Man
Sook lake wood come house
"Sook brought che wood home"

Thai (Schiller 1990a)

as5' yi

Kofi nyar, ch ganya L.bd

Kofi e.al tlie chicken finish
"Kofi has eaten the chicken a.lttady"

Saramaccan (Byrne 1981:219)

a bigi pasd di mii

1sg.tall ~nrpass the chdd

"He is talk-1 than the chikJ"

Sara.mac.can {Bymc 1987: 22 5)

Kofi bay soni
da di mujee
Kofi buy something give the woman
"Kofi bought something for !he woman"

Saram.accan (Byrne (1987 1&))

wO gh nl

zuo choo fan
( give you make fried rice
"I'll make fried rice for yoo"

Chinese (Li & Thompson 1974:271)

Kofi fringi a tiki f<WJ• riaJ:i Amba
Kofi n,nR 1he slick fall

!mod Amba

"Kofi threw tl•e slick at Amba"

Sr.inan (Sebba 1%1:129)

mi bribi taH yu fufuru en

I believe say you steal 3sg.

•·1 believe that you stok it"

In none of lhcs.e cases doe.i there seem to he any sign of a t.ensc or as~xx:t marker. In fact, lhe null
m.1rkjng in these cases is '5001etimcs to be interptetcd as a present, as in (lh), and sorneomes as a simple
p:;i.st, a.sis seen from the glosses. When there is an oven tense and/or a.speu marking . different pau.r,rn..::
3JC ,,hscr.ed. The constnxlion most commDnly found in ,j.(.:rializing Lu1guagc.s is a marking of 1he
c<,mmanding main verb (V1) for tense and/or aspect while the serial verb {V 1 ) is left bare, as in f2a),
where the PAST morpheme bi IS to be inierpreu:d as a plupcrfo::t., or (2b), wuh the combination of PAST
;mJ DURATIVE:
one :o idenlify SYCs in lang'I.Hlge1 that have never (and for good rea.soiu) st.rud: !i.nguisll u being of the
:i.erialil..mg kind. Bid.erton fails, mmtove:r, to offer any kind of structural &nalysis of SVCs
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b.

a bi
ls1 di meliki go na di koodc
he PAST carry the milk go LOC the village
"He had taken the milk IO the village"

dowwatra ben c dropu fadon
dewdrops PAST DUR drip fall down
"Dewdrops were dripping down"

· Saramllc,;:an (Byrne 1987:200)

Sranan(Seuren 1981:1072)

One docs, howevor, also find languages where the tmsc,/aspcct marldng of the main vm Y1 is, or may
be, copied for V,. This form of ten""aspcct spreading is demonslrall!d in (3a-c):
bi ft!fi di wosu bi kahll
he PAST paint Ille house PAST finish
"He had painted the house already"

Saramaa:an(Byme 1990a)

b.

mi a kplQ e
a yi afe
we FUT take him FUT go home
"We shall take him home"

Ewe (McWhMI>: 1990:11)

c.

mi a

fa sekan e
twa
[ PERF Lake knife PERF CU1
"I have cut with a knife"

Akan (Byrne !99(Ja)

d.

w6s,naaliponaglia
they take HAB stick beat HAB wall the
"They usually strike the wall wilh a stick"

Gtngbe (Lewis I 990)

(3)a.

a

Occasionally one comes across languages lhat allow the tens/aspect marldng 10 be anached to v,. while
V1 remains bare. This phenomenon of'overshooting' is demonstnued in the sclllt:lla:Sof (4):

a fcfi di WOSU bi k.ab6
he paint the house PA.ST finish
"He had painted the house already"

Saramaa:an (Byrne 1991la)

b.

a tti di goni bi suti di pingo
he take the gun PAST shoot the pig
"He had shot the pig with the gun"

Saramaa:an (Byrne ! 99(Ja)

c.

>de
adore not twda nehO
he Lake machete the cut-PAST himself
"He cut himself wilh the macheU:"

(4)a.

It is clear anyhow, and accepted by all authors on the subject, that the semantics of SVCs docs

not provide !hem wilh a scparau, lense/aspect marl<ing. Wba1ever may appear in surface sentences as
tense/aspect marking on V, is copied from V1, whereby Y1 may even lose ilS original marldngs.
In some languages one al.so finds, usually optionally, subject spreading, i.e. a pronominal takeup of the main subject with V,, sometimes cornbintd with the copying of ~aspect marldngs: 6
(S)a.

mi he

ha

noko mi
~
I buy something I give her

"I bought something for her"
b.

me guaree me
b.U mpoaan6
I swim-PAST I come.PASTshono
"I swam to the shore"

c.

me y~ adwuma me m~
Arnma
I do-PAST worlr:: I give-PA.ST Arnma
"I worked Co,: Amma"

Gi (McW'horttr 1990:11)
Akan (McWhMI>: 1990:11)

Akan (Schachie.r 1974:260)

5 In Akan lhc PAST tense is 1ign.allod by a low-high sequence of"'""" on thc verb.
6 Sebba (1987:86-7) propose, that the def1Ding ai!Cfia for SVC, should include the condition that "they
have only one overtly npreHed (syntactic} subject... It i1 elev thll this is lOO rcslricl.ivc.
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a bi tei peni (a) (bi) siltifi di Im
he PAST take pen (he) (PAST) write the leutt
"He had writtefl the leutt with a pen"

Saramaccan (Byrne 1990b)

Th!l this is mechanical and thus semantically irrelevant spre,iding, and not a rene, of an element in the
semantic structure underlying the surface sentence appears clearly from the remartable Akan sentence (the

Akuapem dialec!) quoled by Schachu:r (1974:258):
(6)

me de aburow mi gu msu m
I take com I How waler in
"l pour corn inro the willer"

What rnalces this sentence rernarl:able is lhe [act th.at the copied subject mi is clearly not the semantic
subject of the V, gu. The semantic subject of gu can only be aburow (which is the grammatical object of
de) since it is the com that is said to~ up in the water, not the speaker. Moreover, Schachter observes,

the verb gu requires a mass or plural subje(:t. much like the English verb disp<!rst. so th.at•,,,; gu msu-m

is ungrammatical as a sentence on its own, There c.an be no doubt that I.he copied <;:ubject is semantlCally
spurious, and must thus be the result of a mechanical synUIClic process of copying.
Moreover, as Schachter observes (1974:266), serial constroctions in Akan require a copying of

the negation when the main verb is negal<d, negation being marked by a homorganic nasal prefix. This
negation copying is again semantically inclevant. and clearly the result of some purely syntactic process:
(7)

Kofi n-ye adwuma rn-rna Amma
Kofi not do work not give Amma
"Kofi does not work [or Amrna"
Apparently, therefore, SVCs are semantically bare. They do not have their own tense or aspect.

nor can they have a negation of their own. Their subjects arc, moreover, controlled by, i.e. display
(rnnsuint or variable) coreferentiality with, either the subject or lhe direct object of V1. The fact !hat

sc1ial verbs occasionaJly occur with tense/aspect markers. with an overt pronominal subject, or with a
negation is to be attributed to purely syn1.aetic, and thus semantically irrelevant, spreading (copying). It is
realized, of course, that spreading phenomena are extremely frequent in all kinds of languages, regardless
of whether they have SVCs. (Thus, for example, negation copying is rampant in certain dialects of
English, such as Cockney or New York Black English. Subject copying is found in most Flemish
dialects of Dutch.) SVCs, moreover, generally lack any kind of overt cornplemenliur.
[n general terms one can say th.at the semantic [unction of SVCs consists in indicating
coocomitant circumstance, result or Jll!!POOC. It has been frequently observed, however, that within these
general semantic categories there are certain typical uses for SVCs. Thus there is the TAKE-class,
functioning mainly as an in1rumental, e,emplificd in (la,b), (k,c), (4b,d) and (5d). Then there is the
GIVE-class, fulfilling the role of either a dative or a benefa.ctive, as in (lij), (5a,c), or (7). There is a
typical SURPASS-class, as in (lh), follilting the role of a comparative. Often SVCs serve to signal an
'alctionsart' of the main vesb, as in (lg), (3a) or(4a), where a verb meaning "finish" is used to indicate
that the action denoted by V 1 is over. Anolher common calegory of SVCs is the SAY-cl.ass, as in (11),
where

v, does the work done by the subo«linating conjunction 1/ia1 in English. Very widespre,id is the

GO/COME-class, as in (lc-f), (2a), (3b) or (5b), where the SVCs [ulfd the role of directional adjuncts.
More generally, this class oecurs with some

v, of motion or placement, as in (lkJ, (2b), or (6).

- 19 How these different types of SVC are distributed over the serializing languages of the world is

still largely unknown, due mainly LO I.he great practical difficulties involved in obl.a.ining correct and
systematic data on languages that are often hardly accessible LO Western linguists. We will, therefore,
have to make do, for the moment, with global impressions. There is, however, a t ~ one striking fact.

in that the K wa language Akan as well as the Surinam Creole language Saramaccan se.em

LO

have a

special predilection for both optional and obligalOf)' fonns of copying of Lense/aspect markers, including
'overshooting' as in (4), and syntactic main subjects. (Akan also copies the negation, for which no

evidence has been found in Saramaccan.) If this correspondence is statistically relevant. as it seems LO be,
it provides a forceful argument in favor of a Kwa substrate for this conslruction in Saramacc.an. This is
borne out funher by Price (1976), who concludes, on the basis of holh detailed historical-<iemographical
data and cultural and linguistic indications (pp.33-5), that the bulk of the Surinamese Saramaka tribe,

consisting of runaway slaves (Maroons), originated from the coastal region bc:twe.en the river Volta in the
West and present-day Lagos in I.he East. i.e. Kwa terriLOry. Such a conclusion would conuadict Bickerton's universalist thesis (1981: I 17-32) that SVCs in Creole languages are not derived from substraies but
from an innate language faculty ('bioprogram'). Cp.also noLe 8 below.
SVCs are found mostly in SVO (=NP-VP) languages. They do, however, also occur in
languages of other basic word order types, such as VSO and SOY. An SOY example from the K wa
language ljo is (8):
eri edein b[ Ak\l b6 mi
he knife the take come PAST
"He brought the knife"

(8)

ljo (McWhoner 1990:8)

Schiller (1990b) provides more examples from SOY languages. (9a) is from Yi, a Tibeto-Burman
language related to Chinese and of predominantly SOY order. (9b) is from Lahu, a related SOY language.
(9c) is from Barai (Papua New Guinea).
(9)a.

~a
jc
b'c t'v sia
tsT
kw
my mother clothes put trunk inside-be at
"My mother put the clothes in the trunk"

Yi (Schiller 1990b:8)

b.

~·

~-e v~?-qii th1!1 ta-qo ~-qlo ·~ ta ve yo
my mother clothes OBJ box inside put PT PT PT
"My mother put the clothes in the trunk"

Lahu (Schille, 1990b:8)

c.

fu burcd.a ije sime a.be ufu
3sg bre.ad the knife take cut
"He cuts the bread with a knife"

Barai (Schiller I 990b:7)

SVCs seem to occur only rarely inVSO languages. R.avoa, a Mon-Khmer language of the Wa group, is

one:
( IO)a.

b.

ti me ho taw lik me
pin
ke-en
take you go send letLet you accompany to-here
"Go, take the leuer and come back"
ti

me

b

pin

R.avoa (Schiller 1990b:5)

ke-en

take you it accompany to-here
"Bring it here"

R.avlta (Drage 1907:6 I)

The precise structural analysis of SVCs in SOY and VSO languages will be discussed below.

-

20 -

2. Pseudocomplementation.
In order

LO

understand verb serialii..ation it is necessacy to de~ote some auention to the phenomenon of

whal will be called here pseudocomplenuniatibn, a phenomenon found in many if not all languages of
the world in different guises. We speak of pseudocomplementation when we have to do with a clausal or

sentential structure. an embedded S, which is treated syntactically as if it were a normal S-complement
(subject-S or object-S), whereas its semantic role is not that of an S-complemcnt but. rather, one of

concomitant, resultative or puqx:,sive circumstance or event A pseudocomplement is a suppositious
sentential complement foisted on the syntax of a verb which either does not require such a complement
semantically, or, if it does, does not allow for it on grounds of lexico-grammatical restrictions.
English allows for pseudocomplemenwion with the verb go as V1, as in:
(11)

John went fishing

The gerund fishing is trealed syntactically in soch a sentence as Lhough it were the result of an embedded
obje½:t clause, as in:
(«)

John likes fishing

but semantically it can hardly be an object clause to lhe intransitive verb go. Pseudocomplementation,
with object-controlled subject deletion, is found mquenLly in English (and many other languages) with

adje;::tives as V2, as is shown in the following senLences:
( 13)a.
b.

John hammered the nail !lat
I laughed myself silly

If the adJcctivesflat and silly are treall:d as predicales labeled "V" in semantically analytic representations,
and if we marl the relation of coreferentiality between the conirolling higher NP and the deleted lower
subject by means of a subscript x, then (13a,b) have an underlying predicate-argument structure s 1[V 1 Subject - Object, - s 2[V2 - NP[xl], where the embedded S2 occupies the position or an object-con1rolled
object clause, precisely as in, for example:
(14)

I helped the man walk

However, in (14) the embedded s 2[v(walk) - NJ>[x]J is a proper semantic argument to the verb help, since

one cannot help a person unless it is with something that person is trying LO achieve. This is difforent
wiLl1 (11) and (13a,b), since one can go, hammer a nail or laugh without it having to be the case tha~

respectively, one goes with a pwpose. the nail undergoes a change of form or JX)Sition, or the persou
laughing gets in some mental slate other than the one associated with the laughing. It is, of courre,
possible that one goes with a purpose, etc., and that possibility has been grammaticalized in English in
the form of embedded Ss that are treated syntactically according to the normal rules of clausal

complementation.
Pseudocomplemcntation is common in Duleh with the intransitive main verbs gaan ( ..go"),
sraan ("stand"). zi11en ("sit"), /open Cwalk") and liggen ("lie"), which treat their pseudocomplements
exa:Lly like other verbs trca1 their real complements, i.e. by application of the rule of Predicate Raising,

which incorporates the lower V2 with the main Vi into a verbal cluster that takes the argument terms of
both the main clause S1 and the subordinate clause S2 as its argument terms. in the order in which they

-
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occur. Dutch thus has sentences like (15a,b), where (!Sa) is a ease of semantically genuine complemen-

1.atioo and (15b) of. pseudocoolplememaoon:
( 15)a.

Karel heeft Hans""" verhaal willen fflldlen
Karel has Hans a Sim)' want tell
"Kaiel has wanted 1011:ll Hans a story"

Karel heeft Hanseen vezhaal lopen vendlen
Kaiel has Hans a siory wait tell
"Kaiel has !Old Hans a Sim)' while walking"
Both sencenccs have the wlderlying predicaie-argument strueture s 1[V 1 • NPIKarel,l • s2[v[vertdlen] ·

b.

NP[x] NPlHans] NP[een verhaal]J], with wil/en (''want") as V1 in (ISa)and /open ("walkj as V1 in
(15b).

It must be reali>:ed that argument SlrUCture can be a dicy thing. Roughly one might say that a
genuine argument cenn 10 a predicate fills a word-specific relation place without which the com,sponding

•

notion is not fully defined. This excludes parameters of place, space, direction, time, etc., which are
category-specific, oot word-speciftc. II includes object parameters for e.g. tat, drinJ:, throw, activau,
b,u/d, write, send,/u/1 of, rill,: of, etc. etc., regardless of whellter such predicates take an obligalOry or an
optional ovcit object lenn. Given a cenain margin of choice, it may include the J1")Cisc minimal sleeping

place with sleep in/(}(I, in so far as slt<p denotes the typical daily recurring human activity o{ lying down
and curling up, nonnally for the night, but it excludes larger locations, which are cai,,gory-specific.
Hence the possibility of a passive in (16a) but not in (16b):
(l6)a.

b.

This bed has been slept in.
! This IOwn has been slept in.

It includes the nonliteral object of a verb like go ova, but excludes ilS literal object, as appears, again,
from Ute passive:
( l 7)a.

b.

The mauer was gone over in five minutu.

! The bridge was gone over in five minutes.

This criterion is admiuedly

not

watertighL Yet it provides some guidance in whal is, on the

whole, a difficult area, It should be noticed !hat this criterion, as given here, does not imply that a
predicace musr have an argument place for relation places without which the corresponding notion is not
folly defined. lt is, in fact, quite common for predicates not 10 be allowed grammatically 10 take an
argument term for a position !hat is required semantically. In English, tor example, as in many other
languages, muse expressing obligation and may expressing pennission require semantically, or
notionally, an obliging or enabling

SOllfCC,

no mailer how vague or general. Yet the grammar of English

docs not provide the means for expressing thal relation place. lf one wants 10 say dial Hatty must leave
early because his wife obliges him LO, there b no argument place available for the wife. This is not so in
all languages. Dutch and Low German, for example, put that argument tom in the grammatical mould of

a preposition phrase with the prepi,;ition WJlt/w,n ("ofj, as in the Dutch senlenee:7
(18)

1k mag van de baas m,eg weggaan
I may of the boss eatly away-go

'"The boss has allowed me 10 leave early"
7 See Kruk (1968) for

I

discuuion

or this poinL

2
ln a way one n.1tght s.ay I.hat the argument s.tructurc of dconuc mi,_H .me! l'f'lay m Engltsh i~

'defective', since it does nct aliow for an argument tenn- that is required sernar:u.:aHy. Analogously,
languages sometimes do oo< oc 00! wholcheal1edly allow for lhe grammatically s~dv.ed expression of
datiYes

or benefactives b)' means of a nominal argument place, or, typically alsu, fot the grammatically

standardi7.ed expression of an embedded object proposition by means of a subordinate clause with or
'*tth(,ul a compk~mcutiD.:r Such language~ tend to aHow for s si.rnple nominal nprc.ss.io-n of a dative or
h<:'·ndaclivc only with nrw ,,r 1wo prototypiea.l verbs, such as a verb meaning "g,,,.c"' for da!ivc:li and

he ncfacuves, and a

\ICrb

mc.a.ning "say.. for object clauses. In such cases lhe spe..ll:e~s of the language in

quc_.:aion, in their quest for ways of circwnventin_g l.he SJ'Tlta:tic limitations: in~poS-l;'-d by it, wilt tend to
dcve!op standardized circumlocutions. Seriahzing languages do so. hi general, by means or
pseudocomplemeniation, resulting in SVCs.

A case in pomt is Saramaccan, which does have a b,rrJ.rnmat1cally detinc.d

po:-.1U(Hl

for i'.huJve with

rr:.inJ verbs but not ail \·erb:s of giving, rctymg and the U.ke ~c normal <l.at1..,,('.~. c, rrc,-,s1.:d as hare NPs
t:.cforc Lhe ducct obje,.L Verbs of saying and ~lling, however, do not. or prekrJ.b'.y r~A, take (.Wlives .u1tJ

take SVCs instead. consuucted with the vecb d,a ~"give). Benefactives, on the JI.her hand, are always
e\pn!ssed by means of a serial co~truction wiL"l da.. The following examp'.es, taken from Byrne

( I987: l 86-9), will illus true this:
(l 9)a.

b.

(20)a.

a da/paka: di wom1 di moni
he giw,/pay the n:a,\ the money
"He ~vt~'paid U"K' m.an the lll()fl("y"'

a d.Vpaka di muni da di \';'(lO'li
he give/pay Loe mooey give !he man
"He gave/paid the money for the benefi!/oo behalf of the man•
Magda konda di v~ da di basi
Magda tell the story w !he boss
"Magda told the 5""Y to the boss"

A similar situarioo ()(Curs when a language eiL"ler 1.Jck.i; spc-.cific prepo,,itJccs or has them but 1n
frte variJtw!l with SVC~ (due, JK'..fh.aps., lO different h1swri(al source~ for th'.: \Jr;guap;c). Sranan. for
<:•,::i..nplc, W.d,:, ,rn in:<.lrumcn:.c,J pr('po-su.100 and u~.s TAKE serials. Sar<imxcar1, h(;wcver, dve~ h.ave an

msuumental preposition tu {"with..), which aJso serves as the comitat.ive "wiLh" but still uses TAKE
'>ffi!US for instrumcnW.:s m s.hal. appears lO be free vanaoon (McWhorter 199<} I 7,. One thus fmds both

uf the following:

t21).L

').

a koti di gbamha ru faka
he. rut the me.a{ with knife
"l!c cut lhe me.u with a kmfc"
a u~i di faka k.oti d1 gb.amha
he take t.he kmfe cut the meat
"He cul the me,,t with !he l:nife•B

8 It struck. m£ thal Sa:a:-nac,,:-ui t-.,;a.mplu with J;~ \('l)(i to o,::cur in I.he liLer.a.tl.rrc ~1th an indefmilt' p'l"Cf)(~j,
11
1, a.~ m (2!a), ,,..hr:rc.as with I ckfiniLe ob;«-t thi:- TAKE km.1 ~.r:rm t,: \)(' rreferred, as Ln t?lb)

H:H
ar,1un, pR1ll..!kl Ak1n1 (cp l,ord 1982791). ,,.))('"re GIVE ~1ah ui: 1lhl1r,a,!,r) with ckfin1L.e. and
,~,11 ·•n$I with indefinite:, obJt( ts. the- \utt:f Allowing also for a "norm.al" d.au,..e

23 Sometimes ooe finds that a language has a general pn:posilion, for example for localive relations, which
is then further specified by means of a SVC. The Sranan senlellee (22) musirates this. The general
locative preposition Iii.I is funher specified by bolh W ("inside" and the Stria! verb pu.ru ("pull"), which
signals separation:
(22)

a man hari a SIOI\ puru na uu a olo
the man dlag lhe S100e pull LOC in lhe hole
"The man pulled the SIOOC from inside the hole"

cp. Sebba (1987:122)

A lack of grammaticalized comparative constructions is likewise regularly compensated for by
means of SVCs. Many languages lack a separale grammatical construction for the expression of comparative inequality (Stassen 1985). Typically then, when lhey have or allow for SVCs, a serial construction
is used 10 o.press the cornparalive nolion. as was demonslnW:d above in ( lh).
In all such SVC-ca<es lhe pseudocomplement 'slands in' for what may be regaroed as a missing
term

in the semantically defective arg,:ment siructure of some predicale (verb), or it has the function

fulfilloo by a preposition or some grammatical category in other languages. The procotypical pred.icat.es of
giving, taking, surpassing or saying are then typically thrown in as v,, and thus quickly acquire some
conventionalize,! or grammaticaliud SlaWS for pm:isely !hose cases where they perform their 'stand-in'
function. For example, equivalents of giv, as V, in a pseudocomplement lend to be re-analysed after
some time as prepositions introducing indirect objects (McWhorler 1989). Equivalents of sa:, as V• lend
to become subordinating cornplementizets (Lord 1976),and TAKE verbs (as V1) instrumentals or objects
{Lord 1982). Some serializing languages (cp. Welmers 1973:376 for Yoruba and Nupe) have special
forms for certain verbs that are Slandanlly, i.e. with some degree of grammalicalization, used in SVCs.
SVCs arc considenld to be, synuoctically ai least. cases of S-cornplementation. Ullated according
to the syntactic rules f0< S-cornplementation Iha! the language in question has at its disposal.anyway. It

must be stressed llw they are 'loose' or supemwnelllr)' adjlDlt!S. even in cases where they fulfdl a 'st.andin' function. Thus, for example, although the semantics of bribi ("believe") obviously does allow for an
embedded obje<:t-S, !he pseudoeomplement in (II) is not that object-S, since wha! I, in Iha!. senience, say
I believe is not that I say that you stole it but, simply, Iha!. you stole iL Not until the VI tab. ("say") is

re-analysed as a eornplementi= can the Sranan verb bribi be described lexically as an object-S taldng
verb. Analogously for datives, benefaclives. comparatives, insl.tumentals and the lilre.

At lllis point the question naturally presents itself of whether other typeS of p,11:11<:lo<;,,mplement
are to be found in natural languages than just the bare lenseless, negationless S~mbeddings encountered
so far. Given the global and historical vastness of language, any answer to lhis question has by ne<:essity
to be incomplete and provisional. The best provisional

answer Iha!. can be given here is Iha!. only bare S-

cornptements have been ati.ested as sentenlial (clallsal) pseudocomplements. Thal is, no cases have come
to light so far of tensed clausal pseudocompkements, let alone of finile sub<:nlinal.e clauses functioning as

pscudocomplements. One might thus feel encouraged to venture posiling a language uni verw to the
effect that clausal p.,,!wiocompume111s '""'111<! i-,.
Whether there a,e non-clausal but purely nominal pseudocomplements is anolhcr mauu. Many
languages have uses for their accusative cases that suggest a phenomenon of pseudo-object-NP. Classical

-
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Greek, forexample(KUlmer&.Genh 1955:303)haslu.1(1)TT)V 1mpa).11v (liL: I am suffering pain with
regard to my head: "I've got a headache"). Laier Lalin has !he same, derived from Greek (KUhner &.
Stegmann 1955:287): do/eo caplll (same meaning). NOi unlike the Greek and Latin examples one finds in
S wahili9 cases like ,.;_,,.,,_v..,.jilra mg""' (liL: I am broken with regam IO my leg: "I've got a broken
leg"), or bustani ime haribilra..,..... (liL: garden is destroyed with regam IO flowers: "!he flowers in !he
garden are destroyed"). Whether such cases ought to be described as forms of nominal
pseudocomplemenl.alion is a question I shall leave ~ here.
3. Getting closer to a definition
SVCs are lhus, it seems, insw,= of pseudocomplemenl.aliorL But. as has already been made clear, that
propeny is, !hough a necessary, far from a sufficient condit.ion for SVC status. Let us therefore eonlinue
and lry IO add further criteria, on !he basis of the kind of dal.a discussed, in !he hope that we end up

eventual! y with a necessary and sufficient SC: of conditions.
Some further criteria readily suggest themselves. Firsl. SVCs must eonlain real surface verb,,
not adjectives, adverbial parlicles or what not. as V•· When, as (according to Welmers just quoted) in
Yoruba and Nupe, ceriain ve!bs are, so lO speak, reserved for SVCs, they must be shown to possess
· genuine verbal 51.atus on independent grounds. Without sun= vecbal sl.alus !here an, no SVCs, or at
least, one does not get !he kind of phenomena that struck earlier descriptive linguisis as particularly
serial.
Then, as has frequently been observed, SVCs /4ck any overt comp/em,:ntizer. Sebba, for

example, writes (1987:86): ''To summarise the accepted criteria !hen, serial verb constructions have a1
least the following properties: ... 1bey conlain two or more verbs without overt markets or coordination
or subordination." The maierial selected above as being represenl.alive for the intuitive notion of SVCs
clearly brings out !his criterion.

It should be noted Iha!, in the ~ t analysis, a mari<cr or coordination should no! be expected,
since all SVCs are considered to be (pseudo)complemenu, and therefore by definition suboolinaie lO !he
main verb. even though SVCs expressing conoomita.nl cin:umstance are sometimes best translated as a
coordinated S!l1JCture. The dislinclion drawn by Sebbl (1987:109-133) between eoordinale and subonlinaie
SVCs seems lO be argued for more abundantly tlwl Sldngenlly. Our counterargument is simple. We do
not need that dislinct.ion, since an analysis in terms or subordinate pseudocomplement str\lCture seems

sufficient for all cases. Therefore, we will do wil.houc coordinated s«ial vcro conslnJCLions.
Furthermore, as has alttady been implied, the subject of the pulalive V• must have been deleted
under conditions of (cons1.ant or variable) coreforencc with the commanding highec subject or objecL We
speak or conirol/ed subject deletion. (The higher subject, but no! the objecl. may. in rare cases. be copied

subsequently for !he V,. as was shown in (6) above.) This is confirmed by cases with more tlwl one
SVC: each successive

v, has iis deleled subject conttolled by !he subject or object of its immediately

9 I am grateful ., CAr<>I Mym-S<onon and Su:phcn Adliwolt for tlm inlonmllion.
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preceding verb. Jumping across to an argument term of a highu Vis impo$$ible. Sebba ,1987:115)
gives the example:
(23)

Kur, lringi a

too faoon ruw Amba

K,:,I i Lhmw the stone fall

"Kc1fi threw lhe stick

hit Amba

oown 81 Amba"

Sebba's. no doubt,COl'reet. comment is: "Kofi is necessarily lhe subject of/ringi; a tib is ne<:essarily IO
be interpreted as lhe subject offt,d,,n since it is the slick which falls ralher lhan Kofi; and native speaker..
confirm lhat it is likewise the stick which hilS Amba., so lhal a ti.ti is the <sub>jecl of n®.
One often also finds a null object tam wilh V •· In Sranan. for example. SVCs occur bolh with
and w>thout an anaphorically
(24)a.

j'l

prooo:ninal object term:

tck1 den krosi

bOC1

)-OU PRES lake lhe clorhes hide
.. You hide lhe clothes"

Sebba (1987:60)

b.

Kori naki A,,;:ba kiri en
Kofi hit Amba kill him
"Kori struck Amba dead"

Sebba (1987:92)

c.

Kofi naki Amha kiri

Kofi hit Amha kill

.. Kol": wuck Arnba ,k.ad..

Scbba (1987 HY)) wi.\hc; to analyse (24b)

Scbba(l987:104)

a., a coonlinatt.d SVC. consisting or two parallel

VPs under

one head VP. because ''infonnams agree lhat f(24c)l desi:ribes a single action, viz. Kofi striking Arnba a
lethal blov.. whereas [(24b)l describe~ a series of evenis: Kori struck Arnba, possibly several times,

killing her.· However, if lhis oo,;,,nation were correct. it woold be ungrammatical to say in Sranan:
(25)

e nalci Amba kiri
Kofi PAST CONT hil Amba kill
''Kofi wa,.._ heating Amba u,. dealh"
Kor, bcn

~incc 1.hc pw'>t conlinUQtive rules out a srngle ocllon (cp. (2b! atxivc, attested in 1hc story "Owrukulu ben

kari" by the 5ranan author Trefossa). (25). however, is Cull; grammatical. (Note thal the same seotence
but wiL'1 lba ("finish", i.e. "already") instead of kiri is indeed ungrammatical, for aspectual reasons.)
Morco•cr. as.yndet.ic coordinate strucwres are unidiomatic in Sranan. I take i~ therefore, that with
sentcncc-1ntc:nal anaphora the object term of the SVC need not be null, so that no criterion is

tO

be

di,;tllkJ from null ohje",Cl anaphora tn S VCs.10

A u~'lul further Cl'itrri.oo is that I.he embedded pseudocompkrnent i~; nm afli'{U:d by any orher

fyclfr rufe than j1,.tSl lhat of coNroUtd subject tkl~lUln. However, postcyclit:: copying rules, as is

abundantly demonstrated by the data provided above, and also, as will be shown below. extraposilion for
intcrna:ly emt<:Jded Ss, must be allowed for. This criterion

15

obviously theory-dependenL but perhaps

less so than might appear at fu-st sigh.!. Baning copying rules. which are, on the whole, easily

recog:1i1..abk, t:'lis criterion means thar an embedded pseudocomptement~S~ if it is

\0

qualify as a serial

10 A yn~s1b1bty to he coru1der~J 1s that hri in (24c) and (2:'ii u t pusive vt:rb "be .._,1J.e::J" (Su1um hu a

limited rangr of pas.uvu. whi(.h uc, u in all Creole languai,;o thl!.l have • pa.s,;ivc, morphologically
unmark.cdf, The SVC kiri would t..".en hn¢ ®ject"'c.om.rollcd 1ubJect deleuon. Sebba quotes (19~7:103):
rn [)en bcn e ty«ri sr&fu gwt
makti
Locy PAST CONT carry ,\av.. go.away be tamed
'1'hey took slaves sway 1-0 be broken in"
where mall, is clu.rly passive,

26 construction, must occupy the position normally reserved for ohjects, or else, if that p.,sitioo is internal,
for extralX)sed object-Ss. The pseudocomplement-S must.., moroo-ver, appear mtact in surface stru(ture,

ctp:H't from a dcklc<l ()r rnpi:'<l subje,ct. This rult:.s out... for e;i;a.rnrlf-, th('. Dutch scr.tctK.e (l~h) a..,;

;1

ca.>.J.'

or

scrializ.ation, since t.hae, as has been said. Lhe verb of the pseudocomplement }',.as been clusu::-re.d with I.he

mmn "rcrb by the ruk ot Pre<l.lcaLC R.aising, so t.haJ. I.he emhcdJcd pscudocomplcmem S does not

S.UPtJ.\IC

in1act ln surface-~ stmc~;1re, It al.~, and f<Y the S3ITk" reason, rules r;;..it Sebba's c:,:ample:
Kofi naki kin Amba
Kofi hit kill Amt.a

"Kor, ,uuck Amba dc.a.f'

Scbba(l987:Yl;

Lastly. SVCs mu~ he f,au S~.co11tpln,u,u.r. Tiiat is, the emhcdcfod S-\lructure com..;ins: jusl a
leicical verb and its argument tenns (the subject tenn deletable and controlled by a higher subject or ob;cct
tcc1n), .i.1thou1 .a.ny higher op<:rJHJf"', SU(h as rt{'gation, ten",,(;, quant.iftt"',rs. m0<.l.a.lit1C.S

a.J)d

the Ille

The criteria &..at have been ~vidOO so far seem to get us preny close t..:1 a proper delimii.at.ion of

i VC p11cnome1,a. ·11,cy c!·~ !y wc.':t'd out a number ot ~ s Lha1 hJve lx~n taken lor SVCs bul whcr,: the
cmbcd:~,~..._1 S is simply an ordinary objc-Ct·S and no pseudocmnpkment. Fo< e.,ample, Rid.cnnn
,_; 989: 155-6) present, the following Seychellois Croole se,uern;es as cases of scnalizatioo:
CT)a.

b.

MO dit per Yini
I tell priest come
"J tnJj the priest to cunliC"

i
ti dir mwi vm ed li netway lakaz
he PAST tcil me rnn>e help him clean house
"He wld me to come and help him clean the house"

H will be cicJr, however. th.1t {27a) is a case of normal object<ompleme.nL11ion· Scychell.1is dir, lil::c
Lnglish tell, tal:es a semanucally genuine object-S, The same applios to vp[vin

,a Ii] and vp(n,rway

/;J.lai:J txxh n.:pn:-S(~nt clcruly genuine obP,:t·\."lau~ to, re.spe4:tivc\y, d.Jr {"i.ell",i J.Il<l ed<t;, ("hdp"), On!y
the vert r.d ("help/ represtnts a pse.udocomplement . h. is, howevt".t, clustered with \!in into one V-nodc,
by the rule of Predicate Raising, as

appe.ars from the dropping of the fin.al vowel

·C, 11

and can therefore

not b<.: a serial verb. 12

Scbba (1987:55-6) discusses:

.U)

Kofi mek.i a/ en go na wowoyo

Kofi make he I him go LOC maslm
"Kofi made him go to 1.he market"

and correctly identifies go as the verb of a genuine obj«.t-S. 13 and thus not of a serial consu-uction. He
,uggc,cs (I ~o7 :80-l) that, al least for some spc.ike,s, mdi is no! a senal verl) rn otller constructions,

;,;uch a, (29a,M), but has been re analysed as a conjunction me.aning ··sn truit"', criticizing Voo<h()('vt
0

(1975), who tal:es them to be i n = of serialization:
()9)a.

alcn fadon md;J den prani gro
rain fall make the plants grow
"Rain falls so that the crops grow"

Scbba (I 9R7 <,;1

r 1 Su Seurcn (1990i for • detailed analysis of Predica.:e Raising and Subj,,,-: Raising constrUctions in
.Mauritlan Creole, which is ',1f"lua.ily idmlinl wiLh Scyrhdlols Croolc
!2 See also Sntrcn (to appeu bl for a diM'.:ustion of t.hCK cues.
t) Intm:stin~lr. the :i<'mantic subj«t of go occun both u an U!li.nflecteJ, i.t. :--,,minittiv~ pt(H'l()WI (12}, Jt.nd

as an iaflecled &eeus&~\1¢ pronoun (en}.

27 b.

Kofi dray a plat meki yu yere
Kofi tum lhe r=rd make you h<ar
"Kofi played the recool for )'OU ID he.ar"

Sebba {19&7:79)

His argument is based on the sentences {30a,b), which he consuucted for lhe pwpooe:
(30)a.
b.

Kwaku no e naki Ma,y meld a siki
Kwaku not PRES hit Mary make her $iclc
Kwaku'no e naki Mary mdci a bn:yti
Kwaku not PRES hit Mary make her happy

If, he says, meki is a serial verb, the seruences must mean, respectively, "Kwaku is not [hitling Mary

and making her sick/happy]". But if me1i is a conjunction the scope of the negallon can be altered so that
the sentences can then mean "Kwaku is not hitling Mary, - so that she is sick/happy". In eilher case
one of the readings will be pragmatically implausible, and he then asked his twO inrormants whether the
sentence wilh silr.i o, Ille one with br,yti was more plausible. NOi surprisingly, he failed ID get a cohere,u
result It is a matter of experience

(ha1

shooting artificial sentences at informants in a situation where

they have to renect and report oo their own language {activities not favored by most informants) more
often than not yields poor results or no results at all. In lhis case subtle distinctions of logical scope are
involved, in connection, most probably, with intonauooal distinctions, making the mtt;rprise even more
hazardous than it no,mally is. Although one cannot rule out the possibility that md.i has been re•
analysed, for some speakers, as a conjunction, beller melhods are required to establish whetbet lhis is so.
In any case, meh is in no way unique, in lhis respect, since re·analysis has been reported widely for Olhet
common

serial verbs, as has been noled above. We shall, l.berefore, IJ'elll mdi on a par with the other

cases of possible re-analysis, and proceed oo the assumption lhat m,ki in {29a.b) is indeed used as a serial
verb, as long as no evidence to the coottary comes to lighL
We are. however. not quite there yet. We have no criterion yet to exclude, in partkular, verbal
constructions with a verb meaning "go" as V1, followed by an embedded bare S-complcment wilh
subject-deletion and no other cyclic rule, as in (11) above. Such consttuctions are rife in a vast number of
languages that are otherwise under no suspicion

or allowing for serial verbs. English has, besides

senicnces like (l l), also imperatives of the form go get your boot. French has, for eumple, ,Ut tsl a/lie

boire ("she has gone drinking"), and halian likewise:

~ an.dau,.

b,ere. Further exmnplcs can be given at

will. Such cases must be ruled ou~ or else, it is felt, we miss out on what SVCs really~ and all sorts
of languages that are clearly OOI or the serialwng type must then be lhought to have SVCs.
One may, of course, be liberal and say that English, French. Italian and all those Olher languages
have just the CO class or SVC but -

the many other typical SVC classes found in what we call the

serializing languages and which make us call lhem lhaL Maybe so, yet thetc is a furlher point that
deserves attention anyway and which we do -

want IO miss out oo. 'The point is dial where

we hit upon

what we wish to consider SVCs these SVCs ar, NJI laicallJ gov,rn,d by th, /tigh,r V1. That is, the
higher V is not subcategorized for laking pseudocomplements. SVCs occur to a large extent freely as
"loose" adjuncts to higher Ss, restricted by general coosideratioos of semantic and/or pragmatic
appropriateness, and perhaps also by Olher facMJrS, but not by lexical argument structure. This is not so
for the GO construetions just mentioned. 'The kind of S-complemmtatioo found wilh go is not allowed

- 28 wi:h most other verbs o[ going: •lu, walud fishing is clearly wigrammat.ical. Analogously for the
pscudocomplementation phenomena with other verl:ls in Duich. as illusirated in (15b). for example. Herc
it is the higher V that enables pseudocomplementatioo. In genuine serializing langWl/les SVCs are never
governed that way by their higher V. There, more oflell lhan nol. the class of verbs that can occur as V,
is restricted. not the class of verbs that can occur as VI· It is, there[o,e, necessary

IO

have a wider look ai

the subcaiegorization facl'l of the language in question befone one can decide for some isolated example

whether it is a SVC or not.
Even so, however, as has been observed by virtually all concerned, SVCs "'nd lO gravitate
to.vards certain sleneolypes: there is, as has been shown, the typical DATIVE and/or BENEFACTIVE class,
th,, CAUSA11VE class, the MOVE class, the l'\JRPOSJVE class, the COMPARATIVE class, the TilAT-<:lass,
and a few others, where the serial verb expresses the notions involvod. Very typical is also the TAKE
cla.ss as exemplified in (la,b), (Jc), (4b,c), (5d} and (21b). This differs, at least

in

the examples quoted,

frnm the others just mentioned in that here the verb expressing the not.ion of takmg is V 1, not V 5 . Here.
100,

the SVC is a "loose" adjunct. but the fact that it occurs with a higher V me.aning "lake" is, though

S(lmehow stereotypical, clearly not a result of the lexical argument sttucture of the "take" verb. Whether
the TAKE verb is also V 1, and thwrnot V,. in cases like (8) and (9c), which have the basic SOV order,
"ill be discussed in sect.ion 4.
In general, our tentative cooclusion is that SVCs are typically charac,eri,.ed by the fact !hat they

are forms of ungoverned pseudocomplementalion of bare Ss, without any contplemenlizer, with their
subject deleted under conditions o[ higher subject or higher object control wilhout any furlhcr cyclic rule
being operative, and manifesting themselves as VPs with a real V in surface siructune. They, moreover,
come in typical categories o[ use (whose d.islribution over the various serialiting languages or langWl/le
flrnilies is, however, st.ill relatively unclear). The phenomenon of serialization is thus seen lO be •

syndrome of features and phenomena found in many if not all languages o[ the world and whose typical
combination gives rise lO the typicality thal made earlier linguists distinguish a separate cal.Cgory of
SVCs. If this analysis is correc~ it takes the boUom out of any theory. such as Bickerton's (1981)
'"Bioprogram theory", that inierprets SVCs as an element in its own right in "Universal Grammar"
underlying the gramma,s of all natural langWl/les. Under the analysis pnest11ted here there is no separate
universal category of "serial verb construct.ion", just• syndrome of a number of other facio,; that are
likely to be, one way or another, language-universal. This syndrome has certain Slffl:Otypical [eawres
which, being features of a syndrome, cannot themselves be elements in "Umversal Grammar". What
might explain these stereotypical features is still largely unclea,, a Slale of affairs IO be expecled given
the low level of our knowledge of questions nega,ding the functionality ver.;us the modularity of putative
linguistic umversals. In any case, whichever way the balance goes between functionality and modularity,
the stereotypical features of SVCs in the languages of the world will in all li.1:elihood be explained as by·
products f'epiphenomena") of wha"'ver their funcLional or modular basis wiU tum out IO be.

}

..a.

-

S\'C.) in VSO and SOV hllDM,uages

As h;b. !Jet:o s.a.iJ. the vast majOrity of senaliz.mg languages h.a\'e ha.~ic 5 \'() order, i.e. U,e basic structure
of their sent.cn..::es i.,; NP~VP. Here the derivaLioo of SVCs is simple, If one takes the l\'P~VP structure to

be also ,i.: synL>Ct,ca:ly underlying structure, SVC.s originale from an embe-dced pseudocomplement-S, as
is demonstrated

in

(3 l). where S2 is the pseudocomplcmcnt:.

(31 I

/ ' S1,

.'-:P-

,

V

'·,.__VP
,,,,, ~,,., I'·,...,
(NP2) - S2

The subject of S2 undergoes deletion under control by the higher subject NP1 or, if it's there, the higher
object NP2. All ilia, has to be assumed is lhai an S lhat loses its subject is demoted to VP-status, so Lut
S2 becomes YP aftec tl1c deletion of its subjocL Different lheories may accoum for such facts differenuy,

but lhe ncl rc;,ul~ 1.A.-·1ll be the s.amc, In my theory of Semantic. Synta..1:, for c:r.ample, lhe underlying
,11!hl1'.":1

11! ",Lr L1r NP-VP

097Un. A ~;-:.11.Hr:

rtH..itjnc,

!iUl~UJ.t-'.CS

ts nut t\'P VP bul VSO (1.,'..:,')(JllJaJl)

<i\

proposed m M1..C:.i\l.le)

induced by the finite t.cnsc op<:1awr. cha;;9,es d11::; 1rno NP~VP (set', e..g

Scurcn 198j:: 28-30). However, whether '"" prefers this or lhe underly mg NP-VP theory (in whatever

variety), th<: pscudoo:implement-S is always a!L>Ched to the far right, aftcr any genuine object arguments
of the main verb

Ho,, d,)('_, this work for languages with different basic word order p:,:tems, in particular SOY and
VSU L..mgua.,.',c<;

)l,t

TI1e e..t;.unplc::; (8) and Oa..;:) provided al-,.:wc, la.ken f:0m Schtlkr (1990b) and

M;;Whont'J ( l 1f9U) give au 1dc.a of wtlat putatJve. SVCs look lt.k.e m SOV lauguaics. We sh..a!l n:.pt\<J.t

them here. w11.h anolhet example fri:.xn ljo added:
(8)

cri cJem U 1lk\l b6 mi
he l011fe the t.ake come PAST
"He brought the krufe"

ljo {McWhoner 1990:8)

(32)

eri opwu-mo alq 11,>bi;,~ Pitj-m,
he c:-J:,.!::,:h take boy xivc PAST
"lk
a cr:.iyfi\h to tfo· hoy"

ljo (Mc Whoc.cr 19()() 8)

fu lmrcJ,i ;;c- Sime ah· utu
3sg brc.a:J t!-1c kntle. Uile ,u1

"He "ut.s Lht bread with a knife"

Barai (Scoi:h I 990b:7)

in iH~myling to analyse these ~nt.en.:-es- we must realize. LO begi~ with, that we are 1I1't1.a:ly
hampered hy ar. e:emtntary lack oflr.nowledge of the languages conu::ne<l. Al! we""' do in cases of the
sort ts look carefully at the sentences in question and propose an a.i.alysis lhat seems reasonable m lhe
light ,1( l\.\11J-, 1.hc :1vail:thk f,.;:L<; anli the. aYJ1lat>lt>: th<".ory. With this enurr:1uus proviso we may ~rh.Ji)'>

Thi". 11,"t thing to be noliced is !.hat t.he B-arai sentence (9c) differs st..ructwaUy from the two lJO

scmcnas. The BJra.i sentence seems to show fairly uncquivocaJly that Lie sequence correspondmg
[knife

talc:" embedded in the matri, structure [he· bread-the [knife - !Ae]

LO

cut]. This means L'la~

othcr than in 1:-;;,.:al TAKE serials, the TAKE yCf'P is the V1, and not Lhe min ve.rb V1, It does not seem
1 '1 DaLJ 01,
r(l.1nvcly fc11,- lan1<,Ullf.:"..~ w1 1Ji o!.hc1 ba,Hc w,1rd order j)O.tlc-rn.s ate ~! ~ca.rte a.r.d, n'.'..:'.:<,
IJJU 1.'it~/',e, 0-.~,: L',t·r,· 1\ bilk point in <fo;.,u~~1:-:g Wm m tht\ rnntc~l. Srr t.ho Schille, (1990b).
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possible, or at any rate highly contrived, to analyse the sentence in such a way that I.he TAKE verb is the

main verb and ufu ("cut") the serial verb (as in most of the cases quoted above), since then Lhe SVC
wou Id have been cut up imo two disconl.inuous pans, which strikes one as improbable. The simplest
analysis is now to let (9c) correspond to an underlying structure as in (33), where S2 is the
pscudocomplcmcnt acl.ing as a SVC. (Any tense operator is assumed to take scope over S1 and thus to
conomand Si.)
(33)

The deletion of the lower subject NP[•] under control by the higher subject now turns S2 into an
embedded VP, and, barring any le.nse processing (which does not seem to have. any overt effect in this
case), sentence (9c) results.
The semantics of the Ijo sentence (32) makes it clear that the main verb must be tlJci ("take').
We thus have here a GIVE scriaJ construction. It follows that p~-mi ("gave") is the Vs, even Lhough it
canics the PAST tense (a case of 'ove.rshooting'). In the absence of fwther data it is hard to say whel.her
the position occupied by the SVC corresponding to [boy - give-PAST] in the surface struclllfe of (32) is
lhc 'original' syntactic position normaJly assigned to embedded object clauses or the result of
extraposition from an 'original' internal pos.jtion before or after opW'M·mo ("crayfish"). In any case, with

or without exuaposil.ion, the analysis of SVCs as given above seems

lO

apply without too many

complications.
By analogy we say that in the other Ijo sentence (8) db, ("takel is the main verb and b6-mi
("cJ.mc") Lhc s.crial verb, carrying the tense marker as a result of 'overshooting'. Jf this is correct. (8) is
not an instance of the class of TAKE serials but of the class of GO (COME) serials. This again would
suggest, given observed regular pal.terns in GO serials, that subject deletion in the SVC of (8) is object-

controlled so that the knife is sajd to come hither. Clearly, such conclusions muSl be 1.eSled against
further material. So far, however, nothing indicates that Lhe overaJI analysis provided here of SVCs
should not effonlessly apply to these cases.
Interestingly, the Yi sentence (9a) and the Lahu sentence (9b), both repeated here, differ in their
trc,1tment of Lhcir SVCs in that the former cxtraix:>ses the pseudocomplement-S, whereas the Ian.er does

not In both cases the subject of the SVC is deleted under higher object control:

(9)a.

b.

~a
jc
b'c t'Y sia
tsT
kw
my mother clothes put trunk inside-be at
"My mother put the clothes in the trunk"

Yi (SchiUer I990b:8)

~·
,-e v~i-qii tha1 ta-qo o-qlo k~ ta ve yO
my mother clothes OBJ box inside put PT PT PT
"My mother put the clothes in the trunk"

Lahu (SchiUe, 1990b:8)

Finally, let us consider the sentences (IOa,b) (repeated here for convenience), from Ravua, the
only VSO language spoued so far that may qualify as a serializing language.
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(IO)a.

b.

ti

me ho taw lili: me
pin
ke-<0n
wkc you go send leuer you accompany to-here

"Go. talc lhe leuer and come back"

RavUa (Schiller 1990:5)

ti me b
pin
ke-en
take you it accompany to-here
"Bring il here"

Ravila (Drage 1907:61)

If il is assumed.that Ravila is indeed a serializing language, which clearly is lhe more interesting and

challenging assumption, !hen, al first sight, sentence (!Ob) poses no problems. It loolcs as if il ean be
derived simply from an underlying VSO sttucwre, wilh lhe SVC added as a supernumerary object-S:
(34)

~ SI ----

V
ti

NP,
me

Jp
b

~S2
. . - / ' / \ ""V
NP NP
Adv
pin
X
0
lee-en

After deletion of the lower subject NP[•). controlled by lhe higher subject me, and wilh a 1.ero anaphoric
lower objc,;;L the sentence is there.

(IOa). however. is less simple. II looks, in terms of the present analysis, as if it contains two
parallel SVCs, one corresponding to [go- send], containing "send" again as an embedded serial verb under
"go", and one corresponding I.O [accompany - to-here). Whereas in (!Ob) the higher object ("it") precedes
the only SVC there is, here the higher object ("leucr") follows the first SVC [go - send) and precedes the
sc,cond [accompany · to-here), Given our tow lack of knowledge of the ways constituents may be shifted

about by, presumably late, rules in Ravila, ii is difficult to put forward a reasonable explanation of these
facts. But let us make the simplest possible assumption, given the few facts Bl.our disposal, and say !hat
in

the event of more than one SVC a genuine nominal object-NP will swid between the two, Under this

assumpuon, the underlying structure of (!Oa) wiU be something lilce (35), with S2 and S4 as the two
porolld embedded pseudoccmplement-Ss:
(35)

If the same procedures as were assumed for (!Ob) are applied here, sentence ( 10a) results but without the
sc,cond occurrence of me ("you"). Clearly, if that second occurrence of the main subject is to be accounted

for some (late) copying rule must be assumed that will repeat the main subject before the second SVC.
This rule may perhaps be lhought to be rcinfon:ed by the fact that the subject deletion in S4 is controlled
by the higher subject me, and not by the higher object liJ:, Without the oopying of mt there might be a

risk of lit controlling the subject deletion in S4,

..•...•......•..•
This concludes our discussion of the status and definition of serial verb constructions. It seems that, on
the basis of the limited evidence available, certain general principles are beginning to delineate

32 themselves, The central notion is that of surface verbs without an oven complementizer in bare
pseui1ocomplcmentation, often 'standing in' for defective lexical argument structure or fulfilling certain

standard semantic [unctions for which the grammar or !he language has not so rar developed standardized
categories, combined with the criterion that no cyclic rules of complementation have been applied other

than controlled subject deletion. On top of this, certain sterwtypical categories of use have been
rccosnized by most authors on the subject All this together makes for a typical syndrome in natural
languige, which has received the name of saial verb consuuctions.
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