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The aim of the present paper is to show some aspects of the phenomenon
which might tentatively be called verbal deletion; an attempt will be under-
taken to demonstrate the relations obtaining among lexical items, semantic
concepts and particular transformations in English and in Polish. The data,
which are limited to a few structures and a few lexical items, will be used as a
starting point for a discussion concerning the possible nature of semantic re-
presentation and the ways in which specifie meanings result from the interac-
tion of semantic elements.

First let us consider the following set of sontences:

I 1. He refused an offer.

2. He refused an invitation.
3. She refused a gift,

4. She refused a proposal.
5. He refused supper,

6. *She refused the cloud.

7

. *She refused a table.

Obviously some of the scntences above are ungrammatical; their surface struc-
tures are identical and differ only with respect to the objects (e.g. un offer
vs a cloud or o table). Sentences 6 and 7, although ungrammatical in this set,
would be perfect if we inserted verbs into them:

6'. She refused fo accept (or: to paint, to buy) a cloud.
7'. She refused to make (or: to buy) a table.!

i Sentenes 6, although semantically odd, is gramimatically possible. It scems juatified
to ignore this semantic oddity, sinee in the contexb:

He dreami that he refused to accept a cloud.

the item a cloud acquires a new feature which is not its inherent property. namely the
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We have noticed in set I that in all sentences exeept 6 and 7 (which are
deviant) the verb fo accept is understood, or rather a more general concept
expressing somebody’s will to take something which is being given to him
is incorporated in the sentence. Thus we can paraphrase sentences in set T ay
follows:

II He refused TO ACCEPYT an offer, a gift, an invitation, cte,

Deletion of this verb from the surface structure results in a grammatical
sentence: |

He refused to accept an offer = He refused an offer.
In other cases, however, deletion of verbs produces ungrammatical strings:

IIT 1. *He refused the lesson # He refused to accept the lesson,
2. *He refused the radio # He refused to accept the radio.
3. *He refused the song # He refused to accept the song.

Sentences 1, 2 and 3 do not include the verb fo accept, but other verbs which
cannot be omitted if the sentence is to be grammatical:

He refused fo prepare the lesson,
He refused to aceept the radio,
He refused fo sing the song,

In none of the above sentences can the underlined verb be deleted without
the sentence becoming ungrammatical,

In order to understand why verbal deletion operates in some cases and
fails in others which are seemingly very similar, it may prove helpful to ana-
lyse the objects which appear in grammatical sentences:

IV an offer
an invitation
a gift
a proposal

Since the main verb and the deleted verb are the same in all cages, it must
be the nouns which are responsible for the deletion hecause of some inherent
properties they have in common and which they share with both the main

feature: (something that ¢an be taken as a pregent); in this way for most cases which
seem semantically peculiar an appropriato context may be found in which they sound
acceptable. Thus this type of selectional restriction is of no importance for the bprer—.eent.
discussion (ef. MeCawley 1971, Lakoff 1971h). Az is well known, the notion of grammg.-
ticality is far from being clear at that moment and reasonable criteria are nonexistent.
Some authors (Lakoff 1971b) tend to take recourse to extzalinguistic factors, others 1 ry
to rely on the intuition of native speskers, which fails in many cases. It may seem jrsti-
fied, then, that in the present paper no consistent definition is given,
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and the deleted verb. All the nouns enumerated in IV seem to denote the
following coneept:

something that can be given or offered by one person to another one and,

conscquently, something that can be accepted
This notion of being given with the purpose of getting it accepted is an in-
herent property of these nouns and one of the tactors that define their semantic
behaviour, 2

In this way we have come to the point where it is convenient to assume
that in the meaning of at least some nouns there is a verbal notion (in this
particular case the notion of accepting) which is one of the factors making
deletion possible. However, while a noun may be used with different verbs
in different contexts, there is only one verb (or sometimes two) which is an
inherent property of & given noun and as such is semantically relevant,® e.g.:

a book — something intended mainly to be read; les frequently also to be

written;
@ present — something given to somebody with the purpose of its heing
accepted, ete.

However, the presence of an item with the feature specified above would
by no means be enough for the deletion to take place. If it applied to the
following sentence:

1. He agreed to accept a present.
it would yield an ungrammatical sentence:
I’. *He agreed a present.

If we compare sentence 1’ with a grammatical sentence:
2. He refused a present.

we can notice that different semantic relations obtain between these two pairs
of lexical items:

to agree — o present

to refuge — a present
If we state the most important aspects of the verb fe refuse in the following
WAY:

REFUSE (the giver, the affected)

meaning: to express unwillingness to accept somoething

presupposition: something that can be given and thus should be accepted

has been offered to somebody

2 This econeept may be optionally present in othier nouns as most things in the waorkl
can be given and, consequently, accepted in some sttuations, but for these verbs it 15 an
indhspensable part of their semantic description.

3 One may suggest, additionally, that most probably there are groups of youns
incorporating & verb common for all of them.
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it becomes obvious that there are semantie connections of some type between
to refuse and ¢ present which are not to be observed in the pair o agree and
a present.d

It seems that the possibility of deletion depends not only on the meaning
of separate lexical items taken individually, but rather on the whole semantic
gtructure which has been created by these items and within which they in-
fluence each other, e.g., the meaning of fo refuse limits in a way the possible
objects to wvery specific ones (or, in other words, it carries certain presup-
positions which have to be fulfilled if the sentence is to be grammatical),
while, on the other hand, the meanings of the objects limit the possible reac-
tions to accepting or not accepting {excluding the possibility of judging or
painting, for example, which are not present in the meanings of the items).

We may state tentatively that the verb which possesses the feature (-}-ac-
cept} may be deleted from the sentences in which it appears (set LI) if it is
incorporated in the meaning of the other items. Thus sentence 1 below:

1. He refused a gift.
means:
1'. He refused to accept a gift.
but not:
I'" He refused to buy a gift.
If we take onr ungrammadtical sentences into consideration:
*He refused the lesson.

we can see easily that these two concepts, namely refuse and lesson are not
compatible with each other as far as their semantic representations are con-

r— L —— =

* We have tricd to find out whether it would not bo poasible to classify the ather
occurrence of the verb REFUSE (e.g., He refused fo sing or He refused fo come) under
ont: vormmon lieading, roughly speaking of the fellowing type:

BEFUSK, and ; not want TO DO something

of which refuse; would be only a specific case. However, suchi an approach presents us
with numercus difficulties. First of all, it is too general, since we would have to assumse
that it applies in all cases where we have a noun, yielding:

ay *He refused a song « He refused to sing a song
i) *EHc retused a letter « He refused to writo & letter

Apact from the fact that it would produce ungrammatical sentences, it would net covor
somu: cages (e.q., He refused to comne). Thus we have decided to mamtain the distinetion
and diseuss only REFUSE,, whieh turns out to be a different vert. Sentence aj above
would be granmmatical only if @ song were understood as a type of present, thus acquiring
an exira feature,
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cerned, that is to say presuppositions evoked by the verb are violated by
other elements of the sentence. Thus it is necessary lo retain the other verb

in the surface struciure:
He refused to study the lesson.

In some contexts, however, even these sentences can undergo the verb
deletion transformation without becoming ungramiatical, e.g.:

Of all things he was given he refused only « table. It seems that this parti-
cular scntence needs certain presuppositions which are cvoked by the furst
part of it:

sopmcthing has been given to someone, the table was among the things

which have been given,

Tn this way the item twble acquires o new feature: something that can be given
as & pregent and thus the whole sentence becomes grammatical.

Let us turn now to the analysis of Polish sentences of a similar type:

Odmdéwit ratunku.
Odmoéwil pomocy.
QOdmodwil jatmuzny.
Odmdwil godeiny.
Odmdwil podpisu,
Odméwil utrzymanta,
Odméwil pieniedzy.
Odmdwil zaszezylu.

b
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It scems that incorporated in sentences from 1 to 6 is the verb dac [ to give,
sentence 7 is ambignous and may mean either:

7 On odméwil wziecia pieniedzy | He refused to take the moncey.
Oor:
7" On odmdwil dania pieniedzy /| He refused to give the money.

Finally, sentence 8 includes the verb prayjad | 1o accept, to take.

Bearing in mind the above-mentioned examples, 1t ia possible to modify
slightly the description of the verb to refuse [ odmdwié by adding an cxtra
feature:

REFUSE | ODMOWIC: not to want, not to agree to accept or fo guve
something which is supposed either to be given in
order to be taken, or to be given without any sug-
gestion as t0 the necessity of accepting it.

The objcets in set V mean respectively:
assistance, help, alms, hospitality, sighature, maintenance, money, an honour
and they all denote something that can be given if asked for, roughly speaking
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in the following context:

Someone asks me: Help me = Give me help.
I refuse fo give him heip.

These objects, however, do not necessarily suggest accepling, that is why in
the sentence:

On odmiwil przyjecia jalmuzny,

The verb denoting acceptance cannot be omitted.

Thus the whole process may he tentatively presented as follows: the verb
REFUSE evokes a certain semantic context which presupposes a situation
in which something has been given or has been asked for; in this wav the
possible reactions are limited to accepting or giving, and the choice at this
point depends on the other semantic concepts, e.g. podpisfsignature which is a
thing primarily to be given to people.s

The phenomenon of deleting certain verbs can also be observed in those
sentences in which the verbs: to begin, to start, fo continue, to finish appear,
still the relations holding among the elements of their underlying semantic
structures are even more complex. Let us analyse a group of examples:

VI 1. He began a book. vs 1’ He began a notebook.
2. He began hig tea, va 2’ He began the snap.

3. He started a song, vs 3’ He started a garden,
4. He began the noise. vs 4° He began the gilence.
5. He began a play. vs §° He began a window.

6. He began supper. vs 6" He began a gift.

In the above sentences there are examples of the verb deletion transfor-
mation, but in each case the deleted verb is different.
The gentences in set VI mean respectively:

VII 1. He began fo read a book.
He began fo drink his tea.
He started fo sing a song.
He began to make the noise.
He began to read a play.
He began fo ¢af supper.

SRS R

"‘ .In this particular case it is not possible 1o base the distinction botween aceept
and give on the endings in the surface structure, beeause in both cascs the endings are
the same. Cf. Karolak (1975): F

On wypowiada sie za projektem.
On wypowiada sie przeciwko projektowi.
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In cach case the object is different and so is the deleted verb. Thus the de-
Tetion transformation must in & way depend on the objects, but not exclusi-
vely, as will be demonstrated.

Consider the following examples;
VIIT 1. He began the noise.
2. He started the noise.
3. He finished the noisc.
4. *He began the soap.
*He began a gift.

In the first three sentences the verb which i8 “understood” is lo make and
its presence in the surface structure is not necessary for the understanding of
the zentences. But sentences 4 reguire some specification as to their meaning,
otherwise they are ungrammatieal. Thus there must be a relation between the
notse and to begin which does not exist between the soap and o begin.

The verbs of the begin-type ruggest a situation in which an activity can
last in time, so they can be used in such semantic structurcs which imply
similar meaning; that is to say they require objects which possess this “fime
agpect”, If we analyse the meaning of the item fhe noise we will notice that
it allows for the possibility of lasting. In other words, in the meaning of the
unise the verb to be made is present and only this verh can be deleted; otherwise
unerammatical sentences result or the deletion transformation is blocked:

He began the noise # He began fo incresse the noisc.

The verb fo increase cannot be deleted because the meaning of the noisc is:
{something that is made, 4lasting) rather than: (something that is increased).
The statemnent that only verbs included in nouns can be deleted ig proved by
the fact that if we change the object the verb “understood” in the sentence is
different:

He began the book # He began to eat the bock,
but: He began supper = Ile began to eat supper.

So one thing the vorb deletion transformation depends upon is what we
shall call the “time relation” between the main verb and the object NP, It
means that in the semantic structures where verbs of the begin-type appear
only these nouns can be used that possgess the feature (flasting), that is
they include verbs in the passive sense, e.g.:

a book is something to be read — the activity of reading can last for a cer-

tain time;
The sentence He began o book means ffe began to read o book and the verb
te read can be deleted ag the “time relation™ is preserved and the verb is
included in the noun the book.
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Let us consider now the following sentences:

IX 1. *He initiated the silence.
2. *He began a window.
3. *He began a notebook.
4. ¥He began a cloud.

Although at least some of the items (e.g. the silence) have the feature (last-

ing), they include no verbs idiosyneratic to them, so deletion is impaossible.
We cannot possibly say:

*Silence is something to be made.

while we can say:

Noise is something to be made.
Also:

A notebook is something to be written? read?...
A cloud is something to be ... made? painted?

The sentence:
He began to paint the cloud.

is grammatical but deletion is impossible because the “semantic agrecment’”
is not preserved — the meaning of the item the cloud does not contain any ¢le-
ment which would correspond to the item to paint.

The following sentences seem to contradict the theory:

X 1. *He began a table.
2. The carpenter hegan a table,

In sentence 1 the time relation is preserved, still the sentence is ungraminaticnl,
while sentence 2 is acceptable, although only one element is different: the
subject NP, In this case we would need the prescnce of the “specifyving rela-
tion™ which mnst: be preserved when the object is something to he made,
but only by a specialist. Then the verh is contained not within the obiect but
within the subjeet:
the carpenter = gomebody who makes furniture the table = g picee of
furniture which is made by a carpenter;
Sometines the presence of the specifying relation is obligatory (scntences X)),
sometimeg it is oplional:

X1 1. He hegan supper = He hegan fo cat supper
2. The cook hegan supper = The cook hegan #o cookfto eal supper
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Sentence 2 in set XI is ambiguous because supper is:

something to be eaten/to be prepared
and the cook is somebody who can either prepare or eat supper. The same

phenomenon can be observed in the sentences below:

XTI 1. He began a book = He began fo read a book.
9. The writer began a book = The writer began fo wrifefto read & book.

Polish examples seem to support the above analysis:

XIIT 1. On zaczal list.
9. Zaczal zebranie,
3. Zaczal kolacje.
4. Kucharz zaczal kolacjg o 8.
5. On kontynuowal rozmowe, ete.

Qimilar relations obtain in other sentences where such verbs as:
zaczynaé — begin
kontynnowaé — continue
gkoficzy¢ — finish, stop
zaczagé — start

are present.
In the above analysis we have tricd to show that transformations (in par-

ticular, the verb deletion transformation) do not depend upon lexical items
but are conditioned by different types of semantic relations present in semantie
structure. Thus semantic representation does not consist of lexical items hut
rather is a system of semantic concepts and relations, while lexical items are
inserted later on in the process of lexicalization. It has been demonstrated that
transformations are sensitive to semantic relations so they operate on the
semantic Ievel not taking into account separate lexical items. ©
Now we can try to modify slightly our previous analysis. Jt has been stated
that verbal delction is possible in the following semantic contexts:
I the vorh BETUSE — if the deleted verb (fo give or fo accept] 13 in any
way contained within the sentence,
IT verbs of the begin-type - if the “lime relation” and the “specifying
relation” obtain and the semantie agreement ig preserved, that is af
the deloted verh is inehuled either in the object or in the subject.

Since the sentence:

He refused @ gift.
and
He r‘ef%sﬂf io accept & ift.

" In 'thlB way the leveol of Chomsky’s deep structure can be rejected in accordanco
with proposals of Lakoff, Postal, and McCawley.
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mean the same and the only difference is the presence or absence of the verb
to gecept, we may assumc that they are both derived from the same underlying
semantic structure and then the verb fo accept is deleted as all the conditions
hold,

It is possible, however, to present the relations befween these two sen-
tetnces in a different way. In semantic structure there are no Iexical items,
but semantic concepts and relations:

HE REFUSED A PRESENT

He said he did not want o accept sth sth given to him

to be accepted

a,) b)
Tlas in the semantic structure of sentences 1 and 2 the notion of accepting

is contained within a) and b). Later on part a) gets reduced to the item fo
refuse and part b) — to the item a present and we got a sentence:

He refused a present.

with no verb fo accept. This verb is inserted by the verb ingertion rule wlich
takes out the verbs included in nouns and we get:

He refused to accept @ present.

In order to account now for the semantic identity of sentences:
He refused a gift

atuct:
He refused to accept a gift.

we do not need the verb deletion transformation but rathor the verb insertion
rule which ean also account for other facts, e.g. the sentence;

He began a book.
means:

He hegan to read a book.

and the semantic structure of these two sentences may he presented in the
following way:

He began |something to be read +-lasting|= a boock

Under the conditions specified ahove the coneept of reading, incorporated
i the noun may be taken out, inserted after the verb begin and then lexicalized
(ir2 the same way as a book).
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This optional rule may also account for the fact that:
He refused a gift.

does not mean:
He refused to buy a gift.

In the semantic structure of the former sentence there is no notion of bying
so there is no possibility of arriving at the structure with the verb fo buy
present,

The interpretation demonstrated above iz by no means the only possible

-one, still it seems that introducing the verb insertion rule justifies, at least

partly, the assumption that transformations operate on semantic concepts
and not on lexical items {as, for instance, the verb deletion transformation

does).

Additionally, we have also tried to show that in spite of surface differences
between Polish and English, universal concepts of similar types may apply
to both langumages, even though they are expressed differently (by means
of case endings prepositions, gerunds or real verbs etec.).”
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