
Abstract

In a serial verb construction (SVC), two or more verbs combine in a single

clause without any morphosyntactic marking of linking or subordination. How

ever, the way this description is interpreted and diagnosed by different linguists

is a continual source of controversy. There are often different assumptions about

the nature of verbhood and clausehood, as well as disagreements over how to in

terpret morphosyntactic marking in particular languages. Despite the fuzzy nature

of the category, SVCs are commonly found to have similar functions in many lan

guages, for example, expressing closely linked sequences of events, directional and

prior motion, concurrent aspects of a single event such as posture alongside another

activity, as well as being used to express particular semantic roles or to express as

pectual meaning. The morphosyntactic complexity and diversity found in SVCs

continues to challenge conceptions of the clause assumed in both generative and

comparative approaches to syntax.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Serial verb constructions (SVCs) are when two or more verbs can be said to be in the

same clause, but not morphosyntactically marked for coordination, subordination or

complementation (e.g. Aikhenvald andDixon 2006; Durie 1997; Foley andOlson 1985;

Lord 1993; Sebba 1987). However, linguists do not agree how to interpret any of the

three parts of this description of SVCs. What counts as a verb in a putative multiverb

construction? How is clausehood defined and diagnosed? What is the significance of a

particular morphosyntactic marker in a given language? The absence of a shared set of

crosslinguistically valid diagnoses for these concepts results in controversy permeating

the literature on SVCs.

Historically, the term SVC emerged as a “pretheoretical umbrella term” for a “class

of phenomena that are in some way problematic in theorizing” (Zwicky 1990). The ear

liest relevant literature is on languages of Ghana, in particular Akan.1 Various labels

were used for similar constructions in languages ofWest Africa and Southeast Asia until

a gradual consensus on the terminology of serialization was reached in the 1970s (e.g.

Bamgboṣe 1974; George 1975; Hyman 1971; Li and Thompson 1973; Stahlke 1970).2

1Akan is considered either a cluster of dialects or a macrolanguage, and early publications frequently
use the name of one of the two major varieties: Twi and Fante. Christaller (1875:144145) is often cited as
the first documentation of SVCs in Akan, but this work was influenced by Riis (1853 in German; English
version: 1854:2630, 103104) on Akan and by Zimmermann (1858:4549, 5657) on Ga.

2A short article on Akan by Stewart (1963) is sometimes cited as the first to identify SVCs or the first to
coin the term, however, the label “serial verbs” can be traced back to Balmer and Grant’s (1929:117) study
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Numerous publications on SVCs begin to appear around the 1980s for Austronesian

languages (e.g. Bradshaw 1982; Crowley 1987; Durie 1988), Papuan languages (e.g.

Bruce 1988; Foley and Olson 1985) and Creoles (e.g. Baxter 1988; Jansen et al. 1978;

Sebba 1987).3 Around the 1990s, SVCs first appear in descriptions of Australian lan

guages (e.g. Evans 1995; Goddard 1988; Green 1995) and South American languages

(e.g. Aikhenvald 1999; Hale 1991), and, more recently, in publications on sign lan

guages (e.g. Benedicto et al. 2008; Bos 2016; Couvee and Pfau 2018; Supalla 1990).

Seuren (1990:15) critiques the historical development of the literature on SVCs as

the result of the “Me Too Principle”: “No sooner had the term been introduced than se

rial verb constructions were spotted left, right and center...” There is a sense in which

serialization emerged as a category of typological leftovers. “A working definition

would sometimes seem to be any such series [of verbs] not found in the common Euro

pean languages” (Bendix 1972:3) However, Bradshaw (1993:158) has a more positive

perspective: “As more and more languages are examined for evidence of verb serial

ization, more and more varieties of the phenomenon have turned up.”

Despite the fuzzy nature of the category, various definitions of SVCs tend to iden

tify predominantly overlapping sets of constructions. Using one particular definition

of SVCs, Ross (2020) finds evidence of SVCs in 124 languages out of a sample of

325 languages. SVCs are not restricted to any particular part of the world, but they

are more commonly found in the languages of West Africa, Southeast Asia and the

Pacific. Overviews of SVCs in particular parts of the world have been done for parts

of West Africa (George 1975; Shluinsky 2017; Stahlke 1970), the Pacific (Bril and

OzanneRivierre 2004; Crowley 2002) and Southeast Asia (Bisang 1991; van Staden

and Reesink 2008; Unterladstetter 2020), as well as for Creole languages (Jansen et al.

1978; Muysken and Veenstra 2006).

Examples 1 through 5 exemplify some of the genetic diversity of languages in which

of Akan, as well as a reference to “series of verbs” by Welmers (1946:63).
3A notable early publication on SVCs outside of Africa is a description of Reihensatz ‘serial sentences’

in the Austronesian language Yabem by Dempwolff (1939 in German; English version: 2005).
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SVCs are found, as well as some of the meanings that are commonly expressed in

SVCs.4

Sequential SVC (Section 3.1) in Ewe (NigerCongo)

(1) Áma
Ama

ku
dig

te
yam

ɖa
cook

ɖu
eat

Ama dug up yams, cooked [them, and] ate [them]. (Ameka 2001:14)

Prior motion SVC (Section 3.2) in Arapesh (Papuan)

(2) Wunak
3PL.F.SBJIRRgo

wichúlokuh
3PL.F.SBJIRRwash

They will go [and] wash. (Conrad and Wogiga 1991:56)

Directional SVC (Section 3.2) in Vitu (Oceanic)

(3) pale
so

hadora
cuscus

ia
3SG

raga
jump

zahe
go.up

kara
to

huda
top3SG

hai
tree

So the cuscus jumped up into the tree. (Van den Berg and Bachet 2006:177)

Instrumental SVC (Section 3.4) in Thai (TaiKadai)

(4) sùk
Sook

cháy
use

phráa
machete

khôon
cut

tônmáy
tree

Sook chopped down the tree with a machete. (Filbeck 1975:120)

Aspectual SVC (Section 3.5) in Gurrgoni (NonPamaNyungan)

(5) njibuwuni
1PL.ERG.3SG.ACCgiveREAL

njiwurrniØ
1PL.ERGsitREAL

miːlk
milk.DUR

We were giving her milk for such a long time.(Green 1995:38)

Section 2 outlines the primary criteria that have been used in the many different

definitions of SVCs. Section 3 highlights a few of the most common meanings that

are expressed in SVCs. Section 4 briefly discusses the basic approaches to SVCs in
4Examples follow the Leipzig Glossing Rules. The verbs that make up an SVC are in bold. Abbreviations:

1 first person, 2 second person, 3 third person, ACC accusative, CM class marker, DEF definite, DET determiner,
DU dual, DUR durative, ERG ergative, EXCL exclusive, F feminine, FOC focus, FUT future, GEN genitive, IMM
immediate, INCL inclusive, IPFV imperfective, IRR irrealis, NEG negation, NOM nominative, PL plural, PRF
perfect, PST past, REAL realis, REM.PST remote past, SBJ subject, SG singular.
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generative syntax, and Section 5 addresses the challenge of SVCs from the perspective

of comparative syntax. Section 6 is a brief conclusion. As a condensed review of

current issues for descriptive, generative and typological approaches to SVCs, there

are relatively few illustrative examples provided in this article. For a broad overview

of examples of SVCs from languages spoken all over the world, see Aikhenvald (2006b,

2018).

2 MORPHOSYNTAX OF SVCs

SVCs are typically defined in morphosyntactic terms: multiple verbs (Section 2.1), sin

gle clause (Section 2.2), and no morphosyntactic linker or subordinator (Section 2.3).

However, linguists’ assumptions about these grammatical concepts do not resolve into

a single set of diagnostic criteria. In some cases, the differences are merely terminolog

ical or are disputes over how to analyze a particular language. However, some of the

differences, especially over how to define and diagnose monoclausality, point to more

profound gaps in our conceptualization of syntax.

2.1 Verbhood

There are at least three issues related to how to define what counts as a verb in an

SVC. First, there are different assumptions about whether two verb roots in a single

morphosyntactic word should be counted as one verb or two (Section 2.1.1). Second,

it is not always clear, even in languagespecific terms, how to distinguish verbs from

other lexical categories (Section 2.1.2). Finally, there is disagreement over whether a

verb that expresses grammatical meaning (as opposed to lexical meaning) in amultiverb

construction should be considered an SVC (Section 2.1.3).
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2.1.1 Verbverb compounds

The most obvious issue in regards to verbhood in SVCs is whether two verb roots that

make up a single morphosyntactic word should count as two verbs or just one.5 Lord

(1975) demonstrates that there are functional similarities between “verb compounds”

in Igbo, where multiple verb stems form a single morphosyntactic word, and SVCs in

other languages, where the verb stems are separate morphosyntactic words. However,

she distinguishes verbverb compounds and SVCs as separate categories. Many lin

guists continue to restrict SVCs to cases of where the verb roots form two distinct mor

phosyntactic words (e.g. Crowley 2002:1314; Déchaine 1993:809; Guillaume 2013).

The categorical distinction between verbverb compounds and SVCswas challenged

by Foley and Olson (1985:22) who used examples of two verb roots forming one mor

phosyntactic word as an argument for monoclausity of SVCs: “A simple but compelling

argument for the monoclausal hypothesis is that in some languages such as Igbo... se

rial verb constructions are grammatically one word.” Others have followed suit, view

ing verbverb compounds as a case of more than one verb (root), and therefore a type of

SVC (e.g. Aikhenvald 2006b; Durie 1997; Nishiyama 1998). In a sense, the view that

verbverb compounds count as a type of SVC is an expanded view compared to earlier

publications. However, it is also a legitimate matter of ambiguity as to what counts as

a verb. To avoid confusion, descriptions and definitions of SVCs need to clarify where

they stand on this issue.6

2.1.2 Morphosyntactic criteria

The lexical category of verb in the SVC literature is generally treated as a language

specific lexical category, normally defined morphologically. However, there are some
5Ignoring, for the sake of discussion, controversies around the validity of a distinction between phono

logical and morphosyntactic words (Tallman 2020).
6This article focuses on SVCs where the verbs form separate morphosyntactic words, but includes one

verbverb compound in example 11 below. For the sake of this paper, verbverb compounds can be thought
of as a lessprototypical type of SVC (Section 5).
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cases where morphological criteria do not distinguish verbs from other lexical cate

gories. Westermann (1930:129130) realized early on that a lack of inflectional mark

ing can create ambiguity between verbs and prepositions (see also Ansre 1966). Sim

ilar issues were identified in Mandarin under the label “coverbs” by Li and Thomp

son (1974). Durie (1988) presents a typology of “verbalprepositions” in Oceanic lan

guages. In the absence of distinctive verbal morphology, patterns of syntactic distribu

tion have been used to distinguish verbs and prepositions (e.g. Jansen et al. 1978; Li

and Thompson 1974; Lord 1973).

Another syntactic issue for defining verbhood is whether a putative verb is “capable

of appearing as the only verb in a simple sentence” (Sebba 1987:39). In example 6a, the

word fi ‘use’ in Yoruba occurs in what is typically referred to as an instrumental SVC

(Section 3.4), but this word cannot be used on its own as themain verb of an independent

clause (example 6b). The same is true of the word de ‘take’ in Akan (Campbell 1996:86,

92).

Yoruba (NigerCongo)

(6) a. Mo
I

fi
USE

ò̩be̩
knife

ge
cut

bùrédì
bread

I cut the bread with a knife.

b. *Mo
I

fi
USE

ò̩be̩
knife

for: I used/took a knife. (Carstens 2002:24)

Guillaume (2013:2425) criticizes the use of the label SVC in cases like these as a

failure to distinguish synchronic and diachronic analyses. From a diachronic perspec

tive, it is not surprising that a verb occurring in an SVCmight grammaticalize into some

other lexical category, and lose its ability to occur on its own outside an SVC (Bowern

2008). Although the construction in example 6 has long been labeled an SVC, this is

a potentially misleading label as the construction is apparently not composed of two

verbs, but of a single verb and a particle or other lexical category.
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2.1.3 Semantic criteria

Another issue is whether verbs should be defined by morphosyntactic criteria alone, or

if additional semantic restrictions should be placed on the category. In many cases, a

single form has two different meanings according to the context: predicating an event

when used on its own as the main verb of a clause, and expressing an abstract grammat

ical meaning when combined in a clause with another verb. For example, the Yoruba

verb lọ ‘go’ in example 7a contributes a motion meaning in an independent clause with

its own subject pronoun and TAM prefix, but in the SVC in example 7b it appears in a

bare form and contributes an aspectual meaning (Section 3.5).

Yoruba (NigerCongo)

(7) a. ó
he

ńsùn;
IPFVsleep

ó
he

ńlọ
IPFVgo

He is sleeping and going.

b. ó
he

ńsùn
IPFVsleep

lọ
go

He is falling asleep. (Bamgboṣe 1974:3132)

In descriptive and typological publications, SVCs normally include those cases

where one of the verbs would indisputably be said to have a different meaning from

the same verb form used on its own, as in the aspectual SVC in example 7b. For exam

ple, Aikhenvald (2006b:22) states: “A grammaticalized ‘minor’ verb [in an SVC] can

still retain full lexical status in the language outside the constructions in which it has

been grammaticalized.”

On the other hand, Foley and Olson (1985:210) do not recognize aspectual SVCs

as a legitimate type of SVC, and instead describe such constructions as: “an aspectual

operator realized by a verb stem and a predicate within its scope.” Others have adopted

a similar restrictive semantic criterion to disallow the category of aspectual SVCs,

motivated either by a theory of comparative syntax (Anderson 2006:144; Haspelmath
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2016:302) or by a generative model of syntax where only argumentsharing SVCs are

considered the proper object of analysis (Section 4). However, it is not always clear

where to draw the line between what is and is not a case of grammaticalized semantics

(Enfield 2009). Another challenge is that there are many cases of ambiguity between

an aspectual and nonaspectual interpretation of the same construction, as in example

8 (see also Bamgboṣe (1974:34) and Green (1995:278)).

Ewe (NigerCongo)

(8) Kofi
Kofi

va
come

kpɔ
see

nɔvia
siblingDEF

Kofi came and saw his sibling.

or Kofi eventually saw his sibling. (Essegbey 2004:474)

The proposed semantic restriction on verbhood in SVCs is not typically applied

in descriptive studies, and it is not always practical to diagnose. Therefore, it seems

reasonable to continue describing multiverb constructions with aspectual meaning as

SVCs, provided that the verb that has grammaticalized meaning retains the morphosyn

tactic features of a verb (Section 2.1.2). However, descriptions of SVCs should give

special attention to possible semantic differences between a verb used in an SVC and

the same form used on its own as the main verb of a clause, with the understanding

that these semantic differences have significant implications for both comparative and

generative syntax.

2.2 Clausehood

The notion of clausehood is the most significant underlying conceptual challenge in

the study of SVCs. There may have once been an assumption “tacitly accepted among

grammarians as a working hypothesis... that the grammatical level of the clause is

roughly coterminous with the number of predicates in a given sentence” (Foley and Ol

son 1985:17). Now syntacticians presumably agree that “in linguistic theory, we must
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deny any isometric relation between the clause and the predicate” (Foley and Olson

1985:32). Although the simplistic oneverbequalsoneclause hypothesis has been de

bunked, no widelyaccepted definition of clausehood has arisen to take its place. There

is no general consensus on how to diagnose clausehood crosslinguistically in empirical

terms, which raises the question of whether what is claimed to be a single clause in one

language is the same thing as a single clause in another language (Section 5).

This section looks at four issues commonly discussed in regards to the monoclausal

nature of SVCs: negation (Section 2.2.1), tenseaspect marking (Section 2.2.2), argu

ment structure (2.2.3) and eventhood (Section 2.2.4). The first three can be taken to

be sufficient but not necessary criteria for monoclausality, while eventhood is perhaps

necessary (at least in some cases) but not sufficient for establishing monoclausality.

The multiple approaches to defining and describing clausehood allow for flexibility in

languagespecific descriptions. The linguist can apply whatever criteria are relevant to

the language under discussion, but, in the ideal case, all possible methods of testing

clausehood would be applied. Using more than one criterion creates a richer data set to

inform generative and comparative studies of SVCs.

2.2.1 Negation

SVCs are often said not to allow their verbs to be independently negated. This would

be a surprising feature if the construction contained two clauses. For example, Baird

(2008:57) applies this criterion to Keo, giving the sentence in example 9, and stating,

“A negator has scope over the entire serial verb complex... If only one or other of the

verbs... were to be negated then the intonation contour over the two verbs would be

broken,” indicating a juxtaposition of two independent clauses rather than an SVC.

Keo (Austronesian)

(9) Nga’o
1SG

mona
NEG

demba
come

moni
watch

’imuko’o
3PL

I didn’t come and watch them. (Baird 2008:57)
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In some cases, the interpretation of negation is an effective way to distinguish SVCs

from the juxtaposition of independent clauses. However, since it is well known that

many languages allow a single constituent of a clause to be negated, it is not the case

that narrow scope of negation over one verb in an SVC necessarily rules out a mono

clausal analysis. For this reason, the restriction on negation is sometimes described as

a distributional restriction on the number of negation markers allowed structurally, but

with the possibility of different scope interpretations. Banjo (1974) demonstrates that

the second verb in a serial verb construction in Yoruba cannot be structurally negated

by placing a negator between the verbs, but recognizes the potential for ambiguous

scoping of a negation marker before the first verb, giving two possible interpretations

of example 10.

Yoruba (NigerCongo)

(10) Ade
Ade

kò
NEG

dìde
stand

kọrin
sing

Ade did not stand up and sing/sing standing. or

Ade did sing but did not do so standing. (Banjo 1974:4445)

A remarkable example of narrow scope of negation within a putative single clause is

fromAlamblak, where several verb roots form a single morphosyntactic word (i.e. verb

verb compound or oneword SVC), yet the scope of negation is ambiguous. If scope

of negation were generalized as a universal test of clausehood, example 11 would be a

case of multiple clauses within a single morphosyntactic word.

Alamblak (Sepik)

(11) ritm
insects

fiñji
NEG

tandhiaknirmëtm
roastgetgoIRRREM.PST3SG.F3PL

She did not roast (and) get the insects and go.

or She took them unroasted.

or She roasted the insects and went having left them (did not take them).
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or She roasted and got the insects but did not go.

or She left them uncooked and went.

or She roasted them, didn’t take them and didn’t go. (Bruce 1988:27)

In summary, there are two basic approaches to understanding the restriction on

negation: as a distributional restriction on negation marking or as a semantic restriction

on the scope of negation (LambertBrétière 2010). The latter is a narrower view since

a single scope of negation in a construction implies that there will be only one negation

marker (with the exception of concordant inflectional marking and discontinuous mark

ing). However, since negation properties vary from language to language, the inability

to negate a single verb in an SVC should be taken as a sufficient, but not a necessary

criterion of monoclausality.

2.2.2 Tenseaspect

As a single clause, it is often said that an SVC can have only one value for tense,

aspect and mood (TAM). Ross (2020) points out that there are at least three ways that

morphosyntactic marking can show up in SVCs. The marking can be “agreeing” where

identical marking is found on each verb (e.g. the realis marking in example 12). It can

be “sharing” where marking is found on only one verb, and the other verb is in a bare

or unmarked form (e.g. the future marking in example 13). Or the construction can be

“isolating” where there is no morphosyntactic marking on the verbs (as in example 8

above).

Paamese (Oceanic)

(12) kai
3SG

ngan
3SG.REAL.eat

kumal
sweet.potato

dal
3SG.REAL.be.with

tinvīs
tinned.fish

He ate sweet potato with tinned fish. (lit., He ate sweet potato; it was with

tinned fish.) (Crowley 1987:50)

Ewe (NigerCongo)
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(13) me
I

a
FUT

fo
hit

kadɛgbɛ
lamp

gba
break

I will hit the lamp and break it. (Collins 1997:463)

However, there are also cases of different TAM marking on each verb in an SVC.

The first linguist to mention that the verbs in an SVC share identical TAMmarking was

also the first to clarify that there are some principled exceptions to the rule in Ewe: “All

consecutive verbs are of the same tense or mood. But the ingressive is used for main

verbs only, and in this case the following verbs are in the future” (Westermann 1907,

1930:126). In a similar manner, Crowley (1987:44) describes serial verb constructions

in Paamese where some inflections can only occur on the first verb, and not on the

second verb. In example 14, a realis verb is followed by a verb in the “immediate

mood”. Crowley (1987:44) analyzes the mismatch as a type of reduced concordant

marking where the second verb is less specific than the first (see also Ameka 2005:6

and Lovestrand 2018:98102).

Paamese (Oceanic)

(14) kaile
3PL

aromuasitei
3PLREALNEGhitNEG

vuasi
pig

voomate
3SGIMMdie

They didn’t kill the pig by hitting it. (Crowley 1987:45–46)

These examples are unproblematic if it is clarified that the tenseaspect criterion for

SVCs refers to the overall meaning of the construction. A single TAM meaning can be

composed of different but compatible TAMmarking on the verbs in an SVC. However,

if two verbs in a multiverb construction each have their own independent TAM mean

ing, the construction would not normally be considered an SVC. It can be questioned

whether the restriction on TAM in SVCs is a traditional descriptive criterion, or a diag

nostic for clausehood. One argument against TAM as a diagnostic for clausehood is the

case of nominal tense, a phenomenon that allows multiple independent TAMmeanings

in a single clause (Nordlinger and Sadler 2004). If TAMmeaning has a role in defining

clausehood, it is a sufficient criterion, but not a necessary one.

14



2.2.3 Argument structure

Another possible indicator of the monoclausal status of SVCs is shared arguments. Two

common patterns of argument sharing are frequently mentioned in the literature. Sebba

(1987:8687) states: “...serial verb constructions have at least the following properties:

Either: the semantic subject of Vi [the first verb of a twoverb SVC] is the semantic

subject of Vi+1 [the second verb], or: the object of Vi is the semantic subject of Vi+1.”

These two patterns, “same subject” and “switch subject”, have remained the predom

inately recognized patterns in SVCs (e.g. Aikhenvald 2006b; Bradshaw 1993; Durie

1997; Foley and Olson 1985). However, a few linguists have restricted the concept of

SVCs to either the subjectsharing type (Ameka 2001; Welmers 1973:367) or a version

of the switchsubject type called “object sharing” (Baker 1989; Collins 1997).

Besides the two most common patterns of argument sharing, there are other ways

that the arguments of the verbs of an SVCmight relate to each other. One common type

is instrumental SVCs (Section 3.4), as in example 15. In this example, the verbs share

their subject, and each verb has its own object/patient. In addition, the object of the verb

teki ‘take’must have the semantic role of instrument in the action predicated by themain

verb, bron ‘burn’. Note that it is not possible for the objects to be coreferential, even

when the second is a pronoun.

Sranan (Creole)

(15) Kofi
Kofi

teki
take

a
the

swafru
match

bron
burn

en
it

Kofi burns it with a match. (not Kofi takes a match and burns it.) (Sebba

1987:132)

There are several less common patterns of argument sharing attested in SVCs. For

example, Crowley (1987:48) notes a case of “cumulative subject” in Paamese (example

16) where the subject prefix on the second verb has a split antecedent referring to both

the subject and the object of the first verb. In other languages, similar constructions
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with the same meaning have no pronominal element on the second verb, exhibiting a

type of split control pattern (Landau 2000).

Paamese (Oceanic)

(16) makuriko
1SG.IMMtake2SG

lovahaa
1DU.INCLIMMgo

I will take you away with me. (lit., I take you we (dual) go) (Crowley 1987:48)

Despite the generalization that serialization involves verbs that share arguments,

there are cases where the verbs do not seem to share any arguments, at least not in the

sense of semantic roles. One such pattern is when the entire event or state of affairs

described by one verb is the argument of the other verb. These are labeled “ambient”

serialization by Crowley (1987:40). Note that in example 17 the second verb has a third

person singular subject marker which cannot be coreferential with any of the arguments

of the first verb. The pronominal referent appears to be the Davidsonian event of the

first verb (Davidson 1967).

Numbami (Oceanic)

(17) mapisa
1PL.EXCLfind

ai
3PL

iiye
3SGlie

taun
town

We found them in town. (lit., We found them; it was in town.) (Bradshaw

1993:154)

François (2006) gives an example of a particularly interesting type of SVC inMwot

lap with no apparent argument sharing. Both verbs in example 18 are intransitive verbs.

Each verb contributes its one argument to the resulting transitive construction express

ing “low agency causation”. The events of each verb are semantically linked by a

causeeffect relationship, but the argument structures of the verbs are not directly linked.

Nonetheless, the argument of the second verb is expressed as an object, rather than as

another subject, as might be expected.
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Mwotlap (Oceanic)

(18) nelen̄
DEFwind

miyip
PRFblow

halyak
flyaway

nakat
DEFcards

The wind blew the cards away. (François 2006:232)

Argument sharing is often included as a criterion in definitions of SVCs, but these

constructions fromOceanic languages give reason to reconsider whether argument shar

ing should be considered a necessary criterion of monoclausality. At very least, it is

clear that SVCs are not limited to the relatively common cases of subject and object

control. In many cases, SVCs are limited to a single set of arguments (e.g. only one

agent, only one patient), and this pattern could be interpreted as evidence of a single

(complex) predicate, and therefore a single clause. However, it does not necessarily

follow that all monoclausal constructions are necessarily restricted to a single set of

arguments.

2.2.4 Eventhood

The morphosyntactic patterns associated with monoclausality are sometimes claimed

to be a grammatical expression of a singleevent conceptualization. For example, Brad

shaw (1982:28) cites a claim by Lord (1973:269) that SVCs refer to a single event, then

goes on to say: “Of course, this semantic unity has syntactic consequences” including

that the verbs of an SVC “may not contrast with regard to negativity, tense, mood, or

illocutionary force.” Bisang (2009:805) speculates that a “closer look across these ar

eas may well reveal that the only common property shared by all the languages that

have SVCs is eventhood in the sense that an SVC as a whole covers one single event.”

Others find the notion of eventhood too subjective to diagnose (e.g. Comrie 1995:36;

Foley 2008; Haspelmath 2016:306).

Bisang (2009:793) defines eventhood in SVCs in terms of the semantic tests pro

posed by Bohnemeyer et al. (2007:497) which they call the “macroevent property”

or MEP: “A construction has the MEP if temporal operations such as time adverbials,
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temporal clauses, and tenses necessarily have scope over all subevents encoded by the

construction.” Note that in terms of diagnostics, this overlaps with the restriction on

TAM in SVCs (Section 2.2.2). Other approaches to diagnosing eventhood in SVCs

have gone away from relying on morphosyntactic properties to examining intonational

boundaries (Givón 1991), analyzing cospeech gestures (Defina 2016) and implement

ing psycholinguistic experimentation (Cole 2016; Defina and Majid 2012).

In some descriptions, eventhood in SVCs is treated as a culturally or pragmatically

conditioned restriction on the productivity of SVCs. The explanation Jarkey (1991)

gives for the unacceptability of the Hmong SVC in example 19b is that dancing and

listening are normally viewed in the culture as two distinct events, whereas the SVC

in example 19a represents a culturally salient event where those who play the bamboo

pipe also dance in time to the music. For further discussion of eventhood as a cultural or

pragmatic construct, see Bruce (1988), Durie (1997), Enfield (2002) and (Cole 2016).

White Hmong

(19) a. nws
3SG

dhia
dance

tshov
blow

qeej
bamboo.pipes

He dances playing the pipes.

b. * nws
3SG

dhia
dance

mloog
listen

nkauj
song

for: He dances and listens to music. (Jarkey 1991:169–170; 2015:117)

Eventhood may be a necessary criterion for some types of SVCs (i.e. symmetrical

SVCs, Section 3.1), but it is not a sufficient criterion for monoclausality, since, by any

noncircular definition, a single event can be expressed by more than one clause. The

most insightful approaches to eventhood in language involvemethods of psycholinguis

tic experimentation that are beyondwhat can be expected of an average linguist working

on a grammatical description. Since most descriptions of SVCs cannot be expected to

prove eventhood, it is not a practical criterion. However, linguists should note any cases

where acceptability judgments appear to be influenced by nonmorphosyntactic factors
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like event construal.

2.3 Linking or subordinating marking

The absence of any morphosyntactic marker of subordination, coordination or comple

mentation has been considered a feature of SVCs since Riis (1854:103) who described a

“connection of sentences without any conjunction” in Akan. Hyman (1971) points out

that there are constructions that appear to be identical to traditional examples of SVCs

except for the presence of some type of linking morpheme. For example, the Fe’fe’

consecutive construction in example 20a uses the same verbs with the same meaning

as an SVC in Nupe in example 20b, only differing in that one of the verbs in the Fe’Fe’

consecutive constructions is morphologically marked as a coordinated verb.

(20) Fe’fe’ (NigerCongo)

a. à
he

kà
PST

láh
take

pǐɛ
knife

ncwēe
and.cut

mbáa
meat

He cut the meat with a knife.

Nupe (NigerCongo)

b. ū
he

lá
take

èbī
knife

bā
cut

nākà
meat

He cut the meat with a knife. (Hyman 1971)

While Hyman (1971) does not suggest that these similarities undermine making a

distinction between the two categories, other linguists have expanded the definition of

SVCs by either assuming or arguing that the absence of a linking marker should not be

criterial (e.g. Aikhenvald 2010:21; Foley 1997:382; Lord 1993:2; Shibatani 2009:256).

Likewise, the label SVC is normally not used if a verb is overtly marked as a depen

dent or nonfinite morphological form (e.g. infinitival or participle form). However,

several linguists have expanded the definition of SVCs to include constructions where

one verb has apparent nonfinite marking (e.g. Goddard 1988; Hale 1991; Jensen 1999;
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Shibatani 2009). For example, in Korean, Li (1991:134) and others controversially

treat examples like 21 as SVCs, claiming that what some view as a morphosyntactic

linker, e, is better analyzed as a primarily phonological phenomenon with no syntactic

or semantic content.

Korean

(21) Johni
JohnNOM

Marylul
MaryACC

ttaelie
hitE

cukiessta
killPSTDECLARATIVE

John hit Mary (and as a result) killed her. (Li 1991:116)

The expanded views of SVCs that include constructions with some type of mor

phosyntactic linker or nonfinite verbal morphology are relatively recent proposals, and

they represent a minority position in the literature. While the similarity with SVCs is

clear, comparative studies can be done across categories of multiverb constructions, so

there is no need to lump all functionallysimilar constructions into the same category.

3 FUNCTIONS OF SVCs

The range of semantic concepts that SVCs can express is generally taken to be unre

stricted. However, there are a number of common functions of SVCs that are repeatedly

discussed in the literature. This is true regardless of what particular definition of SVC

is applied, with the exception of definitions that include a semantic restriction (Sec

tion 2.1.3). Aikhenvald (2006b) describes two general types of SVCs: symmetric and

asymmetric (cf. Bamgboṣe 1974; Sebba 1987:40). Symmetric SVCs have no obvious

restriction to a particular subclass of verbs, and the semantic interpretation is typically

of two closelyassociated sequential activities, sometimes with a causeeffect interpre

tation. In contrast, asymmetric SVCs restrict one of the verb slots in the construction

to a particular class of verbs. In discussions of grammaticalization paths for verbs in

SVCs, it is sometimes noted that it is the restricted verb in the asymmetric type of SVC
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that has a tendency to grammaticalize into a preposition, adverb or affix (Bowern 2008;

Durie 1988; Lord 1973, 1993). Asymmetric SVCs can be roughly grouped according

to the semantics of the verbs allowed in the restricted position of each construction

type. Some of the most common semantic types of asymmetric SVCs are motion (Sec

tion 3.2), posture (Section 3.3), valencychanging (Section 3.4) and aspectual (Section

3.5). This short list is by no means comprehensive. More detailed overviews are given

in several typologies of the functions of SVCs (e.g. Aikhenvald 2006b; George 1975;

Jansen et al. 1978; van Staden and Reesink 2008; Stahlke 1970; Unterladstetter 2020;

Voorhoeve 1975).

3.1 Symmetrical

Because symmetric SVCs do not restrict which verbs can occur in a series, it is not

always clear that they can be distinguished from constructions that are called clause

chaining (DeLancey 1991; Hale 1991) or asyndetic coordination. However, at least

on a languagespecific basis, symmetrical SVCs can be distinguished from other con

struction types based on the morphosyntactic criteria discussed in Section 2. There is,

in principle, no limit to the number of verbs that can occur in this type of SVC. Ar

guments can be shared across multiple verbs in sequential SVCs with more than two

verbs, as in example 22 and example 1 above.

Isu (Bantu)

(22) TsâŋKây
TsangKay

wíy
kill

↓mbám
CM9.cobra

zùw
skin

kwè
cook

fwú
chew

nә̀
and

vә́b
CM7.bone

kíy
CM7of

kә̂
NEG

kɛ́mә́
breakIPFV
TsangKay killed a cobra, skinned (it), cooked (it), ate (it) without a bone getting

broken. (Kießling 2011:39)
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3.2 Motion

Of all of the semantic types of asymmetric SVCs, motion SVCs are the most common

(Aikhenvald 2006b:47; Crowley 1987:42; Durie 1997:310). Foley andOlson (1985:47)

call motion verbs “the serializing verb type par excellence.” There are several subtypes

ofmotion SVCs. In themost common type ofmotion SVC, there is a verb that expresses

a manner of motion such as ‘run’, ‘fly’ or ‘jump’, and a directional verb that expresses

a path of motion, usually ‘go’ or ‘come’. This is typically called a directional SVC. In

a directional SVC, the directional verb is nearly always found in the second position,

as in example 23 (Lovestrand and Ross 2020).

Dagaare (NigerCongo)

(23) o
3SG

da
PST

zo
run

waɛ
comePRF

la
FACTITIVE

She/he ran here. (Bodomo 1997:83)

Some languages allowmultiple directional verbs in a single directional SVC to give

more complex information about the path of motion, such as example 24 which has a

general motion verb followed by three verbs specifying the path of motion.

Numbami (Oceanic)

(24) mapaandalowa
1PL.EXCLmake.way

mawoti
1PL.EXCLdescend

mama
1PL.EXCLcome

masolonga
1PL.EXCLenter

teteu
village
We walked down here into the village. (Bradshaw 1993:148)

In the other common type of motion SVC, a motion verb occurs before the main

verb and indicates a change of location that occurs prior to the activity expressed by

the main verb, as in example 25, as well as example 2 above. This can be called a prior

motion SVC. The verb order in a prior motion SVCs is nearly always iconic (Lovestrand

and Ross 2020).
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Dagaare (NigerCongo)

(25) ǹ
1SG

dà
PST

wà
come

dí
eat

lá
FOC

kàpálà
fufu

I came [and] ate fufu. (Hiraiwa and Bodomo 2008:807)

3.3 Posture

Some languages have an SVC where one verb slot is restricted to verbs of posture and

possibly other stative verbs. The activity or state expressed by the verb in the restricted

position is understood to be simultaneous with that of the other verb, as in examples 26

and 27.

Avatime (NigerCongo)

(26) odi
CMsit

ŋwɛ̀
drink

He sits drinking. (van Putten 2017)

Tariana (North Arawak)

(27) piwapa
2SGwait

piwha
2SGsit

Sit [and] wait! (Aikhenvald 2006a:185)

3.4 Valencychanging

The most common types of valencychanging SVCs are those in which one verb in the

SVC has a specialized function of introducing a certain type of semantic argument in the

construction. This is most commonly an instrument, a recipient/benefactive argument,

or a causer. In a few languages, there is an SVC that has the function of decreasing the

number of arguments normally expressed by the main verb.

The most common type of instrumental SVC has the verb ‘take’ in the first position

followed by the main verb, as in example 28. The object of ‘take’ functions as the
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semantic instrument of the activity associated with the main verb. Less common, but

still frequent, are instrumental SVCs which employ a verb glossed ‘use’ to introduce

the instrument, as in example 4 above.

Gungbe (NigerCongo)

(28) Sɛ́tù
Setu

zé
take

kpò
stick

lɔ́
DET

xò
hit

Kɔ̀jó
Kojo

Setu hit Kojo with the stick. (Aboh 2009:1617)

Another common type of valencyincreasing SVC employs the verb ‘give’ to intro

duce a benefactive or recipient argument. In these cases, the verb ‘give’ usually occurs

in a position following the main verb. In some cases, the object of a preceding verb

is physically transferred to the complement of the verb ‘give’, as in example 29. In

other cases, the complement of ‘give’ is a beneficiary who does not physically receive

anything, as in example 30.

Yoruba (NigerCongo)

(29) mo
I

mú
took

ìwé
book

wá
came

fún
gave

ẹ
you

I brought you a book. (Stahlke 1970:63)

Sranan (Creole)

(30) Mi
I

feti
fight

gi
give

mi
my

kondre
country

I fight for my country. (Sebba 1987)

In the most common type of causative SVC, the agent/subject of the first verb is

the causer, and its patient/object is the causee and the agent/subject of the second verb.

The first verb in a causative SVC might be ‘make’ (as in example 31), ‘take’ or ‘give’.

Cantonese (SinoTibetan)
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(31) ngo⁵
I

zing²
make

keoi⁵
3SG

dit³
fall

I made him fall. (Matthews 2006:75)

There are also SVCs that have a valencyreducing function. It appears that this type

of construction is mainly found in Southeast Asia. In example 32, the use of the verb

toka (which elsewhere means ‘touch’) creates a passivelike construction in Kristang, a

Portuguese creole spoken in Malaysia. Similar constructions occur in Thai (Thepkan

jana 1986:100), Lao (Enfield 2008:171173) and Hmong (Creswell and Snyder 2000).

Kristang (Creole)

(32) aké
that

pesi
fish

ja
PRF

toka
touch

kumí
eat

di
SOURCE

gatu
cat

The fish got eaten by the cat. (Baxter 1988:211)

3.5 Aspectual

In aspectual SVCs (also called auxiliary or modal SVCs), one of the verbs in the con

struction has a grammaticalized or “bleached” meaning which often falls into one of the

major types of tense, aspect or mood categories. For example, a verb glossed ‘finish’

is commonly found to express perfect or completive aspect in an aspectual SVC, as in

examples 33 and 34.

Ewe (NigerCongo)

(33) meɖui
1SGeat

vɔ
finish

I have eaten it up. (Westermann 1930)

Yabem (Austronesian)

(34) bôc
pig

saleŋŋa
bushof

seŋ
3SG.eat

aêàcma
1PLGEN

jaŋgom
maize

gêbacnḗ
3SGfinish.up

The forest pigs ate up our maize. (Dempwolff 1939; glosses from Bradshaw

1982:27)
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It is also common to find a verb that has a meaning like ‘sit’, ‘stay’ or ‘live (some

where)’ outside of an SVC, but expresses continuous or progressivemeaning in an SVC,

as in example 35, as well as example 5 above.

Yatye (NigerCongo)

(35) òdìde
man

ahyẹ̀
squat

ibí
come

ìtywi
home

The man is coming home. (Stahlke 1970:65)

4 SVCs IN GENERATIVE SYNTAX

Recent overviews of Chomskyan analyses of SVCs include Jensen (2014:186191),

ClearyKemp (2015:223229) and Cole (2016). The core issue in this approach is the

relationship between the verbs in an SVC and their arguments. Any generative approach

to syntax includes a mechanism by which a verb must be matched with its arguments

and determine their semantic roles. When SVCs involve argument sharing (Section

2.2.3), there appear to be an insufficient number of arguments for the number of verbs.

Various strategies have been proposed to account for this.

Schachter (1974) proposes treating SVCs as concatenated verb phrases licensed

by a special phrase structure rule. Along similar lines, Baker (1989) is an influential

(though frequently criticized) proposal in which a special doubleheaded verb phrase

allows two verbs in an objectsharing SVC to “thetamark” the single object.7 Hiraiwa

and Bodomo (2008) offer an alternative approach in which the verbs of an SVC are

in separate constituents, but the shared object is the constituent of more than one verb

phrase.

Other linguists have proposed analyses that do not require a special type of syntac

tic structure just for SVCs. This is generally done by assuming the existence of a null

pronominal element (e.g. Agbedor 1994; Byrne 1985; Campbell 1996; Carstens 2002;
7For criticism see Byrne (1991), Collins (1997), Durie (1997) and Aboh (2009) inter alia.
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Collins 1997; Larson 1991; Veenstra 1993). Baker and Stewart (2002) propose a mixed

account, in which some types of SVCs are assumed to have a null pronominal, and oth

ers are not. More recent Chomskyan analyses have been proposed by Jensen (2014:201

217) for Jarai, ClearyKemp (2015:228229, 245) for Koro and Cole (2016:134141)

for Lao.

In addition to the above “syntactic” analyses, Lefebvre (1991) proposes a “lexical”

analysis for all types of ‘take’ serialization in Fon (NigerCongo). Lefebvre proposes

that these constructions should be described as operations on the lexical semantics of

verbs.8 Aboh (2009:30) agrees that such an analysis is required in order to account for

SVCs, and that it is an “illusion that SVCs involve lexical verbs that must discharge

their respective θroles.”

Outside of Chomskyan syntax, in constraintbased generative theories, most authors

have assumed a syntactic mechanism for combining verbs in an SVC. For example, this

is the approach of the LexicalFunctional Grammar (LFG) accounts of SVCs in Dagaare

by Bodomo (1997) and of SVCs in Tariana by Andrews andManning (1993), as well as

the HeadDriven Phrase Structure account of Mandarin SVCs byMüller and Lipenkova

(2009). In contrast, Lovestrand (2018) proposes an LFG analysis of Barayin SVCs in

which the restricted verb is polysemous—one of its meanings allowing it to combine

with another verb.

Where generative analyses of SVCs purport to be applicable universally, they tend

to restrict the definition of SVCs depending on which constructions fit the proposed

analysis. This creates controversy with linguists who have a different perspective on

how to delimit the data. The disagreement cannot be resolved since there are few if

any objective grounds for claims that one feature or another must be criterial in the

definition of SVCs. It is unclear whether the resulting categories of constructions can

be said to be proper objects of crosslinguistic comparison.
8See Baker (1991:8889) for criticism.
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5 SVCs IN COMPARATIVE SYNTAX

From a descriptive perspective, the conceptual and empirical variation outlined in Sec

tion 2 is unproblematic in so far as each linguist can focus on the details of the language

being described, and define their terminology clearly in order to avoid misinterpreta

tions. From a comparative perspective, it is reasonable to ask to whether it is possible

to make generalizations about constructions that are defined and diagnosed by different

criteria in each language.

Haspelmath (2016) claims that it is not possible, and instead proposed a significantly

restricted definition of SVCs as a “comparative category”. Comparative categories are

defined by linguists for the purpose ofmaking crosslinguistic generalizations. They are

not natural kinds to be discovered. Only languagespecific “descriptive categories” can

be discovered by analysis. This means that “linguists should feel free to simply advance

a definition and then work with it. If the resulting work turns out to be interesting and

productive, then the definition has proved useful” (Haspelmath 2016:293).

Arbitrarily restrictive approaches to defining SVCs can be very useful for quanti

tative crosslinguistic studies (e.g. Lovestrand and Ross 2020; Ross 2020). However,

besides the problem of arbitrariness, another shortcoming of restrictive approaches is

that they ignore those SVClike constructions that fail to meet one or more of the cri

teria. These excluded constructions fall into a typological gap between some restricted

definition of SVCs and any other welldefined category of multiverb constructions.

This is not an effective way to provide a comprehensive understanding of all of the

empirical variation found in multiverb constructions.

Other linguists have proposed a more inclusive approach to defining SVCs which

is sometimes described as a prototype approach. For example, Aikhenvald (2006b:3)

states that “in an individual language, SVCs are expected to have most, but not neces

sarily all, of these properties. This suggests a scalar, or continuumtype, approach to

SVC—which can be either more or less like the prototype—which has maximal prop
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erties.” This is a useful approach for cases where not all criteria are diagnosable in

a particular language. It is also a practical way to make broad generalizations across

languages (as in Section 3) without rigorously testing the properties of every putative

SVC.

However, the prototype approach cannot be used for precise quantitative cross

linguistic studies, unless it is made explicit which criteria are optional and how that op

tionality is accounted for quantitatively.9 Even if it is made explicit, Bickel (2007:247)

suggests that such an approach would still be subject to bias: “There remains a sense of

arbitrariness in such definitions, and, worse, a sense that those languages which happen

to be studied by the most widely read linguists end up closest to the universal definition

(often then said to provide the “prototype” of the phenomenon).”

Bickel (2007, 2010) instead proposes the “multivariate approach”. The multivari

ate approach aims “to decompose terms like ‘cosubordination’ [and ‘serialization’] into

sets of variables that capture all dimensions in which any given pair of structures may

be identical or different – whether between languages or within languages” (Bickel

2010:55; my addition in brackets). The multivariate approach is a bottomup, induc

tive approach to comparative linguistics. The method is to quantify the distribution and

correlations of finegrained and easilydiagnosable features of morphosyntax indepen

dently of larger categories like SVC that bundle several features together. Statistical

analyses are then applied to determine whether there are any natural clusters of features

that justify such categories.

No multivariate analysis of SVCs has been done yet, but Unterladstetter (2020)

presents the kind of finegrained variables necessary for developing a multivariate anal

ysis in a comparison of SVCs in 32 languages of eastern Indonesia. Part of the study

quantifies how often a particular grammatical feature is found across different semantic

types of SVCs. For example, in regards to argument sharing (Section 2.2.3), 300 of 301

instances of prior motion SVCs (Section 3.2) have the property of sharing the “same
9As in, for example, Canonical Typology (Brown et al. 2013).
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subject” whereas for directional SVCs the argument sharing patterns are much more

varied (Unterladstetter 2020:300; see also Lovestrand and Ross 2020). However, in

regards to verbal inflection patterns and contiguity, the morphosyntactic properties do

not clearly distinguish these two semantic types. This type of approach to comparing

SVCs crosslinguistically has the potential to ground the categorization of multiverb

constructions in quantitative data.

6 CONCLUSION

For linguists describing the grammar of a particular language, SVCs represent a sig

nificant challenge. Section 2 makes clear that there are many morphosyntactic and

semantic features that can be relevant to understanding SVCs (or a similar type of mul

tiverb construction) in any given language. This means that there are many analytical

prerequisites to describing SVCs, such as those listed by Aikhenvald (2018:250254).

Despite the complexity, it is certainly possible to describe SVCs, and, in some lan

guages, a detailed description of SVCs can be central to understanding how speakers

use the language.

Descriptions of SVCs in particular languages can be informed by typological stud

ies, both of the comparative concept approach and of the prototype approach (Section

5). However, a more general typology of multiverb constructions, including SVCs, is

a work in progress. Linguists should not limit themselves to the concepts provided by

typologists, and should pay special attention to constructions that do not fit the current

conceptualizations of SVCs. More detailed descriptions of SVCs and other types of

multiverb constructions are needed to inform our understanding of how verbs blur the

lines of clausehood in languages all over the world.

One thing that is clear from the literature on SVCs is that traditional notions of com

plex sentences based predominately on studies of European languages are inadequate

from a more universal perspective, but this problem is not repaired by the misleading
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overgeneralization of lumping the diverse types of multiverb constructions into a hand

ful of categories such as SVC, clausechaining (Foley 2010), cosubordination (Bickel

2010), converb constructions (Haspelmath 1995) and consecutive constructions (Hy

man 1971). There are many more degrees and layers of interclausal cohesion than have

been explicitly accounted for. Further research into the myriad ways that languages

combine verbs is a significant opportunity for refining our understanding of the nature

of clausehood, both from a general comparative perspective (Section 5) and in genera

tive approaches to syntactic analysis (Section 4). This area of research has the potential

to provide an empiricallyinformed grounding of our intuitive notion of the clause as a

fundamental and universal concept in syntax, as well as to provide further insights into

how events are conceptualized in grammar.
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