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corresponding strength of those features.  I do assume that some parametric variation can 

lie outside of strict feature configurations, however. 

Lexical items enter the derivation from the numeration, and these elements are 

able to freely combine via the operation Merge. Merge combines two syntactic objects 

(either lexical items or the output of earlier operations) to form structures.  The structure 

resulting from a Merge operation takes as its label the head of the constituent, although as 

shown in this thesis, there are some constructions, such as SVCs and coordinated clauses, 

that seem to have multiple heads and pose problems for a purely endocentric approach to 

labeling.  The structures created by Merge can further combine with other phrasal 

constituents, accounting for adjuncts and specifiers.  Movement is not viewed as a 

distinct operation, but rather a variation of Merge called Internal Merge.  I assume a 

traditional copy theory of movement (Internal Merge), which, as the name implies, 

involves first making a copy of the syntactic object, then remerging the object at a new 

position in the structure, and finally forming a chain between the object and the copy.  

Only one member of the chain is pronounced, usually the higher copy, but objects can be 

interpreted at any of the merged position, accounting for reconstruction effects. 

1.5 Previous accounts of SVCs 

The overarching questions that SVCs pose for grammatical theory were succinctly 

described by Muysken and Veenstra (2006, ex. 4): 

 

(20)  Lexican/syntax and argument sharing: Is verb serialization a syntactic process 

 or should it be accounted for by lexical operations on argument structure? How 

 can ‘argument-sharing’ effects be accounted for? 

 Concatenation: What are the concatenation principles of SVCs, and what is the 

 structural configuration involved? 

 Correspondence: To which constructions in non-serializing languages do SVCs 

 correspond? 

 Typological correlates: How do we account for the difference between 

 serializing and nonserializing languages? 
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In the following section, I hope to make clear the difficulty previous accounts 

have had when trying to solve these problems, and highlight the goal of this thesis, to 

propose and defend a better analysis. 

1.5.1 Baker (1989) 

Baker (1989) focuses on solving three of the four problems described by Muysken 

and Veenstra (2006) in (20): proposing a solution to the theoretical problem of argument 

sharing, which in turn addresses the concatenation issue, and finally describing the 

difference between serializing and nonserializing languages through a “Generalized 

Serialization Parameter.” To begin, Baker points out that a common feature of SVCs, 

noticed by the earliest generative linguists working on the construction (Stewart 1963), is 

that when an SVC consists of two transitive verbs, the second verb does not have an 

object. Stewart (1963) calls this an “object deletion effect.” An example from Yoruba is 

in (21). 

 

(21) Wón 

they 

 bù 

pour 

 omi 

water 

 mu 

drink 

  

 'They poured water and drank it.' 

The second verb in the construction, mu ‘drink’, is transitive, yet it does not appear to 

have a post-verbal argument. Baker points out that, prima facie, these data challenge 

Chomsky’s (1981) Projection Principle (22). 

 

(22) The Projection Principle     (Chomsky 1981: 38) 

 Suppose α is a lexical category and β is a position of argument type. 

 If β is an immediate constituent of a one-bar level projection of α at some 

 syntactic level,  then α θ-marks β in α0. 

 If α θ-marks β as a lexical property, then α θ-marks β at all syntactic levels. 
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double-headed structure, one with a single V0 projection and two verbal heads, (24) and 

(25), would violate these word order principles. 

 

(24) [V’ hit [NP Amba] kill]  

(25) [V’ hit kill [NP Amba]] 

In (24) the V2 kill would need to discharge its θ-role to the left, and therefore violate 

principle (5a) for Yoruba. In (25), both verbs assign their θ-roles in the right direction, 

but the first verb is non-adjacent with the object, violating principle (23c). The only 

argument-sharing structure that Baker claims satisfies the word order principles above is 

in (26). 

 

(26) a. Kofi 

Kofi 

 naki 

hit 

 Amba 

Amba 

 kiri 

kill 

    (Baker 1989: ex. 3a) 

  'Kofi struck Amba dead.' 

     b.  S’           
  
  NP Infl VP    
    
  Kofi Ø V’  
   
   V1 NP V’ 
     
   naki Amba V2 
   (Ag,Th)   
   kiri 
      (Ag,Th)
             

In this structure, V1 directly θ-marks the shared object Amba to the right and V2 

indirectly marks it to the left. 

Baker modifies several theoretical assumptions in order to justify the structure in 

(26). First of all, Baker appeals to an inverted version of X0 Theory proposed by 

Chomsky (1986) called The Head-Licensing Condition (HLC). In this formulation, non-

maximal heads can be licensed if they can project up to a properly licensed head. 
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Traditional formulations of X0 theory state that every maximal projection must have been 

projected from a single head, while the HLC states that every head must project up to a 

single maximal projection. From these stipulations, Baker concludes that the difference 

between serializing and non-serializing languages is whether or not they permit two 

identical heads in the domain of a single a maximal projection, summarized in the 

Generalized Serialization Parameter (27). 

 

(27) Generalized Serialization Parameter   (Baker 1989, ex. 10) 

 VPs (can/cannot) count as the projection of more than one distinct head.  

 CAN: Yoruba, Sranan, Ijo... CANNOT: English, French... 

Secondly, Baker adjusts the Theta-Criterion to allow both verbs to assign an 

internal θ-role to the VP internal NP. His justification is that the argument in question is 

inside of the maximal projection of both verbs and the roles are assigned to the same 

structural position. 

Baker claims that this analysis tightly constrains SVCs and makes predictions 

about what verbs are licensed inside the constructions and word order. The first 

prediction discussed is that the V2 must have a theme role to assign; in other words, 

transitive and unaccusative, but not unergative verbs can fill the V2 slot in SVCs. Baker 

argues that if V1 θ-marks an object, that object will be in the same VP as V2. The first 

clause of the Projection Principle (22) states that V2 must θ-mark this object as well. This 

prediction does seem to be borne out, as later literature has not found instances of 

unergative V2s after exploring a wide variety of languages. However, the lack of 

unergative V2s cannot be for the reasons that Baker suggests. According to Baker, 

unergatives are banned in this position because they do not θ-mark the object of V1.  But, 

as Durie (1997) points out, Yoruba can have SVCs with an unaccusative V2 that does not 

θ-mark the object of V1 (28). 
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(28) wọn 

they 

 mu 

drink 

 ọtí 

wine 

 yó 

be.full 

  

 ‘They drank until they were full.’   Yoruba, Durie (1997:310) 

So, the mechanism Baker uses to make the correct empirical prediction is wrong, his 

theory correctly rules out V1 obj. V2unerg. sequences, but it also erroneously rules out 

(28).  The ungrammaticality of unergative V2s must be accounted for some other way. 

The second predication made by Baker’s analysis deals with restricting word 

order possibilities in SVCs. Specifically, head initial languages must directly θ-mark to 

the right and indirectly θ-mark to the left; so, SVCs in SVO languages must have a V1-

Obj-V2 word order. Baker notes that Chinese appears to be an exception to this rule on 

the surface, but dismisses those data as verb compounding.  However, Durie (1997) finds 

convincing evidence in Jeh for V1-V2-Obj SVCs which are not compound verbs and also 

discusses Paamese data from Crowley (1987) with the same V1-V2-Obj word order in 

SVCs.  In this instance, Baker’s analysis truly does ban V1-V2-Obj word order 

possibilities in SVO languages, the empirical evidence runs counter to these predictions. 

Besides the ternary branching structure proposed (see Kayne (1994); Larson 

(1988) for criticism), other serious shortcomings in Baker’s (1989) account were pointed 

out by Larson (1991). The serialization parameter explicitly licenses double-headed VP 

structures in serializing languages, but, other than stipulation, there are no theoretical 

mechanisms that would prevent unattested serial nouns or prepositions in these same 

languages. 

Finally, Baker’s account treats SVCs as a unified phenomenon; however, Stewart 

(1998) gives very convincing evidence that SVCs are not a single type of construction, 

but in fact have different underlying structures. 
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While Baker’s account is an interesting solution to the perplexing problem of 

theta-role assignment in SVCs, its incompatibility with many major tenets of modern 

linguistic theory and new language data make it untenable. 

1.5.2 Collins (1997) 

In order to rectify the thorny theoretical issue of double-headedness in Baker’s 

(1989) account, Collins (1997) proposes a solution involving an empty category. Collins 

(1997) is trying to address argument sharing and the verb concatenation problems, 

summarized by Muysken and Veenstra (2006) in (20). 

Like Baker (1989), Collins (1997) restricts his definition of SVCs to only the 

constructions that involve argument sharing. According to Collins, true SVCs must share 

both subjects and objects, while instances of covert coordination might share subjects, but 

have different objects. Working with data from Ewe, Collins found varying behavior with 

regard to tense morphology and used that to distinguish between SVCs and covert 

coordination. The SVC (29), can only have one future marker, while (30), the 

coordinated construction, must have two future markers. 

 

(29) Me 

I 

 a 

FUT 

 fo 

hit 

 kaɖɛgbɛ 

lamp 

 gba 

break 

  

 'I will hit the lamp and break it.'    (Collins 1997: ex. 9) 

(30)  me 

I 

 a 

FUT 

 fo 

hit 

 kaɖɛgbɛ 

lamp 

  *(a) 

FUT 

  gba 

break 

  (yɛme) 

its 

  tsimini 

glass 

  

 'I will hit the lamp and break its glass.'   (Collins 1997: ex. 10) 

This diagnostic seems to confirm Baker’s (1989) claim that object sharing is an essential 

characteristic of SVCs. 

The distribution of the Case-assigning element yi in Ewe is the main piece of 

evidence for an empty category in these SVCs. Collins calls yi a postposition and claims 
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are not the same as covert coordination constructions, and second, that SVCs can be 

further subdivided into different types. 

The first test Stewart uses is the distribution of manner adverbs and iterative 

particles. Assuming that adverbs and iteration modify events that are denoted by verbs 

(Parsons 1990), Stewart reasons that their distribution will reveal structural differences 

between SVCs and covert coordination constructions (CC). He first distinguishes 

between two classes of adverbs in Èdó, one which can be inflected similar to verbs in the 

language INFL or I-type adverbs, and one which shares morphological traits with nouns, 

N-type adverbs. These adverbs have different structural positions, I-type adverbs merging 

with Event Phrase (EP) heads and N-types adjoining to the right edge of the VP, and can 

co-occur. 

The scope of an I-type adverb before the first verb of an RSVC or CSVC is not 

equivalent to its scope in a CC (39). 

 

(39) Stewart 1998:ex. 8 

 a. Òzó 

Ozo 

 giégié 

quickly 

 kókó 

raise 

 Àdésúwà 

Adsuwa 

 mósé 

be.beautiful 

  

  ‘Ozo quickly raised Adesuwa to be beautiful.’   RSVC 

 b. Òzó 

Ozo 

 giégié 

quickly 

 dúnmwún 

pound 

 èmà 

yam 

 khiénné 

sell.pl 

  

  'Ozo quickly pounded the yams and sold them.'   CSVC 

 c. Òzó 

Ozo 

 giégié 

quickly 

 gbóó 

plant 

 ívìn 

coconut 

 bòló 

peel 

 ókà 

corn 

  

  'Ozo quickly planted the coconut and (he) peeled the corn.'  CC 

  (Stewart 1998:ex. 8) 

In the RSVC (39a) and CSVC (39b) examples above, the adverb scopes over both verbs. 

In (39b) it is the case that Ozo both pounded and sold the yams quickly, and crucially he 

could not have pounded the yams quickly and sold them at a normal speed or vice-versa. 
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However, in the CC (39c) example, while the planting event happened quickly, the 

peeling event must have happened at a normal speed. The same results are found with the 

scope of the iterative particle. Stewart interprets these data as evidence for a single 

E(vent) head which has scope over both verbs in RSVCs and CSVCs. When the adverb 

or iterative particle modify this E head, the interpretation of both verbs is affected. This is 

contrasted with the CC sentence that has two event heads, one in each clause, where the 

adverbs and iterative particles cannot scope across clause boundaries.  Stewart’s implicit 

assumption is that multiple clauses require multiple event heads, but he does not rule out 

a single clause with multiple event heads, as we will see. 

When I-type adverbs appear before the second verb of these three constructions, 

again, there is dissimilar behavior. 

 

(40) a. *Òzó 

Ozo 

 kókó 

raise 

 Àdésúwà 

Adsuwa 

 giégié 

quickly 

 mósé 

be.beautiful 

  (Stewart 1998: ex. 8) 

  ‘Ozo quickly raised Adesuwa to be beautiful.’ 

 b. Òzó 

Ozo 

 dúnmwún 

pound 

 èmà 

yam 

 giégié 

quickly 

 khiénné 

sell.PL 

  

  'Ozo quickly pounded the yams and sold them.' 

 c. Òzó 

Ozo 

 gbóó 

plant 

 ívìn 

coconut 

 giégié 

quickly 

 bòló 

peel 

 ókà 

corn 

  

  'Ozo planted the coconut and (he) quickly peeled the corn.' 

Here, the I-type adverb cannot appear before V2 in the RSVC (40a), but it is acceptable 

in CSVCs (40b) and CCs (40c). Stewart argues that this reveals that a second E head is 

present in CSVCs and CCs, but not in RSVCs. Stewart goes on to explain that because 

when the adverbs precede the first verb in a CSVC both events are modified, the first E 

head must have scope over the second E head in these structures.  
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Further evidence for structural differences between RSVCs and CSVCs comes 

from the distribution of N-type adverbs. Stewart shows how N-type adverbs can be used 

to find the right edges of VPs and have the following distributions in RSVCs, CSVCs, 

and CCs. 

 

(41) a. RSVC       (Stewart 1998: ex. 35a) 

  *Òzó 

Ozo 

 kókó 

raise 

 Àdésúwà 

Adsuwa 

 ègìégìé 

quickly 

 mósé 

be.beautiful 

  

  ‘Ozo quickly raised Adesuwa to be beautiful.’  

 b. CSVC       (Stewart 1998: ex. 36a) 

  Òzó 

Ozo 

 dúnmwún 

pound 

 èmà 

yam 

 ègìégìé 

quickly 

 khiénné 

sell.pl 

  

  ‘Ozo pounded the yams and quickly sold them’ 

 c. CC       (Stewart 1998: ex. 37b) 

  Òzó 

Ozo 

 gbóó 

plant 

 ívìn 

coconut 

 ègìégìé 

quickly 

 bòló 

peel 

 ókà 

corn 

  

  ‘Ozo planted the coconut and (he) quickly peeled the corn.’ 

Because the N-type adverb can appear before V2 in CSVCs and CCs but not RSVCs, 

Stewart concludes that RSVCs have a single VP, while CSVCs and CCs have two full 

VPs.  

The final diagnostic Stewart uses is the distribution of the adverbial particle 

tòboórè, which right-adjoins to either overt or trace NPs. In a typical unaccusative clause, 

tòboórè is able to mark the internal object position, which, according to Perlmutter and 

Postal (1984), is the base position of the eventual subject (42). 

 

(42) Àdésúwà 

Adsuwa 

 mòsé 

be.beautiful 

 t 

t 

 tòbórè 

herself 

  

 ‘Adesuwa is beautiful, herself alone.’   (Stewart 1998:66 ex. 58c) 

It is also able to right-adjoin to PRO in control constructions (43). 
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(43) Òzó 

Ozo 

 miànmián 

forgot 

  PRO 

PRO 

 yá 

 INFL 

 tòbórè 

by.self 

 lé 

cook 

 èvbàré 

food 

  

 'Ozo forgot to PRO cook the food by himself.' (Stewart 1998:284 ex. 44c) 

But the tòbórè particle is ungrammatical with A-bar traces (44).   

 

(44) *àlìmói 

orange 

 òré 

FOC 

 Òzó 

Ozo 

 kpà!án 

pluck.PST.H 

 tòbórè 

by.self 

  

 'It’s an orange that Ozo plucked by itself.' (Baker & Stewart 2002:21 ex. 23) 

If there is a null pronominal following V2 in RSVCs, then tòboórè is predicted to be 

licensed in that position.  RSVCs, recall, must have unaccusative verbs in the V2 slot. 

 

(45)  *Òzó 

Ozo 

 kòkó 

raise 

 Àdésúwà 

Adsuwa 

 mòsé 

be.beautiful 

 -  tòbórè 

herself 

  

 ‘Ozo raised Adesuwa to be beautiful herself.’ (Stewart 1998: ex. 61a) 

Stewart takes the fact that tòboórè is ungrammatical following V2 (45) as 

counterevidence to Collins’ (1997) claim that RSVCs have a null pro, and he argues 

instead that both verbs directly θ-mark the shared object. The structure Stewart gives for 

RSVCs is in (46). 

 

(46) a. Òzó 

Ozo 

 sùá 

push 

 ògó 

bottle 

 dé 

fall 

  

  ‘Ozo pushed the bottle down.’ 
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 b.  EP        (Stewart 1998: ex. 18) 
  
  Spec  E’    
   
   E  VP
               
   V  V’
    pushk  
    NP  V’
    bottle 
    V  V’
      ek 
     V  PP
       fall 

 

I-type adverbs and iterative particles provide evidence that there is a single event head in 

the structure, and the N-type adverb diagnostic indicates that there is a single VP. 

According to Stewart, the theta-domain of both verbs is the maximal projection VP which 

dominates them. The verbs are structural sisters via a binding chain, and following Baker 

(1989), this allows both verbs to θ-mark the object. 

Unlike RSVCs, the tòboórè particle is possible in CSVCs, which Stewart 

interprets as evidence for a null pro (47). 

 

(47) Òzó 

Ozo 

 dé 

fall 

 ìyán 

yam 

 dùnmwún 

pound 

 pro 

pro 

 tòbórè 

itself 

  

 ‘Ozo bought the yam and pounded it (itself).’      CSVC (Stewart 1998: ex. 62a) 

And these diagnostics taken together lead him to propose the following structure for 

CSVCs (48). 
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(48)   EP1        (Stewart 1998: ex. 68) 
  
  Spec  E’    
   
   Ek  VP 
                   
  VP1    EP2 
      
       V         NP  Spec  E’ 
  buy yami   
     Ek  VP2 
        
      V  NP 
        pound  proi 

 

In the structure in (48), the first verb discharges its thematic role to the overt object yam 

while the second verb assigns its object theta-role to the coindexed pro. As the I-type 

adverb and iterative particle diagnostics suggest, there are two event heads present within 

a single clause in CSVC structures, and the first event head scopes over the second. 

Finally, there are two VPs, reflecting the results of the N-type adverb diagnostic. 

Stewart’s proposal is an appealing solution to the SVC problem, but it too has its 

shortcomings. First of all, because RSVCs have objects which are directly θ-marked by 

both verbs, he still must appeal to Baker’s (1989) version of the Theta-Criterion. This 

allows elements to receive multiple θ-roles if they are in the same structural position. The 

pro that Stewart claims is present in CSVCs also suffers from the same unusual behaviors 

that Collins’ analysis had.  It is optional in covert coordination constructions as well as 

other instances of pro-drop, but it can never be overt in SVCs.  It is also forced to be 

locally controlled by the overt object, not just bound, which in some ways makes it more 

similar to a PRO. 

The tòboórè distribution data, which is the central piece of his argument for the 

existence of a null element, is also problematic. Although Stewart (1998) claims that in a 

sentence like (49), tòboórè is able to be object-oriented, Ogie (2009) argues that tòbórè is 

unable to modify objects at all – the referent must be the subject in all cases.  For 
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example, Baker and Stewart (2002) use examples like (49) to show that tòbórè can be an 

object-oriented adverb. 

 

(49) Òzó 

Ozo 

 kpàán 

pluck.PST 

 àlìmói 

orange 

 tòbórè 

by.self 

  

 'Ozo plucked the orange by itself.'    (Ogie 2009:299, ex 201) 

Ogie (2009) claims, contra Baker and Stewart (2002), that the only available 

interpretation of (49) above is ‘Ozo plucked the orange by himself.’  She shows evidence 

from agreement that this is the case.  In (50), having a plural object does not trigger 

agreement with tòbórè, but having a plural subject does (51).   

 

(50) Òzó 

Ozo 

 kpàán 

pluck.PST 

 àlìmói 

orange 

 èvá 

two 

 tòbórè 

by.self 

  

 i. 'Ozo plucked two oranges by himself.'  

 ii. '*Ozo plucked two oranges by itself.'  (Ogie 2009:300, ex 202) 

(51) Íràni 

3PL 

 kpàán 

pluck.PST 

 àlìmói 

orange 

 èvá 

two 

 tòbíràn 

by.3PL.selves 

  

 i. 'They plucked two oranges by themselves (not the oranges).'  

 ii. '*They plucked two oranges by themselves (the oranges).' 

        (Ogie 2009:300, ex 203) 

Having agreement between tòbórè and the object does not force an object-

oriented interpretation either.  In (52), the plural tòbíràn agrees with the plural object 
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rather than the singular subject, and instead of having an object-oriented reading, the 

sentence becomes ungrammatical.7 

 

(52) *Òzó 

Ozo 

 kpàán 

pluck.PST 

 àlìmói 

orange 

 èvá 

two 

 tòbíràn 

by.self 

  

 i. '*Ozo plucked two oranges by himself.'  

 ii. '*Ozo plucked two oranges by itself.'  (Ogie 2009:300, ex 202) 

Another problem with the tòboórè data is the fact that tòboórè is not able to 

adjoin to the overt object in CSVCs, only the pro.  As pointed out in Baker and Stewart 

(1999) and later by Ogie (2009), it is ungrammatical for tòboórè to appear before V2 

(53).   

 

(53)  *íràn 

3.PL 

 sá 

fetch.PST 

 àmè 

water 

 tòbíràn 

by.3PL.selves 

 wón 

drink.PST 

  

 'They fetched water by themselves and drank.' 

Baker and Stewart (1999) take these data as support for the claim that there is no 

null subject present for V2 in CSVCs.  However, it is odd that tòboórè is only able to 

mark null objects and overt subjects in CSVCs, especially because Stewart’s argument 

for the presence of a null object following V2 in CSVCs hangs primarily on the tòboórè 

data. 

As we will see, the Lao data diverge in interesting ways from seemingly similar 

constructions in Èdó, so Stewart’s proposal might lack empirical coverage. 

                                                 

 

 

 
7 The actual example is not given, but Ogie (2009) notes in the text that a plural tòbíràn 

does not rescue the example in (52), (202) by her numbering. 
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1.5.4 Summary 

Each analysis presented above struggles to address the two problems highlighted 

in the introduction to this section.  First of all, it is not clear how the two verbs are related 

to each other.  Stewart presents some evidence from adverb insertion that the two verbs 

have an adjunction analysis, but that is at odds with the complementation analysis 

proposed by Baker and Collins.  Second, with the exception of Baker’s analysis, the 

proposals did not adequately address object sharing.  Both Collins and Stewart made 

proposals that relied on weak evidence for a null element, and ultimately arrived at 

opposite conclusions about which SVCs have the null element.   

1.6 Overview of the Dissertation 

Chapter 2 of this thesis is a description of Lao SVCs.  It first focuses on what of 

the various multi-verb constructions on Lao will be considered SVCs for the purpose of 

this analysis, and why other constructions are excluded.  A description of both 

Consequential and Resultative SVCs is given, and several tests that reveal the 

constituency of the constructions are discussed, setting up the analysis. 

Chapter 3 is a syntactic analysis of CSVCs and RSVCs that depends on the 

hypothesis that they encode a single event to account for complex VPs and object 

sharing.  Linguistic proxies provide some evidence for their single eventhood, but the 

discussion looks ahead to the experimental evidence that is the focus of chapters 4 and 5.  

An analysis of structural relationship between the two verbs along with an account of 

object sharing is proposed.  Finally a there is a discussion of why serial verbs are found in 

some languages but not others, framed in terms of a Serializing Parameter.   

Chapter 4 describes a behavioral experiment designed to show the event structure 

of CSVCs.  A review of previous investigations into the event conceptualization of SVCs 

illustrates the need for experimental evidence that does not depend on linguistic proxies.  
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The remainder of chapter 4 is a description of the experimental methodology and the how 

the task will test the hypotheses. 

Chapter 5 presents the results of the behavioral experiment which confirms that 

CSVCs do encode a single event, and support the syntactic analysis in chapter 3.  It also 

provides a discussion of the results, focusing on how the results should be integrated into 

syntactic theory, on the narrow impact of grammar on event perception, and on the lack 

of impact that construction preference had on segmentation behavior. Chapter 6 is a brief 

conclusion. 
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CHAPTER 2 SERIAL VERB CONSTRUCTIONS IN LAO 

2.1 Introduction 

The goal of this chapter is to provide an extensive series of syntactic diagnostics 

which reliably distinguish SVCs from coordinated constructions, and also to differentiate 

among the various classes of SVCs in the language. The characteristics of the SVC types 

will be noted, as will complications that these data pose for a formal analysis. First of all, 

I must limit the scope of this discussion and clearly define what I mean when I say SVC. 

A perennial problem with SVCs is that few researchers agree on how exactly they should 

be defined and what merits the designation. There are multiple definitions that have been 

proposed, and one of the more commonly cited is from Aikhenvald (2006:1). 

A serial verb construction (SVC) is a sequence of verbs which 
act together as a single predicate, without any overt marker of 
coordination, subordination, or syntactic dependency of any other sort. 
Serial verb constructions describe what is conceptualized as a single 
event. They are monoclausal; their intonational properties are the same 
as those of a monoverbal clause, and they have just one tense, aspect, 
and polarity value. SVCs may also share core and other arguments. 
Each component of an SVC must be able to occur on its own. Within 
an SVC, the individual verbs may have same, or different, transitivity 
values. 

In (1) is a summary of the essential characteristics of SVCs listed by Aikhenvald (2006) 

above. 

 

(1) a. Are a single predicate. 

 b. Lack an overt marker of coordination, subordination, or syntactic   

  dependency. 

 c. Describe a single event. 

 d. Are monoclausal, syntactically and prosodically 

 e. Have one tense, aspect, and polarity. 

 f. Have components that can occur alone. 

As Newmeyer (2004) points out, although Aikhenvald (2006) is a widely used 

definition of serial verb constructions, it seems to have earned this broad appeal due to 



 

38  
 

 

the fact that the individual elements making up the definition remain vaguely defined.  In 

the next section, a list of constructions not considered in this thesis is given, along with 

explanations for why they do not fall into the category of SVC. 

2.1.1 Constructions outside the scope of this work 

One problem with giving a clear, unambiguous definition of an SVC is the fact 

that the constructions are generally found in languages with little or no verbal inflection. 

This makes distinguishing among non-finite complement clauses, periphrastic light verb 

constructions, and SVCs very difficult and a constant source of confusion in cross-

linguistic comparisons. 

Inasmuch as the term SVC does not describe a unified phenomenon across 

languages, or even within languages, clear delimitations must be made about what 

structures will be under investigation in this thesis.1 First of all, excluded from this 

analysis are verbs which have been grammaticalized and now are semantically vacuous 

when not functioning as the main verb of the clause (Thepkanjana 2006). These verbs are 

generally co-opted to serve as aspectual markers, complementizers, locative markers, 

instrumental markers, or benefactive markers. Some examples of these verbs are in (2). 

 

 

 

(2) a. juu1 - be.at → continuous aspect marker/locative marker 

 b. daj4 - can/able to → past tense marker 

 c. vaa1 - say → complementizer 

                                                 

 

 

 
1 I am not making the stronger claim that only the constructions discussed here should be 

considered SVCs 
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 d. haj5 - give → benefactive marker 

 e. saj4 - use → instrumental 

When appearing in a clause with an additional verb, all of the verbs in (2) would 

form “asymmetrical” SVCs according to Aikhenvald (2006), because one of the verbs 

comes from a lexically and semantically closed class. Generally, the closed-class verbs 

lack semantic content, and when used in multi-verb constructions have purely functional 

meanings, although to varying degrees, these grammatical markers may retain a 

smattering of verbal characteristics (Enfield 2007). 

Secondly, verbs which take verbal or clausal complements will not be a part of 

this analysis (Thepkanjana 2006). These include the periphrastic causative construction 

(3), the adversative construction (4), control constructions (5), raising constructions (6), 

and constructions with overt complementizers (7). 

 

(3) man2 

3SG 

 hêt1 

make 

 còòk 

cup 

 tèèk5 

break 

  

 'He broke the cup.'     (Enfield 2007: ex. 1201) 

(4) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 thùùk5 

suffer 

 lot1 

car 

 tam5 

crash 

  

 'Noy suffered a car hitting her.' 

(5) bò0 

NEG 

 jaak5 

want 

 caaj1 

pay 

 ngen2 

money 

  

 'She didn't want to pay.'    (Enfield 2007: ex. 1220) 

(6) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 khùù2-si0 

seem 

 khaw5-caj3 

understand 

 phèèn3 

plan 

  

 'Noy seems to understand the plan.' 

(7) khòòj5 

1SG 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 khit1 

think 

 vaa1 

COMP 

 Nòòj4 

Noy 

 tii3 

hit 

 Majtii3 

Maitee 

  

 'I also think that Noy hit Maitee.' 
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Although many researchers consider some or all of these constructions SVCs (Sudmuk 

2005, Aikhenvald 2006, Thepkanjana 2006), in this thesis, I have chosen to focus on the 

subclasses of SVCs that are symmetrical and productive.  I believe that the classes of 

constructions that will be the focus of the discussion for the remainder of the thesis have 

behaviors and characteristics which are more difficult to reconcile with existing analyses 

and theories of syntax.  I do not take a strong position here on whether some or all of the 

constructions above should be called SVCs, and instead see this as an instance of 

parametric variation among languages.  Languages like English use prepositions to mark 

instrumental and benefactive arguments, languages like Lao use verbs, and languages like 

German use case. 

Manner of motion (8) and posture SVCs (9) have also been excluded from 

analysis, though these constructions do fit Aikhenvald’s (2006) definition of productive, 

symmetrical SVCs.   

 

(8) laaw2 

3SG 

 lèèn1 

run 

 long2 

descend 

 maa2 

come 

  

 'He ran down (here).' 

(9) laaw2 

3SG 

 nang1 

sit 

 beng1 

look 

 thoo2-lathat1 

television 

  

 'She sat watching television.' 

The reason they are not a part of this analysis is due to the events that they encode.  As 

explained by Enfield (2002), CSVCs and RSVCs here encode events that are complex in 

the sense that they consist of several subevents, each one represented by a separate verb.  

However, manner of motion and posture SVCs encode complex events that consist of 

multiple facets of the same event rather than sub-events.  For example, in (8), the event is 

described with three different verbs that encode the manner, path, and direction, but all 
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three occur simultaneously.  The focus here will be on SVCs that encode complex events 

that include sequentially ordered subevents.   

2.2 SVC Classes in Lao 

The classes of SVCs described in this thesis have all of their the V1, V2,...Vn 

slots filled with verbs from semantically and grammatically open classes and are 

therefore all symmetrical (Aikhenvald 2006).  In contrast, asymmetrical SVCs have one 

verb from a semantically or grammatically closed class.  From a diachronic perspective, 

one member of an asymmetrical SVC tends to become grammaticalized over time, while 

symmetrical SVCs tend to become idiomatic over time.  The words symmetrical and 

asymmetrical should not be confused with headship, which is discussed later and a 

different issue, it strictly describes the nature of the verbs able to fill the slots in these 

SVCs.  Stewart’s (1998) well-motivated classes of SVCs, Consequential SVCs and 

Resultative SVCs, are assumed as a starting point for this investigation, although other 

researchers have claimed that more categories of SVCs exist in Thai (Sudmuk 2005; 

Thepkanjana 1986).2 

2.2.1 Consequential SVCs (CSVCs) 

The first class of SVCs in Lao under discussion are called Consequential SVCs, 

after Stewart (1998). These structures are characterized as follows: there are transitive 

verbs in both the V1 and V2 slots, the verbs in the V1 and V2 slots must be ordered 

                                                 

 

 

 
2 Sudmuk (2005) lists the following SVC classes: Motion SVCs, Posture SVCs, Take 

SVCs, Use SVCs, Open-class SVCs, Give SVCs, Causative SVCs, Resultative SVCs. I believe 
that many of these are actually grammatical markers described in the previous section e.g. 
Causative, Use, and Give SVCs. 
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sequentially, i.e. that one subevent must temporally precede the other, and there are 

cultural constraints on what verbs can appear together, which will be discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 4.  And the two verbs in CSVCs must share both subjects and objects.  

Items (10) – (13) are examples of Lao CSVCs. 

 

(10) Còòj2 

Joy 

 khaa5 

kill 

 muu3 

pig 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 'Joy killed the pig and sold it.' 

(11) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 sak1 

wash 

 khùang1 

thing 

 taak5 

hang.up 

  

 'Noy washed the clothes and hung them up.' 

(12) Candii3 

Jandee 

 puk5 

build 

 hùan2 

house 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 'Jandee built a house and sold it.' 

(13) laaw2 

3SG 

 tòò1 

light 

 jaa5-suup5 

cigarette 

 suup5 

smoke 

  

 'He lit a cigarette and smoked it.' 

The next few sections will be devoted to showing the constituency of the two 

verbs in CSVCs and comparing them to semantically similar multi-clause constructions.  

First, I will address whether there is evidence of another class of SVCs, the Purposive 

SVC. 

2.2.2 The question of Purposive SVCs 

Baker and Stewart (2002) (hereafter B&S) make an additional division within 

Stewart’s class of CSVCs between what they call Consequential SVCs (CSVCs) and 

Purposive SVCs (PSVCs). They claim that a key distinguishing feature between the two 

constructions is the assertedness of the second verb. B&S give examples of CSVCs and 

PSVCs in Nupe that are reproduced in (14) and (15) respectively. 
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(14) Musa 

Musa 

 du 

cook 

 etsi 

yam 

 kun 

sell 

    CSVC 

 'Musa cooked a yam and sold it.'  (Baker and Stewart 2002: ex. 1b) 

(15) Musa 

Musa 

 wan 

catch 

 nangi 

goat 

 ya 

give  

 tsigbè 

medicine 

   PSVC 

 'Musa caught a goat to give it medicine.' (Baker and Stewart 2002: ex. 3b) 

There are several differences noted by B&S between (14) and (15) in spite of the fact that 

they both have transitive verbs filling the V1 and V2 slots. The most salient difference is 

that the second verb in PSVCs is not asserted. While in the CSVC example (14), the 

selling event must have happened, according to B&S, the giving event in the PSVC 

example in (15) need not to have occurred.  B&S spend the rest of the paper describing 

syntactic differences between PSVCs and CSVCs and it is these arguments that are 

problematic. Although B&S note that PSVCs are more common in Nupe than Èdó, the 

strongest arguments for differences between the constructions, e.g. the distribution of the 

reflexive tòbórè, relative tone, and extraction, all come from Èdó.  Furthermore, from the 

data in B&S and in Ogie (2009), only one verb in Èdó seems to be able to form a PSVC, 

mién ‘see, find.’  Every single example given of a PSVC in Èdó (and Yoruba for that 

matter) has mién as a V1, and this raises questions of whether this can be treated as a 

productive construction Èdó and why there is no syntactic data from Nupe, where B&S 

claim that PSVCs are more common.  With this in mind, what follows will be a 

discussion of the syntactic data which suggests these do not sufficiently argue for a 

distinct category. 

As described in the previous chapter, Stewart uses the distribution of tòbórè in 

Èdó to argue for the existence of a null pronominal in CSVCs and none in RSVCs.  

Recall that tòbórè can be adjoined to the right of any NP, even PRO in control 



 

44  
 

 

constructions (16) and lower, unpronounced NP copies in unaccusative constructions 

(17). 

 

(16) Òzó 

Ozo 

 miànmián 

forgot 

 yá 

to 

 PRO 

PRO 

 tòbórè 

by.self 

 lé 

cook 

 èvbàré 

food 

  

 'Ozo forgot to PRO cook the food by himself.'     (Baker & Stewart 2002,ex 22) 

(17) Úyì 

Uyi 

 dé 

fall 

 <Úyì> 

<Uyi> 

 tòbórè 

by.self 

  

 'Uyi fell <Uyi> by himself.'            (Baker & Stewart 2002: ex 24) 

The tòbórè particle cannot, however, adjoin to a trace of an element moved with A-bar 

movement (18).   

 

(18) *àlìmói 

orange 

 òré 

foc 

 Òzó 

Ozo 

 kpàán 

pluck.pst.h 

 <àlìmói> 

<orange> 

 tòbórè 

by.self 

  

 'It’s an orange that Ozo plucked by itself.' (Baker and Stewart 2002: ex 23) 

There is no explanation given for why tòbórè is incompatible with wh-traces, only a 

comparison with the English all, which is also unable to modify wh-traces such as *It’s 

the cake I ate all.  B&S claim, though, that tòbórè is able to distinguish between A traces 

and A-bar traces.   

Repeating Stewart’s (1998) arguments for pro in CSVCs and argument sharing in 

RSVCs, B&S show that tòbórè is licensed following CSVCs (19), but not RSVCs (20) or 

PSVCs (21). 

 

(19) Òzó 

Ozo 

 dé 

buy 

 ìyán 

yam 

 dùnmwún 

pound 

 tòbórè 

by.self 

  

 'Ozo bought the yam and pounded it by itself.' 

(20) Òzó 

Ozo 

 sùá 

push 

 ògó 

bottle 

 dé 

fall 

  (*tòbórè) 

by.self 

   

 'Ozo pushed the bottle down by itself.' 
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(21)  Òzó 

Ozo 

 mién 

find 

 àlìmói 

orange 

 kpàán 

pluck.pst 

  (*tòbórè) 

by.self 

   

 'Ozo found an orange to pluck by itself.' 

According to B&S, tòbórè can follow V2 in CSVCs because it is able to adjoin to the null 

object.  RSVCs are incompatible with tòbórè because there is no null object in those 

constructions, and tòbórè is ungrammatical in PSVCs because the null element is a wh-

trace.  As discussed in Chapter 1, the tòbórè distribution facts are more complicated than 

described in Stewart (1998).   Furthermore, it is suspicious to claim that tòbórè is 

ungrammatical in RSVCs because they lack pro and ungrammatical in PSVCs because 

there is a wh-trace without further evidence of structural differences.  There is a 

circularity in their argumentation.  In both structures, tòbórè is ungrammatical but that 

ungrammaticality is attributed to different reasons based on the analysis proposed.  

However, key to the analysis is the distribution of tòbórè.  The only fair conclusions to 

draw from the tòbórè data are that there are differences between SVCs with mien as a V1 

and those without. 

The second argument laid in favor of a PSVC category deals with relative tone in 

Èdó.  The details are too numerous to address here, but when an element is extracted 

from clause via A-bar movement, a special High-Low-High tone is added to the verb.  

B&S demonstrate that this tone shows up on V2 when the first verb is mién ‘find’, and 

again B&S generalize the behavior of this single verb in Èdó to three languages. 

Next, B&S show that in SVCs beginning with mién ‘find’, the gap of V2 can be 

located in a prepositional phrase (22), whereas CSVCs only allow gaps which are direct 

objects (23). 

 

(22) Òzó 

Ozo 

 mién 

find 

 ékítà 

dog 

 rhié 

give 

 èmiówó 

meat 

 nà 

to 

  

 'Ozo found a dog to give the meat to.'  Baker and Stewart (2002: ex 35)  
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(23) *Òzó 

Ozo 

 dé 

buy 

 ágá 

chair 

 tótàá 

sit 

 yè/yì 

on 

    

 'Ozo bought a chair and sat on it.'  Baker and Stewart (2002: ex 34) 

These data are suspect as well, because while yè/yì ‘on’ in (23) is clearly a preposition, nà 

‘to’ in (22) is marking a benefactive argument, which are often verbs3 (or more verb-like 

on a verb/adposition continuum) in serializing languages.  In fact, B&S note that “In 

general, all three languages allow some prepositions to be stranded in wh-constructions” 

(pg. 27, emphasis mine), which seems to suggest that so-called preposition stranding 

might only be possible with the more verb-like prepositions.  B&S give similar 

preposition stranding data for Yoruba, but again note that the production of PSVCs in 

Yoruba is limited to a few verbs, and only give an example of one, wa ‘find’, which is the 

Yoruba analogue of mien.  Lacking again are any data from Nupe, where these 

constructions are purportedly more productive. 

The most compelling evidence that B&S offer for distinguishing PSVCs from 

CSVCs comes from extraction out of double object constructions.  B&S show that the 

overt object of V2 cannot be extracted from double object construction PSVCs in Nupe 

and Èdó, (24), but it can from CSVCs (25).   

 

(24) *tsigbè 

medicine 

 Musa 

Musa 

 wan 

catch 

 nangi 

goat 

 ya 

give  

 o 

FOC 

          Nupe PSVC 

 'It’s medicine that Musa caught the goat to give.'  Baker & Stewart (2002:ex 45) 

                                                 

 

 

 
3 The claim here is not that 22 should be considered an SVC, only that verbs tend to 

allow object extraction more readily than prepositions, and might explain this difference without 
resorting to a category of PSVCs. 
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(25) nangi 

goat 

 Musa 

Musa 

 la 

take 

 tsigbè 

medicine 

 ya 

give  

 o 

FOC 

             Nupe CSVC 

 'It’s a goat that Musa took medicine and gave it to.' Baker & Stewart (2002:ex 46) 

B&S propose that the difference in extraction data can be explained by the fact that the 

object of V2 in PSVCs is a wh-trace and therefore creates a wh-island.  The only 

evidence that B&S have provided that this is a PSVC in Nupe is native speaker intuition 

that V2 is not entailed.  Nupe has been notably absent from the syntactic tests discussed 

up to this point.  So, taking B&S’s word that this really is a PSVC, these double object 

construction data suggest a real distinction between CSVCs and PSVCs in Nupe; 

however, the arguments are not so clear for Èdó or Yoruba.  Translating this extraction 

test to Lao proves impossible, however, because Lao lacks ditransitive verbs (Enfield 

2007:356).   

The category boundary between CSVC and PSVC, if it exists at all, is either very 

blurry or non-existent in Lao.  I have not been able to find any syntactic differences 

between the two, and I have found no CSVCs in Lao that do not allow for a purposive 

reading, where the second event does not need to happen.   

 

 

(26) Còòj2 

Joy 

 khaa5 

kill 

 muu3 

pig 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 i.‘Joy killed the pig and sold it.’ (Consequential)  

 ii.‘Joy killed the pig for selling.’ (Purposive, the selling is not necessarily 

 entailed.) 

(27) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 kêp2 

gather 

 phak2 

vegetable 

 maa2 

come 

 tèèng1 

prepare 

 kin3 

eat 

  

 i.‘Noy gathered vegetables and ate them.’ (Consequential)  

 ii.‘Noy gathered vegetables for eating.’ (Purposive, the eating is not necessarily 

 entailed.) 
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encodes some idea of dying, and thus is reiterative.  However, I am not entirely 

convinced.  It is perfectly acceptable to negate the dying result of khaa5 ‘kill’ and not 

create a contradiction, as shown in (43). 

 

(43) Candii3 

Jandee 

 khaa5 

kill 

 nuu3 

rat 

 tèè1 

but 

 man2 

3SG 

 bò0 

NEG 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 'Jandee killed the rat but it didn't die.' 

The English translation of (43) is nonsense because the verb kill in English encodes a 

dying result, but Lao speakers interpret (43) above as ‘Jandee performed a killing action, 

or tried to kill the rat, but the rat didn’t die.’  As Bohnemeyer et al. (2007) note, some 

languages have a smaller inventory of episodic verbs, or even lack them entirely.  

Although it has not been explicitly tested, I suspect there is a strong correlation between 

languages having small(er) inventories of lexical verbs that can encode complex events 

and having productive verb serialization.  With that in mind, I propose that the verb 

khaa5 ‘kill’ in Lao actually does not encode a dying result, and conceptualizes only the 

killing action.  The dying result is implied, but crucially, it is not asserted, as (43) 

demonstrates.  This means that reiterative RSVCs can be viewed as simply RSVCs 

because the dying result is not part of semantics of khaa5.  However, if the result state is 

not encoded by khaa5 ‘kill’, then I am forced to say that it is semantically identical to a 

verb like haa3 ‘look for’.  So why is the interpretation of the two sentences so different? 

 

(44) Candii3 

Jandee 

 khaa5 

kill 

 nuu3 

rat 

 

 ‘Jandee killed the rat’  (it dies) 

(45) haa3 

look.for 

 pùm4 

book 

 

 ‘(He) looked for the book.’ (he didn’t find it) 
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It could be that our knowledge of the world gives rise to certain assumptions of event 

sequences and even lexical selection that are not necessarily encoded into the semantics 

of the verbs.  In other words, the verb khaa5 ‘kill’ has a likely result (but not an asserted 

one like the verb kill in English) that has arisen from world knowledge and that is 

completely absent from the pragmatic interpretation of haa3 ‘look for’.   

Intransitive RSVCs also exist in Lao, where both verbs are unaccusative and the 

surface subject is shared between them (46).   

 

(46)  taw4 

vase 

 dòòk5-maj4 

flower 

 tok2 

fall 

 tèèk5 

be.broken 

  

 'The flower vase fell and broke.' 

These RSVCs are analogous to intransitive resultatives in English, such as The pond froze 

solid.   

Both CSVCs and RSVCs can be distinguished from semantically similar 

coordinate and subordinate constructions, as well as from other SVC types, in a variety of 

ways, which is the topic of the following section. 

2.3 Constituency of SVCs 

In this section a variety of constituency tests are used to better understand the 

structures of Lao CSVCs and RSVCs.  These tests reveal differences both between SVCs 

and multi-clause constructions, and also between CSVCs and RSVCs and have been used 

in several other investigations of SVCs (Rangkupan 1997, Stewart 1998, Muansuwan 

2002, Enfield 2007). 

2.3.1 Adverb placement 

One constituency test that has been used to investigate the structure of SVCs in 

various languages is the adverb placement test. While examining resultative, directional, 
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and aspectual SVCs in Thai, Muansuwan (2002) used adverb placement as a diagnostic 

for marking the right edges of VPs,5 following Rangkupan (1997). Stewart (1997) also 

made extensive use of adverb distribution to understand the relationship between the two 

verbs in Èdó.  Example (47) - (49) shows the distribution of adverbs in simple Lao 

sentences.   

 

(47) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 top2 

slap 

 Candii3 

Jandee 

 bak-hèèng2-hèèng2 

forcefully 

  

 ‘Noy slapped Jandee hard.’ 

In 47, the adverb bak-hèèng2-hèèng2 ‘hard/with force’ adjoins to the vP and are 

right-headed.  Because adverbs are right headed, they effectively mark the right edge of 

the VP, top2 Candii3 ‘hit Jandee’.  Adverbs in Lao are very restricted in their 

distribution, and can only appear following arguments of head verbs, as (48) and 49 

demonstrate. 

 

(48) *bak-hèèng2-hèèng2 

forcefully 

 Nòòj4 

Noy 

 top2 

slap 

 Candii3 

Jandee 

  

 Intended: ‘Noy slapped Jandee hard.’ 

(49) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 top2 

slap 

 bak-hèèng2-hèèng2 

forcefully 

 Candii3 

Jandee 

  

 Intended: ‘Noy slapped Jandee hard.’ 

                                                 

 

 

 
5 Muansuwan worked within the HPSG theoretical framework; therefore this test could 

be diagnosing either a VP or vP in a framework which recognizes an articulated VP. 
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In some languages (e.g. English) large noun phrase constituents are able to affect 

the position of adverbs in a phenomenon known as heavy-NP shift (Ross 1967). This is 

not the case in Lao, as (50) and (51) demonstrate, because even when Candii3 is replaced 

with the complex DP phu0 tii1 lak1 qaaw5 moong2 khòòng3 laaw2 mùù4-vaan1-nii4 

‘person who stole her watch yesterday’, the adverb position remains fixed. 

 

(50)  Nòòj4 

Noy 

 top2 

slap 

 phu0 

person 

 thii1 

COMP 

 lak1 

steal 

 qaw5 

take 

 moong2 

watch 

 khòòng3 

GEN 

 laaw2 

3SG 

 

 mùù4-vaan1-nii4 

yesterday 

  bak-hèèng2-hèèng2 

forcefully 

  

 ‘Noy slapped the man who stole her watch yesterday hard.’ 

(51) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 top2 

slap 

 bak-hèèng2-hèèng2 

forcefully 

 phu0 

person 

 thii1 

COMP 

 lak1 

steal 

 qaw5 

take 

 moong2 

watch 

 

 khòòng3 

GEN 

 laaw2 

3SG 

mùù4-vaan1-nii4 

yesterday 

  

 ‘Noy slapped hard the man who stole her watch yesterday.’ 

In light of the data above, I assume that adverbs in Lao strictly right-adjoin to vPs 

as in the structure in (52). 

 

(52)   vP 
   

  vP  Adv  
    

 Agent  v  
   

  v  VP  
     

   Object  V 

 

The distribution of adverbs in Lao, then, may reveal structural differences 

between two types of constructions, and in fact does distinguish SVCs from multi-clause 



 

56  
 

 

coordinate and non-finite structures as I will show. Adverbs can appear clause finally 

with both SVCs and multi-clause constructions, as (53) – (57) demonstrate. 

 

(53) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 kin3 

eat 

 jaang1-lamat1-lavang2 

carefully 

  

 ‘Noy cooked rice (in order to/and then) ate (it) carefully.’  CSVC 

(54) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 lèka0 

and.then 

 kin3 

eat 

 jaang1-lamat1-lavang2 

carefully 

  

 ‘Noy cooked rice and then ate (it) carefully.’    CC 

(55) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 phùa1 

in order to 

 kin3 

eat 

 jaang1-lamat1-lavang2 

carefully 

  

 ‘Noy cooked rice in order to eat (it) carefully.’   SUB. 

(56) Còòj2 

Joy 

 tii3 

hit 

 nuu3 

rat 

 taaj3 

die 

 jaang1-huat5-hiam5 

with.evil 

    

 'Joy beat the rat dead cruelly.'      RSVC 

(57) Còòj2 

Joy 

 tii3 

hit 

 nuu3 

rat 

 con3 

until 

 taaj3 

die 

 jaang1-huat5-hiam5 

with.evil 

  

 'Joy beat the rat until it died cruelly.'     SUB. 

However, as shown in examples (58) – (62), adverbs cannot appear in a medial 

position in SVCs, but are perfectly grammatical in biclausal structures, where they have 

scope over only the first verb. 

 

(58) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

  jaang1-lamat1-lavang2 

carefully 

 kin3 

eat 

   

 ‘Noy cooked rice (in order to/and then) ate (it) carefully.’   CSVC 

(59) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

   jaang1-lamat1-lavang2 

carefully 

 lèka0 

and.then 

 kin3 

eat 

   

 ‘Noy cooked rice and then ate (it) carefully.’     CC 
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(60) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 jaang1-lamat1-lavang2     

carefully 

phùa1 

in order to 

  kin3 

eat 

   

 ‘Noy cooked rice in order to eat (it) carefully.’    SUB.  

(61) *Còòj2 

Joy 

 tii3 

hit 

 nuu3 

rat 

 jaang1-huat5-hiam5 

with.evil 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 'Joy beat the rat cruelly dead.'       RSVC 

(62) Còòj2 

Joy 

 tii3 

hit 

 nuu3 

rat 

 jaang1-huat5-hiam5 

with.evil 

 con3 

until 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 'Joy beat the rat cruelly until it died.'      SUB. 

Assuming that adverbs can only right-adjoin to vPs, the distribution above 

suggests that the right edge of the vP is not after the direct object, but rather after the 

second verb in both CSVCs and RSVCs. These CSVC data contrast with what Stewart 

(1998) found for CSVCs in Èdó, where adverbs are able to appear before V2 and only 

modify the second event.  The Lao data pattern quite differently and support an analysis 

where both verbs are under a single vP. 

2.3.2 “Do-so” test 

The “do-so” test in English is an anaphor replacement test that targets verb 

phrases. Inserting do so into a clause reveals syntactic constituency because it must 

minimally replace the entire sequence of words contained within a VP (Lakoff and Ross 

1966). This can be seen in the English examples in (63). 

 

(63) a. Jonny played with Legos and Andrew did so too. 

 b. *Jonny played with Legos and Andrew did so with Hotwheels. 

In (63), the verb and all of its arguments must be replaced with do so in order to avoid an 

ungrammatical result. Unselected adjuncts behave differently from arguments with regard 

to this test, and can be optionally replaced, as seen in (64). 
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(64) a. Jonny rode his bike up the hill and Andrew did so too.  

 b. Jonny rode his bike up the hill and Andrew did so down the driveway. 

Muansuwan (2002) uses a similar anaphoric replacement test to show VP 

constituency in Thai multiverb constructions using the Thai equivalent of ‘do the same’. 

When looking at CSVCs and RSVCs6 in Lao, if the V1, object, and V2 are all replaced 

by the phrase hêt1 khùù1-kan3 ‘do the same’, the sentence is grammatical (65) and (66). 

 

(65)  Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 khaaj3 

sell 

 leq0 

and 

 Còòj4 

Joy 

 hêt1 

do 

 khùù1-kan3 

same 

  

 ‘Noy cooked rice and sold it, and Joy did the same.’    CSVC 

(66) Còòj2 

Joy 

 tii3 

hit 

 nuu3 

rat 

 taaj3 

die 

 lèq1 

and 

 Nòòj4 

Noy 

 hêt1 

do 

 khùù1-kan3 

same 

  

 'Joy hit a rat dead and Noy did the same.'     RSVC 

When hêt1 khùù1-kan3 ‘do the same’ is inserted without replacing the second 

verb in the string, however, the sentence is ungrammatical, as (67) and (68) demonstrate. 

The same is true when only the second verb is replaced with do so, seen in (69) and (70).   

 

(67) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 khaaj3 

sell 

 leq0 

and 

 Còòj4 

Joy 

 hêt1 

do 

 khùù1-kan3 

same 

 kin3 

eat 

  

 Intended: ‘Noy cooked the rice (and) sold it and Joy did the same (and) ate it.’

 CSVC 

                                                 

 

 

 
6 Only object-oriented RSVCs are shown in these examples, and unless stated otherwise, 

same-subject RSVCs behave in exactly the same way. 
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(68) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 khaaj3 

sell 

 leq0 

and 

 Còòj4 

Joy 

 sùù1 

buy 

 khaw5 

rice 

 hêt1 

do 

 khùù1-kan3 

same 

  

 Intended: ‘Noy cooked the rice (and) ate it and Joy bought rice and did the same.’

 CSVC 

(69) *Còòj2 

Joy 

 tii3 

hit 

 nuu3 

rat 

 taaj3 

die 

 lèq1 

and 

 Nòòj4 

Noy 

 hêt1 

do 

 khùù1-kan3 

same 

 baat5-cèp3 

serious-injure 

  

 Intended:  'Joy hit a rat dead and Noy did the same seriously injured.' 

 RSVC 

(70) *Còòj2 

Joy 

 tii3 

hit 

 nuu3 

rat 

 taaj3 

die 

 lèq1 

and 

 Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nying2 

shoot 

 nuu3 

rat 

 hêt1 

do 

 khùù1-kan3 

same 

  

 Intended: 'Joy hit a rat dead and Noy shot a rat the same.'   

 RSVC 

In (67), if kin3 ‘eat’ is an argument of nùng ‘steam’, replacing only kin3 ‘eat’ with do-so 

would be ungrammatical because not all arguments were replaced, similar to the English 

example in (63).  However, if kin3 ‘eat’ is adjoined to nùng ‘steam’, we predict that 

replacing only kin3 ‘eat’ with do-so would result in a grammatical sentence, similar to the 

English example in (64). 

 In contrast, for coordinate constructions like (71) and subordinated constructions 

like (72), hêt1 khùù1-kan3 ‘do the same’ is able to replace the first verb without replacing 

the second verb. 

 

(71) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 lèka0 

and.then 

 khaaj3 

sell 

 leq0 

and 

 Còòj4 

Joy 

 hêt1 

do 

 khùù1-kan3 

same 

 lèka0 

and.then 

 

 kin3 

eat 

 

 ‘Noy cooked the rice and then sold it and Joy did the same and then ate it.’ 

 CC 
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(72) Còòj2 

Joy 

 tii3 

hit 

 nuu3 

rat 

 con3 

until 

 taaj3 

die 

 lèq1 

and 

 Nòòj4 

Noy 

 hêt1 

do 

 khùù1-kan3 

same 

 con3 

until 

 

 baat5-cèp3 

serious-injure 

 

 'Joy hit a rat until it died and Noy did the same until it was seriously injured.'

 SUB. 

In (71), there are two vPs coordinated together. The phrase hêt1 khùù1-kan3 ‘do the 

same’ is able to replace only nùng5 khaw5 ‘steam rice’ because khaaj3 ‘sell (it)’ is in a 

separate vP and therefore not an argument of nùng5 ‘steam’.  The same holds in example 

(72), and demonstrate again the difference between SVCs and multiclause structures in 

Lao. 

These data indicate that the vPs targeted by hêt1 khùù1-kan3 ‘do the same’ 

contains both V1 and V2 in CSVCs as well as RSVCs.  The fact that do-so cannot 

replace the verbs individually in SVCs is strong evidence against an adjunction analysis 

of the two verbs. 

2.3.3 Negation and aspect-modality markers 

One characteristics often noted of SVCs is that they must share a single tense, 

aspect, and polarity (Aikhenvald 2006). When looking at where negative, aspectual and 

modal markers can appear, CSVCs differ from semantically similar coordinated 

constructions as well as from RSVCs.  In CSVCs, the only slot where the insertion of a 

negative marker is possible is before the first verb in the clause; negation before the 

second verb results in ungrammaticality (73). 

 

(73) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 (bò0) 

 NEG 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 (*bò0) 

NEG 

 khaaj3 

sell 

   

 Intended: Noy cooked the rice (but) didn't sell (it).  CSVC 
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However, in a coordinated construction, negation before either verb, or both verbs, is 

acceptable, as (74) – (76) show. 

 

(74) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 bò0 

NEG 

  nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 leq0 

and 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 ‘Noy didn’t cook rice and sell (it).’    CC 

(75) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 tèè1 

but 

 bò0 

NEG 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 ‘Noy cooked rice, but didn’t sell (it).’   CC 

(76) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 bò0 

NEG 

  nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 leq0 

and 

 bò0 

NEG 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 ‘Noy didn’t cook rice, and didn’t sell (it).’   CC 

The fact that in (74), the negative marker bò0 is able to appear before the second verb 

khaaj3 ‘sell’ suggests that there is some structure between the two verbs in coordinated 

constructions but not in CSVCs that can host negation.   

RSVCs differ from CSVCs with regard to medial negation.  They allow negative 

markers to appear in the typical position before V1, or before V2 (77). 

 

(77) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nying2 

shoot 

 nok1 

bird 

 bò0 

NEG 

 taaj3 

die 

 .   

 ‘Noy shot the bird but it didn’t die.’    RSVC 

RSVCs still contrast with multiclause constructions in that only one negative particle is 

allowed in RSVCs (78), while multiple particles are possible in multiclause constructions 

(79).   

 

(78) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 bò0 

NEG 

  nying2 

shoot 

 nok1 

bird 

 bò0 

NEG 

 taaj3 

die 

 .   

 ‘Noy didn’t shoot the bird and it didn’t die.’   RSVC 
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(79) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 bò0 

NEG 

 nying2 

shoot 

 nok1 

bird 

 lèka0 

and.then 

 bò0 

NEG 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 'Noy didn't shoot the bird and it didn't die.'   CC 

Following Visonyanggoon’s (2000) and Jenks’s (2011) analyses of Thai, I assume 

that there are multiple possibilities for where negation can appear in Lao.  It is able to 

merge with any verbal element in the clause and project a NegP, as demonstrated in (80a) 

and (80b) below. 

 

(80) a.  TP     b.  TP        
       

  T  vP     T  PolP 
          

   v  PolP      bò0  AuxP 

         NEG 

    bò0  VP     Aux  vP 

    NEG         

      …      v  VP  
               

              … 

The fact that NEG can appear before V2 in RSVCs suggests that there is a full VP present. 

Another difference between CSVCs and RSVCs in Lao can be seen in the 

distribution of pre-verbal modals. In CSVCs, modals are possible only before V1 and 

they have scope over both verbs; however, in RSVCs these markers can appear before V1 

or V2. Modals appearing before V2 are ungrammatical in CSVCs, as shown in (81), but 

fine in RSVCs (82). 

 

(81) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nùng1 

cook 

 khaw5 

rice 

 tòòng4 

must 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 'Noy cooked rice (and) must sell (it).'    CSVC 

(82) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nying2 

shoot 

 nok1 

bird 

 tòòng4 

must 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 'Noy shot the bird and (it) must die.'    RSVC 
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As with negation, RSVCs do not allow multiple aspectual markers to appear together, 

unlike multi-clause constructions.  In 81, when the modal tòòng4 ‘must’ appears before 

V1 and V2, the sentence is ungrammatical; however, in (82), which has a non-finite 

subordinate clause, multiple aspectual particles are fine.   

 

(83) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 si0 

IRR 

  nying2 

shoot 

 nok1 

bird 

 si0 

IRR 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 Noy shot the bird and it will die.    RSVC 

(84) Nòòj4 

Noy 

  si0 

IRR7 

 nùng1 

cook 

 khaw5 

rice 

 phùa1 

in order to 

 si0 

IRR 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 ‘Noy will cook rice for selling (later).’   SUB. 

These tests reveal that there is more structure present below the vP in RSVCs 

than CSVCs.  The adverb distribution data and do-so replacement tests suggest that there 

a single vP that contains both verbs in CSVCs and RSVCs.  However, because RSVCs 

allow negation and modals before V2, minimally there must be multiple VPs in RSVCs.  

When negation occurs before V2, it merges with the second VP.  In the same way, the 

grammaticality of medial modals in RSVCs but not CSVCs suggests that RSVCs have a 

ModP that is not present in CSVCs. 

2.3.4  Insertability of the topic linker ka0 

The distribution of the topic linker ka0 also holds clues to the internal structure of 

SVCs in Lao.  Enfield (2007) describes ka0 as a particle that must appear in second 

                                                 

 

 

 
7 The irrealis marker in Lao is commonly used to talk about future events, but is not 

strictly a future marker. 
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position, between the subject of a clause and the main verb phrase or any preverbal 

aspect or modality marking. It makes reference to given information in a clause and 

relates it to prior discourse. The following example illustrates the semantics of ka0. 

(85) qaaj4

older.brother 

 khòòj5 

1SG 

 kin3 

eat 

 siin4 

meat 

 khòòj5 

1SG 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 kin3 

eat 

 siin4 

meat 

 

 ‘My brother eats meat; I too eat meat.’  (Enfield 2007: ex. 468) 

As Enfield (2007) notes, ka0 has several unusual properties.  While wh-words in 

Lao are typically ambiguous between an interrogative word and an existential quantifier 

(86), when appearing with ka0 only the existential reading is available (87). 

 

(86) phaj3 

INDEF.HUM 

  hên3 

see 

 caw4 

2SG 

 juu1 

be.at 

 talaat5 

market 

  

 ‘Anybody/everybody saw you at the market.’  

 OR ‘Who saw you at the market?’ 

 

(87) phaj3 

INDEF.HUM 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 hên3 

see 

 caw4 

2SG 

 juu1 

be.at 

 talaat5 

market 

  

 ‘Anybody/everybody saw you at the market.’   

 NOT: ‘Who saw you at the market?’   (Enfield 2007:ex. 116) 

The particle ka0 is also ungrammatical with a variety of subordinating clauses: 

relative clauses (88) perception verbs like ‘see’ or ‘hear’ that take clausal complements 

(89), as well as control constructions (90). 

 

(88) *khòòj5 

1SG 

 bò0 

NEG 

 mak1 

like 

 phaj3 

INDEF.HUM 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 kin3 

eat 

 siin4 

meat 

    

 ‘I don’t like anyone who also eats meat.’    (Enfield 2007:475) 

(89)  *khòòj5 

1SG 

 hên3 

see 

 phen1 

3SG 

 ka0 

T.LNK  

 kin3 

eat 

 siin4 

meat 

    

 ‘I saw him also eat meat.’      (Enfield 2007:478) 
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(90) *Nòòj4 

Noy 

 jaak5 

want 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 hian2 

learn 

 kêng1 

adept 

   

 ‘Noy wants to also learn well.’ 

In fact, at one point Enfield (2007:353) states that this particle is impossible inside 

subordinate clauses.  I propose that, just like Negation and Modality, there are multiple 

structural positions of ka0, one below the vP, but above the internal negation and modal 

heads, and one higher in the structure, near the TP and the usual subject position.  The 

source of its incompatibility with wh- words and relative operators comes from ka0 being 

only able to mark given subjects.   

The particle is able to appear anywhere that negation can appear, as seen in the 

RSVC examples above and it also able to differentiate between subject- and object-

oriented RSVCs in Lao.  As shown below, ka0 is grammatical before V1 in both subject- 

(91) and object- (92) oriented resultatives. 

 

(91) khòòj5 

1SG 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 kin3 

eat 

 khaw5 

rice 

 qiim1 

be.full 

  

 'I also ate and got full.' 

(92) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 nying2 

shoot 

 nok1 

bird 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 'Noy also shot the bird dead.' 

However, when ka0 appears before V2, subject-oriented resultatives are still acceptable, 

yet object-oriented resultatives are questionable. 

 

(93) khòòj5 

1SG 

 kin3 

eat 

 khaw5 

rice 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 qiim1 

be.full 

  

 'I ate and even got full.' 
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(94) ?Nòòj4 

Noy 

 nying2 

shoot 

 nok1 

bird 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 'Noy shot the bird and it even died.' 

On a scale of 1 (very bad) to 7 (perfectly good), one informant rated sentence (94) above 

a 2, one a 4 and one a 6.  Those that did accept it as grammatical interpreted it as a 

conditional sentence meaning ‘if you shoot the bird it will die’, in which case its status as 

a monoclausal SVC is in question.  It could be that without proper context this sentence 

was not ideal, and that is the root of its unacceptability.  Nick Enfield (p.c.) notes that 

examples like (95) are perfectly grammatical.8 

 

(95) pùùn3 

gun 

 nii4 

this 

 nying2 

shoot 

 nuu3 

rat 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 taaj3 

die 

 nying2 

shoot 

 nok1 

bird 

 ka0 

T.LNK 

 taaj3 

die 

  

 '(With) this gun, (one) would kill rats as well as birds.' 

It is logical that object-oriented resultatives are more resistant to accepting ka0 

before V2 than subject-oriented resultatives, because ka0 generally targets subjects.  As 

noted in (95), however, with the proper context ka0 before V2 is perfectly grammatical. 

2.4 The aspect of Lao SVCs 

One issue that has not yet been addressed is the aktionsart of SVCs and how this 

traditional notion of event types might be related to the discussion of events that will take 

place in Chapter 3.  RSVCs we assume have a natural endpoint, which is explicitly 

marked by the second, or result verb, taaj3 ‘die’ in the example below.  Because of this, 

RSVCs should be accomplishments according to Vendler’s classification.   

                                                 

 

 

 
8 My thanks to Nick Enfield for bringing this example to my attention. 
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(96) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 tii3 

hit 

 maa3 

dog 

    taaj3 

die 

  

 'Noy hit the dog dead.' 

The aspectual status of CSVCs is much less clear.  The verbs and objects that can 

appear in CSVCs are much more varied than what can appear in RSVCs.  For example, 

when a CSVC contains a mass noun9 as an object, it should be ambiguous between an 

activity and an accomplishment predicate. 

 

(97) khòòj5 

1SG 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 kin3 

eat 

  

 'I cooked rice (and) ate (it).' 

When the CSVC contains a count noun that induces a natural endpoint, it should be an 

accomplishment, as in (98). 

 

(98) Candii3 

Jandee 

 puuk5 

build/plant 

 hùan2 

house 

 khaaj3 

sell 

  

 'Jandee built a house and sold it.' 

However, testing for telicity of predicates in Lao is not as easy as in English, 

where for an hour adverbials serve as a clear indicator of atelic predicates, and in an hour 

adverbials telic ones.  Although there was some disagreement among my informants 

about what the corresponding time-frame adverbials are in Lao, most concede that pên3 

                                                 

 

 

 
9 The mass/count noun distinction in a classifier languages like Lao is not entirely clear 

(Chierchia 1998). 
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vêê2laa2 sip2 nathii2 parallels ‘for ten minutes’ and naj2 sip2 nathii2 parallels ‘in ten 

minutes’.   

In general, activity predicates in Lao are compatible with both time-frame 

adverbials, as (99) and (100) demonstrate.   

 

(99) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 tii3 

hit 

 maa3 

dog 

 pên3 

cop 

 vêê2laa2 

time 

 sip2 

ten 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'Noy hit the dog for ten minutes.' 

(100) Nòòj4 

Noy 

 tii3 

hit 

 maa3 

dog 

 naj2 

in 

 sip2 

ten 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'Noy hit the dog in ten minutes.' 

So, unlike English, atelic predicates in Lao are grammatical with both for an hour and in 

an hour type adverbials.  With telic predicates, however, the time-frame adverbial used 

does affect the grammaticality of the clause. 

 

 (101) *laaw2 

3sg 

 lèèn1 

run 

 haa5 

five 

 lak2 

km 

 pên3 

COP 

 vêê2laa2 

time 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He ran 5KM for thirty minutes.' 

(102) laaw2 

3sg 

 lèèn1 

run 

 haa5 

five 

 lak2 

km 

 naj2 

in 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He ran 5KM within thirty minutes.' 

 (103) laaw2 

3SG 

 lèèn1 

run 

 pên3 

COP 

 vêê2laa2 

time 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He ran for thirty minutes.' 

In (101), when the predicate has a natural endpoint of 5 kilometers, using pên3 vêê2laa2 

saam3sip2 nathii2 ‘for 30 minutes’ is ungrammatical.  However, similar to the English 

translation, the adverbial naj2 saam3sip2 nathii2 ‘in 30 minutes’ is perfectly acceptable 
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with a telic predicate (102).  If the natural endpoint is removed from the clause, as in 

(103), pên3 vêê2laa2 saam3sip2 nathii2 ‘for 30 minutes’ is fine.   

Enfield (2007:242) mentions a test for distinguishing between activity and 

accomplishment predicates by using a negated perfective marker.  The adjunct bò0 lèèw4 

‘NEG PFV’ is able to pick out natural endpoints in clauses and is only compatible with telic 

predicates, as shown in (104) and (105).10 

                                                 

 

 

 

10 Although this test does not seems to work with verbs of consumption.  As (i) and (ii) 

show, both telic and atelic predicates are judged ungrammatical with the perfective 

lèèw4.   

(i) *laaw2 

3sg 

 kin3 

eat 

 mak0-muang1 

cls-mango 

 saam3 

three 

 nuaj1 

unit 

 bò0 

neg 

 lèèw4 

already 

  

 'He has not yet finished eating 3 mangoes.' 

(ii) *laaw2 

3sg 

 kin3 

eat 

 bò0 

neg 

 lèèw4 

already 

  

 'He has not yet finished eating.' 

My consultant insisted on changing lèèw4 to the aspectual verb met2 ‘all’ with 

consumption predicates, but then both telic and atelic sentences were acceptable, (iii) and 

(iv), making the test uninformative. 

 

(iii) laaw2 

3sg 

 kin3 

eat 

 mak0-muang1 

cls-mango 

 saam3 

three 

 nuaj1 

unit 

 bò0 

neg 

 met2 

all 

  

 'He has not yet finished eating 3 mangoes.'  



 

70  
 

 

 

(104) *laaw2 

3SG 

 lèèn1 

run 

 bò0 

NEG 

 lèèw4 

PFV 

  

 'He has not yet finished running.' 

(105) laaw2 

3SG 

 lèèn1 

run 

 haa5 

five 

 lak2 

km 

 bò0 

NEG 

 lèèw4 

PFV 

  

 'He has not yet finished running 5KM.' 

Armed with these tests, it is now possible to systematically investigate the aspect 

of SVCs in Lao; however, the results inconclusive. 

The negated perfective marker, unfortunately, appears to be completely 

incompatible with SVCs of all types. 

 

(106) *laaw2 

3sg 

 sùù4 

buy 

 lot1-cak2 

motorbike 

 khii1 

ride 

 bò0 

neg 

 lèèw4 

already 

  CSVC (count noun object) 

 'He has not yet finished buying and riding a motorbike.' 

(107) *laaw2 

3sg 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 kin3 

eat 

 bò0 

neg 

 lèèw4 

already 

   CSVC (mass noun object) 

 'He has not finished steaming and eating the rice.' 

(108) *laaw2 

3sg 

 tii3 

hit 

 maa3 

dog 

 taaj3 

die 

 bò0 

neg 

 lèèw4 

already 

   RSVC 

 'He has not yet finished hitting the dog dead.' 

                                                 

 

 

 

(iv) laaw2 

3sg 

 kin3 

eat 

 bò0 

neg 

 met2 

all 

  

 'He has not eaten everything.' 
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However, the time-frame adverbials do seem able to confirm that RSVCs are 

accomplishment (109) and (110). 

 

RSVCs 

(109) *laaw2 

3sg 

 tii3 

hit 

 maa3 

dog 

 taaj3 

die 

 pên3 

cop 

 vêê2laa2 

time 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He hit the dog dead for thirty minutes.' 

(110) laaw2 

3sg 

 tii3 

hit 

 maa3 

dog 

 taaj3 

die 

 naj2 

in 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He hit the dog dead in thirty minutes.' 

Because (109) is ungrammatical with the pên3 vêê2laa2 saam3sip2 nathii2 ‘for 30 

minutes’ adverbial, and this adverbial is ungrammatical in simple clauses that contain 

natural endpoints, there appears to be sufficient evidence for claiming that RSVCs are 

accomplishments. 

The story is not as clear with CSVCs.  Recall that in simple clauses, both time-

frame adverbials are compatible with activities; however, CSVCs are ungrammatical with 

the naj2 saam3sip2 nathii2 ‘in 30 minutes’ adverbial, (111) and (112). 

 

CSVCs  

(111) *laaw2 

3SG 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 kin3 

eat 

 naj2 

in 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He steamed and ate the rice in thirty minutes.' 

(112) *laaw2 

3SG 

 sùù4 

buy 

 lot1-cak2 

motorbike 

 khii1 

ride 

 naj2 

in 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He bought and rode the motorbike in thirty minutes.' 

This is unexpected, because naj2 saam3sip2 nathii2 ‘in 30 minutes’ was 

indifferent to the presence of natural endpoints in simple sentences.  CSVCs are 
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compatible with pên3 vêê2laa2 saam3sip2 nathii2 ‘for 30 minutes’ adverbials, as (113) 

and (114) show. 

 

(113) laaw2 

3sg 

 nùng5 

steam 

 khaw5 

rice 

 kin3 

eat 

 pên3 

cop 

 vêê2laa2 

time 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He steamed and ate the rice for thirty minutes.' 

(114) laaw2 

3sg 

 sùù4 

buy 

 lot1-cak2 

motorbike 

 khii1 

ride 

 pên3 

cop 

 vêê2laa2 

time 

 saam3sip2 

thirty 

 nathii2 

minute 

  

 'He bought and rode the motorbike in thirty minutes.' 

There is tentative evidence that CSVCs are activities, then, although they behave 

differently from simple clause activities.  Further research will be needed to fully 

understand the aspectual nature of these multi-verb constructions. 

2.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter several constituency tests were used to elucidate the relationships 

between the two verb in CSVCs and RSVCs.  Adverb placement and the “do-so” test 

suggest that both verbs in CSVCs and RSVCs appear under a single vP, in contrast to 

similar multiclause constructions.  CSVCs and RSVCs differ in how much structure 

exists between the two verbs; however, with negation and modality insertion indicating 

the presence of multiple VPs in RSVCs that are not present in CSVCs.   

The next chapter will lay out a syntactic analysis of both structures that can 

account for the data described here. 
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CHAPTER 3  

AN EVENT BASED ANALYSIS OF LAO SVCS 

3.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to sketch possible syntactic analyses for both 

consequential serial verb constructions (CSVCs) and resultative serial verb constructions 

(RSVCs) in Lao based on the data presented in Chapter 2.  Previous analyses have 

struggled to address two major problems that SVCs pose for generative theory: the 

structural relationship between the two verbs in the clause, and object sharing.  While the 

details of the analysis differ between structures, the fundamental claim here for both is 

that SVCs in Lao encode a single event which corresponds to two lexical verbs.  Called a 

macro-event (Bohnemeyer et al. 2007), it will be represented as a functional head in the 

syntax, E(vent) (Travis 2000).  This event head and the event structure that it represents 

will be used to account for the verb-verb relationship as well as object sharing. 

There is language internal evidence that neither verb in Lao CSVCs 

asymmetrically c-commands the other, and so I propose that they combine to form a 

complex VP called SEQ(UENCE).  The restructuring is licensed by the E head, which 

allows lexical verbs to combine in order to express complex events.  Object sharing is 

accounted for by proposing that internal arguments are related to a complex VP rather 

than individual predicates (Saito 2001, Wurmbrand 2007, Williams 2008) (1).  
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(1)  EP 
 
 Spec  E′ 
  
  E  vP  
   
   Subj  v′ 
      
    v  VPSEQ  
     
           V1   +    v   Obj     VSEQ′  
              
                 <V1>   V2  
                     
              

RSVCs on the other hand, show evidence of more highly articulated structure 

between the V1 and V2.  A null CAUSE morpheme relates the two verbs semantically and 

selects them.  Although some headship tests appear to show the result verb R as the head 

of this construction, as shown below, those tests are actually inconclusive in the case of 

RSVCs.  Similar to CSVCs, the object is selected by the complex predicate, not the 

individual verbs as in (2). 

 

(2)   EP 
  

  Spec  E’  
   

          E     vP  
          

               Subj.   v′  
                 

             v    VPM/R 
               

    VM      v     Obj. V′M/R    
            

           <VM>  V′M/R  
        

               M/RCAUSE  VPR       
           

           VR

The evidence for these structures will be presented in the following sections. 
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3.2 Events and SVCs 

The idea that SVCs encode a single event and that this event should be 

represented in the syntax is not new.  Stewart (1998) spends quite a bit of time arguing 

that events are crucial to understanding the structure of SVCs.  One important 

contribution of this thesis is finding evidence for the event structure of SVCs in 

experimental data.  However, while Stewart (1998) proposes that the key parametric 

difference between serializing and non-serializing languages boils down to verb 

movement to T(ense), the claim defended here is that serializing and non-serializing 

languages differ in how much sub-event information can be packaged into a single lexical 

item.  Serial verb constructions are a way of encoding unified, complex events that 

cannot be represented by a lexical verb in particular languages.   

One of the problems with integrating event structure and syntactic structure has 

been how to map linguistic events to conceptual events, which are, according to Quine 

(1985), regions of spacetime.  It may be that this mapping problem exists because, 

contrary to Quine, an event is not a physical object, i.e. a region of spacetime, but simply 

a mental construct.  Just as there is no real boundary in the continuous color spectrum 

that separates red from orange, or a boundary in the Voice Onset Time (VOT) spectrum 

that separates /b/ from /p/, the boundaries that we call events in the continuous stream of 

motion around us are not a fixed reality.  They depend purely on our perspective. 

This is an unresolved question in event semantics.  Williams (2015), when 

discussing Davidsonian and Neo-Davidsonian event semantics, points out that while 

Davidson (1969) claims that the e variable stands for event, it clearly cannot stand for a 

region of spacetime, as (3) and (4) show. 

 

(3) Lee bought the book.    (Williams 2015:42 ex. 42) 

(4) Mo sold the book.    (Williams 2015:42 ex. 43) 
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If, in this hypothetical scenario, Lee bought the book from Mo, then both the buying and 

the selling would actually occupy the same space and time, and therefore Lee and Mo 

would both be agents of the same event (Parsons 1990, Williams 2015).  Because most 

people would say that the book transaction described in (3) and (4) is the same event, 

simply described in different ways, Williams (2015:42) declares that the e in event 

semantics should not stand for an event proper and suggests calling them E’s or Eventh’s.  

This reasoning is somewhat flawed, however, because folk definitions of phenomena are 

often incorrect.  For example, if one were to ask American English speakers on the street 

whether bilabial stops with negative and short lag VOT are the same or different 

phoneme, most would claim that they are the same.  So the fact that considering buying 

and selling different events entirely “conflict(s) with ordinary diction” (Williams 

2015:43) does not mean it is incorrect. 

If instead we assume that an event is no more real than a color or a phoneme, we 

can claim that Davidson’s e does represent a real event.  Although there are a multitude 

of different perspectives one could take when viewing a book transaction like the one 

described above, the act of using the lexical item buy instead of another word like sell 

actually constructs the event in our minds and forces us to attend to that particular 

perspective. 

Similar to the perspective shifting role language can play in attending to events 

around us, it can also focus our attention on a particular level of detail.  Almost every 

event that we can discuss can be broken down into smaller pieces.  A running event can 

be thought of as a beginning with putting on running clothes and shoes, walking through 

the door, running for a time, possibly stopping for traffic or to rest, and walking back 

through the door.  All of the events described above can also be further divided into 

smaller events as well. Putting on running clothes involves disrobing, opening drawers/a 

closet, pulling a shirt over one’s head, etc.  This division can go on for quite a while, 
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down to very simple events like moving an arm or seeing a shirt.  It is possible to go in 

the other extreme as well and talk about the history of the universe as a singular event.  

Are we necessarily encoding in our language and cognition all of the subevents that have 

occurred in the billions of years since our universe began?   

One ability language affords us, then, is a means of focusing our attention on 

particular details of the world around us through the words and grammatical 

constructions that we use (Tversky, Zacks, Morrison and Hard 2010).  This focusing, by 

necessity then, de-emphasizes other details and reorganizes our perception via a top-

down mechanism.  So contrary to theories of lexical decomposition (i.e. Generative 

Semantics, and some versions of Distributed Morphology), the lexical item kill can never 

be subdivided into event primitives like cause to die because the very fact that kill is used 

forces us to conceptualize whatever is happening in the world at the kill level of detail.  

Note that this does not mean we are unable to perceive any subevents that take place 

within the complex event kill, the claim here is that language (as the vehicle for 

cognition) creates a perspective for viewing these events.1  However, the evidence for 

this conceptualization of language and event perception cannot come from linguistic data 

alone.  As (Cleary-Kemp) (2015:126) notes, “whether a given state of affairs is 

conceptualized by speakers as a single event or as multiple events is ultimately a 

nonlinguistic question,” the point being that other sources of data, from cognitive 

psychology, neuroscience, etc., must be used to answer the question of how people 

conceptualize events. 

                                                 

 

 

 
1 This position is not a form of linguistic relativity, because the claim here is that 

possible perspectives are universal and very broad, i.e. fine-grained, coarse-grained, etc. 


