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Letter to the editor of Language and Linguistics 

Serial verb constructions: a critical assessment of Haspelmath's interpretation 

by  Alexandra Y. Aikhenvald (Alexandra.aikhenvald@jcu.edu.au) and R. M. W. Dixon 

(Robert.Dixon@jcu.edu.au) 

 

In many languages of the world, a sequence of several verbs act together as one unit. They 

form one predicate, and contain no overt marker of coordination, subordination, or syntactic 

dependency of any other sort. These are conventionally referred to as serial verb 

constructions, or SVCs. In a recent paper entitled 'The serial verb construction: comparative 

concept and cross-linguistic generalizations', Haspelmath (2016) offers a new definition of 

serial verb constructions. We have argued elsewhere (Aikhenvald 2018a, b) that his new 

definition is problematic for a variety of reasons. The aim of this letter is to point out errors 

and incorrect quotes from the sources.  

 The first issue concerns the notion of SVC and where it comes from. 

The phenomenon of more than one verb in a row without any mark of syntactic link 

corresponding to a single verb in English or German was recognised in many a classic work. 

It was clearly identified by Christaller (1875: 73) for Akan, a Kwa language, and then 

described for Ewe, from the same family, by Westermann (1930: 126). It was also recognised 

by Dempwolff (1939), in his grammar of Jabêm, an Austronesian language.  

 It was not until 1929 that the term 'serial verb' was coined, by Balmer and Grant in their 

grammar of Fante Akan (1929: 115-28). In their own words,  

 'there is…one usage which is a distinctive feature of Fante verbs, viz. the use of 

double or twofold verbs, as, gye…dzi, to believe. This is due partly (a) to the tendency 

of the language to use vivid figurative expressions and partly (b) to the habit of 
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analysing an action into its component parts… These verbs may be termed serial 

verbs' (pp. 115, 117).  

 

 Haspelmath (2016: 292) appears to be unaware of the full history of the term 'serial 

verb' and the notion behind it. He incorrectly suggests that the term 'serial verb construction' 

was coined by Stewart (1963) (see George 1975 and Aikhenvald 2006: 58-9, on the history of 

the term). Haspelmath also gives the impression that Stahlke (1970) was focussed just on 

Yoruba, when in actual fact this paper also covered Yatye (or Yace), an Edomoid language of 

Central Nigeria. Haspelmath (2016: 292) appears to believe that, after Stewart (1963), 

Stahlke (1970) was the next one to use the term and work with the concept. That this was not 

the case can be seen, for instance, from the many references on the studies of serial verbs in 

Kwa languages in George (1973: 15ff; 1975: 1).  

 The second issue in Haspelmath (2016) concerns the languages for which SVCs have 

been identified. 

 Serial verbs are a feature of many languages, with different typological profiles. They 

are prominent in European-based Creole languages, and in isolating languages of West Africa 

and of Southeast Asia. They have now been recognised in numerous languages of Oceania 

and New Guinea (especially those of the Oceanic subgroup of the large Austronesian family), 

and of the Americas (including the Amazonian Lowlands). They have been described for at 

least a dozen Australian languages, a number of varieties of colloquial Arabic, Syriac 

Aramaic, Dravidian languages of India, numerous Tibeto-Burman languages, a few 

languages of northeast Europe, and a number of extinct Indo-European languages (including 

Hittite and Classical Armenian).  

 The coverage of discussions of SVCs by Haspelmath (2016: 292-3) is far from 

complete. No mention is made of serial verb constructions in Chadic and Semitic languages 
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(see, for instance, Frajzyngier 1993, Hellwig 2006, Hussein 1990, Versteegh 1984, and Yates 

2014 and references there); nor of SVCs in classical Indo-European languages (see, for 

instance, Hock 2014, Luraghi 1993 and Yates 2014), in Dravidian (see Steever 1988, 1993), 

nor in Russian, in Estonian, or in other languages of north-eastern Europe (see Weiss 1993, 

2012 and Tragel 2003).  

 Haspelmath (2016: 292) believes that serial verbs in Australian languages were first 

recognized in Nordlinger (2014) and Meakins (2010) (who deals with a mixed Kriol-Gurinji 

language). In actual fact, serial verbs in Australian languages were described a long time 

before those (e.g. Green 1987 on Burarra, Green 1995 on Gurr-Goni; Reid 2002, 2003 on 

Ngan.gityemerri and Ford 1998 (published in 2011) on Emmi; Dixon (2006; 2011) on 

Dyirbal; a cross-linguistic study of serial verbs in Dyirbal and other Australian languages is 

in Dixon 2015: 149-86). 

 Thirdly, of ten generalizations proposed by Haspelmath (2016), six are flawed due to 

misquotes and misinterpretation of sources, or lack of knowledge thereof. Generalizations 1, 

3, 4, and 8 do correspond to the established properties of SVCs. Generalizations 2, 5, 6, 7, 9 

and 10 are incorrect. 

 Generalization 2 states 'In all SVCs, the verbs have the same mood value'. This is 

based on Haspelmath's (2016: 308) idea that 'mood is sometimes broadened to include 

modality and evidentiality' (erroneously quoting Aikhenvald 2006a: §2.4). It is well known 

that modality, mood, and evidentiality are completely different categories (see Matthews's 

2014 dictionary for clarification).  

 Generalization 5 claims that 'If an SVC expresses a cause-effect relationship, or a 

sequential event, the order of the two verbs is tense-iconic, that is, the cause verb precedes 

the effect verb, and the verb that expresses the earlier event precedes the verb that expresses 

the later event'.  
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 In actual fact, this does not have to be the case. Notable exceptions have been described 

for Dyirbal by Dixon (2011, 2015) and for Wambaya by Nordlinger (2014) (see also 

Aikhenvald 2006b: 188, ex 22, for an anti-iconically ordered causative SVC in Tariana). This 

appears to be a feature of languages with so called free, or pragmatically determined, 

constituent order. Haspelmath's (2016: 309) reference to Aikhenvald (2006a: 16, 21) here is 

misleading, as her statements refer to a tendency, not a general rule ('the order (in cause effect 

SVCs) tends to replicate the order of occurrence of subevents': Aikhenvald 2006a: 16; 'the 

order of components in SVCs may match the temporal order of actions they denote': 

Aikhenvald 2006a: 21). 

 Generalization 6 claims: 'If there is just a single person, tense, mood or negation 

marker, it occurs in a peripheral position, that is, preceding the first verb or following the last 

verb'. 

 This implies that single marking of categories has to always occur on the first or the last 

component. This is not always the case (for instance, examples from Lakota, a Siouan 

language, can be found in de Reuse 2006: 309). 

 Generalization 7 claims: 'In all SVCs, all the verbs share at least one argument'. 

 This is incorrect. No arguments are shared between the components of resultative SVCs 

(Aikhenvald 2006a: 19-20, with examples from Mwotlap and Jabêm), simultaneous 

experiencer SVCs (Gurr-goni: Aikhenvald 2006a: 17, Green 1995: 283), and event-argument 

SVCs (Aikhenvald 2006a: 18-19; called 'ambient' by Foley and Olson 1985, and 'adverbial', 

by Chang 2010).  

 Generalization 9 claims: 'In different subject SVCs, the second verb is always 

intransitive'. 

 This generalization, is not upheld by the facts of languages. Here, Haspelmath mentions 

Aikhenvald (2006a: 16), who says: 'the most frequently quoted cases of switch-function 
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cause effect SVCs involve a transitive verb followed by an intransitive'. Haspelmath 

misinterprets 'most' as 'always'. In actual fact, both verbs are transitive in many examples of 

cause-effect SVCs (where the subject of the second verb the same as the object of the first 

one, e.g. Eastern Kayah Li (Solnit 2006: 151, ex (18)). 

 

Generalization 10 claims: 'An SVC cannot have two different agents, that is, when a non-

agent is shared, then the agent must be shared as well'. 

This does not stand up. If the components of an SVC do not share agents, they may or may 

not share other arguments (no matter what their semantic role is). There are numerous 

examples where only 'non-agent' arguments (such as objects) are shared (see, for instance, 

Hajek 2006: 242, on Tetun Dili), in addition to serial verbs with no shared arguments (see our 

comment on Generalization 7 above). In addition, Haspelmath is inconsistent in using the 

term 'subject' for his Generalization 9 and agent for his Generalization 10. 

 

According to Haspelmath (2016: 311), 'all of these generalizations are readily falsifiable, and 

I have found isolated exceptions only for Generalizations 6 and 7'. If a generalization has an 

exception, it is best described as universal tendency rather than a universal law. A more 

serious problem is that six of ten of them are incorrect — based on limited information, 

misquoted sources, or both.  

 In addition, Haspelmath's (2016) contains numerous errors in quoting from sources. To 

mention just a few examples: missing tone symbols (as in (1b), from Cantonese), wrong 

symbols (as in (16a,b, from Haruai), and incomplete or wrong gloss (as in 1d, from Tariana, 

and (13a), from Yimas). 

 We urge linguistic scholars to exercise extreme care in perusing Haspelmath's (2016) 

discussion and statements concerning SVCs. 
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