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INSTANT ACTIONS IN MODERN ENGLISH:
ACHIEVEMENTS VS SEMELFACTIVES

The article focuses on two aspectual classes of predicates: achievements and semelfactives. The approaches to
their differentiation are quite controversial. In the history of linguistics semelfactives were treated either as a subclass of
achievements or activities. The article argues that they constitute an independent aspectual class. The examples from the
British national corpus illustrate and ground the observations made in the course of the analysis.

Semelfactives and achievements are defined as telic, stageless events. The telicity of the achievement class lies in
their ability to denote an event of change whereas the telicity of semelfactives is explained by their natural atomicity.
Since the semelfactive verbs do not denote a change they can be summed into one singular iterative event (S-summing
operation). The stages of this event are lexically accessible. This fact differentiates them from the class of activities.

A semelfactive verb may denote both an action of single occurrence and a multiplicative action. Light verb
constructions, due to the presence of a pronominal modifier, eliminate this ambiguity.

An instant action can be expressed by accomplishments and even states depending on the context. The default
aspectual class of a predicate changes under the influence of context: an aspectual coercion takes place.
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Aspectuality field in English has always been a controversial question in linguistics.
Z. Vendler’s four-way aspectual classification of verbs gave rise to numerous discussions as to the
appropriateness of identifying aspect on the verb level. One and the same verb in Z. Vendler’s
classification may belong to two different aspectual classes depending on the object it takes (e. g. the
verb run is classified as an activity verb whereas the predicate run a mile is an accomplishment [12].
Z. Vendler distinguishes achievements, accomplishments, activities and states as four aspectual
classes. Achievements and accomplishments are both telic events [+telic], though they differ in
duration: achievements denote instant actions [-durative] while accomplishments are durative
[+durative]. Activities as well as states are atelic [-telic] but contrary to states express dynamic
actions [+dynamic]. States are marked as non-dynamic [-dynamic]. In Z. Vendler’s classification,
which is considered to be fundamental in the field, we do not find any difference between such verbs
as reach, arrive on the one hand and blink, flap on the other.

When she reached the plateau she remained standing, watching for Joss Barnet, waiting for the
moment when she would see him riding towards her (BNC C90 1143).

She blinked, then laughed as she said, ‘You must be a reader of thoughts, sir (BNC AT7 954).

All of them denote instant telic actions, thus can be classified as achievements. However, the
latter apart from instant meaning may have an iterative interpretation. It poses a question as to how
far identical in the aspectual terms they are. The answer to it comes from a detailed comparative
analysis of the both types.

The first who drew attention to the difference between achievements and such instant events as
blink, wink, cough was B. Comrie [4]. He defines them as punctual events or semelfactives which
denote “a situation that takes place (or has taken) once and only once (a single cough)” [1, 42].
Semelfactives as a separate aspectual class appear also in the classification of M. Moense and
M. Steedman. The scholars distinguish between two instant (which they call atomic) events:
culminations and points which correspond to our achievements and semelfactives respectively.
Culmination events are resultative [+consequent] whereas points are not [-consequent] [8, 15-28].

A detailed analysis of semelfactives is given in C. Smith’s research. In her classification
semelfactives are dynamic, non-durative and atelic events [11, 19].
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W. Croft and S. Rothstein do not distinguish semelfactives into a fifth aspectual class. In
W. Croft’s classification they are called cyclic achievements [5, 24]. S. Rothstein treats them as a
subclass of activities [9, 29].

B. Comrie argues that a semelfactive verb should be treated as a complete action with no
explicit internal temporal structure, though he concedes that there can be a situation when such verbs
as flap, cough (meaning a single cough, flap) may be split into stages:

“...a situation where someone is commenting on a slowed down film which incorporates
someone’s single cough, as for instance in an anatomy lecture: here, it would be quite appropriate
for the lecturer to comment on the relevant part of the film and now the subject is coughing, even in
referring to a single cough, since the single act of coughing has now been extended, and is clearly
durative, in that the relevant film sequence lasts for a certain period of time” [4, 43].

This view on semelfactives draws them closer to the aspectual class of accomplishments rather
than achievements. We may distinctly single out stages in the process of eating an apple (eat an
apple — an accomplishment) in the same way as we can see an explicit trajectory in the process of
flapping wings (flap wings — a semelfactive). However, the stages of blinking, winking, sneezing,
coughing and flapping are so short that normally we do not identify them in everyday
communication. The imperfective (atelic) reading of semelfactives in common perception is the
iteration of one and the same holistic event and not of its stages. The selection of the empirical
material from the British national corpus (BNC) testifies to the fact.

He imagined a nightmare scene where every time you blinked, or blew your nose, or scratched
an itch, the auctioneer would up the price, until you found you had paid eight thousand pounds for a
snooker ball (BNC ACV 1062).

‘He’s being Christian again’, said Camille, and she and Sam giggled intermittently for the rest
of the evening (BNC G1D 2162).

‘I only sneezed a couple of times...but you know what mother is like’, Patrick said defensively
(BNC EVG 745).

The iterative meaning of the verbs under analysis is specified by the adverbial modifiers,
determiners every time, intermittently, a couple of times.

This observation allows us to treat semelfactives as instant stageless actions [-stages] in the
same way as achievements. Nonetheless, contrary to achievements, semelfactives do not presuppose
a change of state — a transition from one state into another [-change]. The examples above show that
after a single event of flapping, shaking etc. may follow the same identical event. The iteration of
these events is summed into one more extended cumulative event in the denotation of the same verb.
S. Rothstein defines this process as S-summing (or singular summing): “S-summing is a general
mechanism which can sum entities and turn the result into a singular object” [10, 45]. Two predicates
can be closed under the S-summing operation only if they are temporally adjacent and have the same
set of arguments. This excludes the possibility of these predicates to denote a change of state. “It is
impossible for an event of change in P to be succeeded immediately by another event of same event
type, since (assuming sameness of participants) any event of change involving a change from —a to a
must be followed by a change back from a to —a before another event of the same kind can occur”
[9, 189]. Achievements denote an event of change since one cannot arrive in place A (from place B)
several times without previous returning to place B.

S-summing operation makes semelfactives in their atelic reading (according to Ukrainian
terminology, following V. Khrakovskyi, they are known as multiplicative verbs or multiplicatives
[3]) very similar to activities. The difference lies in the natural atomicity of semelfactives. Minimal
events of jumping, sneezing, blinking are naturally individuable and lexically accessible while the
minimal events of walking or reading are not. If one knocks for some time we can even count how
many knocks one performs. The quantity can even be specified by the context.

I sneezed twice and got out of there pronto (BNC HJC 944).

He knocked three times, and the door swung open (BNC H89 390).
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While he ate and listened, the telephone rang three times on minor parish business and Flora
badgered him to read a pious poem she had just written (BNC CMJ 2286).

Semelfactives as well as achievements are telic events, though their telicity has different roots.
Semelfactives are telic dew to their natural atomicity. Achievements are telic because they denote an
event of change. Telic predicates used in the progressive aspect cause the so-called imperfective
paradox. An activity action in progress such as Tom is running, Ted is walking entails that Tom ran,
Ted walked. The explanation for this comes from the difference between heterogeneous and
homogeneous predicates. The verbs to walk, to run belong to the category of an activity and are
homogeneous on each interval of their performance. If one says that he ran or walked from 9 till 11,
it means that at 10 and at 10:30 he also ran or walked. An achievement verb (such as win, arrive) is
heterogeneous, it has a telic point and the action can be reported as performed only when the
culmination is reached. A logical assumption is that semelfactives as telic events also give rise to the
imperfective paradox. Theoretically they do if we mean one jump, one skip, one cough. But the
selection and further analysis of the examples from BNC show that the most natural interpretation of
the semelfactives in progress is an atelic iterative action. Therefore, in this interpretation, they do not
cause the imperfective paradox.

‘I was jumping up and down in my Seat as I heard the end of the race’, he said (BNC A40
453).

But the Doctor had turned on his heel and was almost skipping along the right-hand corridor
(BNC F9X 2078).

Considering the fact that semelfactives and achievements denote telic actions, it is logical to
assume that they frequently collocate with the adverbial modifier in a time. However, the examples
from BNC illustrate that in this context they have only a future action interpretation. This
observation grounds the fact that both aspectual classes should be treated as stageless, without a
complex inner structure. The modifier in a time shows when the action will take place and not how
long it may last.

I ’'m gonna sneeze in a minute (BNC KC2 6283).

I will give her a ring in a few minutes, but I suspect that you and daddy have to have a bath
together (BNC KBH 4526).

Semelfactive verbs without any specifying context are ambiguous between telic and atelic
(iterative) meaning. However this ambiguity is eliminated when a light verb construction® is used
instead of a corresponding verb:

bark — to give a bark

clap —give a clap

clink — make a clink

dart — make a dart

gasp — give/make a gasp

gaze — give/get a gaze

giggle — give/have a giggle

Nosey reluctantly slunk back to Sharpe, then saw something across the river and gave a bark of
warning (BNC CMP 415).

It made a dart for the door as he came in, but he was too quick for it (BNC GUD 1259).

A pronominal modifier specifies whether it is the action of single occurrence or a multiplicative
action. A quantifier states precisely how many times the action took place.

He gave me a few quick, curious glances from time to time as | slowly sipped my coffee, but he
did not appear to have heard any of the rumours (BNC ADA 487)

! Light verb constructions (also known as fixed vebo-nominal phrases) are formed by means of the verbs of broad
semantics (such as do, make, give, take, get, etc.) and a predicative noun. The nominal component is a semantic centre of
a construction. A verb is a functional component.
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He took several gulps before sealing it and pocketing it (BNC CRE 1327).

Analysing the examples from BNC we have noted that the plurality of the nominal components
of semelfactive LV Cs always triggers the iterative interpretation. Achievement LV Cs in this case are
ambiguous: may denote both an action of single occurrence and a multiple action.

An hour and a half into the debate all four for the first time gave succinct answers in
agreement to one question and were rewarded with a cheer from the floor! (BNC C88 108) —
[+ telic].

When asked questions he gave one word answers, though he used two words on occasion, as
in ‘boys swimming’, ‘wet play’ (BNC CRS 1506) — [- telic].

The SNP has had Labour doing somersaults for months on Opposition cross-party co-
operation (BNC K5M 976) — [-telic].

The comparative analysis of semelfactives and achievements allows us to conclude that both
denote telic instant actions though differ in the origin of telicity. This difference explains why
semelfactives do not denote a change of state (a transition from one state into another) and can be
summed into one iterative event. The analysis carried out in this study proves the necessity of
distinguishing these types of verbs into two independent aspectual classes. The divergent and
convergent features of semelfactives and achievements are summed up in Table 1.

Convergent and divergent features of achievements and semelfactives ravte
Criterion Achievement Semelfactive
[+/-telic] [+telic] [+telic]
[+/-stages] [-stages] [-stages]
[+/-S-summing] [-S-summing] [+S-summing]

An instant action in English can be expressed even by states depending on the context. In this
case a so-called aspectual coercion takes place. The predicate changes its initial (also known as
default) aspectual meaning under the influence of context and is subjected to reinterpretation. The
default aspectual meaning of the verb understand is a state. However, in sentences below it has
changed it into an instant meaning.

His French aside, he was the first guy who understood immediately one of my pitiful Arabic
sentences — so perhaps he wasn 't that simple after all (BNC FSO 1551).

He understood at once why she had not told him; he remembered the glass of milk in the café,
and for the first time in weeks he was able to weep (BNC C8S 3011).

J. Dolling argues that accomplishments acquire an instant meaning in collocations with the
adverbial modifier at a time. In her view, an achievement is the initial and the final stage in an
accomplishment’s structure. Thus, when an accomplishment verb is combined with at a time only its
initial stage is lexicalized and an inchoative coercion takes place: Julia climbed at seven o’clock
sharp [6, 214].

In the course of the analysis we have observed that adverbial modifiers, the perfective and the
progressive may change the default aspectual class of a predicate. Aspect is a context dependent
category and should be analysed from this point of view.
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Capnosa I'asimHa. BupaskeHHs1 MUTTEBOI il y cydacHiil aHrilicbKili MOBI: JocSTHEHHA Ta ceMeJb(pakTHBH.
[IpucesiueHo acneKTyanbHiil ceMaHTHLI ceMenb(akTHBIB Ta TocsATHEHb. [1inX0au 10 TpaKTyBaHHS Ta PO3MEXKYBaHHS X
JIBOX aCIEKTyaJbHUX KJIaCiB JIOBOJI cymepewinBi. B icTopii JIHrBICTHKM ceMenb()aKTUBH TPAKTYBAIW SIK ITiJKJIAC
JOCSITHEHb a00 JisutbHOCTEH. Jlocii/pKeHHs, 3JificCHeHe HaMH, HaroJIonlye Ha HENpPaBOMIPHOCTI iX OTOTOXKHEHHSI.
BucHOBKM Ta crocTepe)XeHHsS IPOUTIOCTPOBAaHO Ta OOIPYHTOBAHO IpHKJIaJaMu i3 BpHTaHCPKOro HamiOHAIBEHOTO
Koprrycy. CeMenb(akTUBM Ta JOCSTHEHHS BH3HAYEHO AK TPAaHUYHI, MUTTEBI (6€3 CKIagHOI BHYTPIIIHBOI CTPYKTYpPH)
npeaukati. OCHOBOIO TPAaHWUYHOCTI AOCSTHEHb € 3aTHICTh MO3HAYAaTH 3MiHY cTaHy. CeMenb(hakTHBH TPAHUYHI 3aBISKH
cBoiif mpupomHii aToMapHOCTi. OCKUIBKM OCTaHHIM HE BJIACTHBO BHpaXaTH 3MiHYy, NEpexXiJ y HOBHH CTaH, BOHHU
MiTaf0ThCsI OTepallii 101aBaHHs, YTBOPIOIOYH TIPU IIbOMY MYJIBTUILTIKATUBHE AiecaoBo. CTafii mboro JiecioBa (KBAaHTH)
MO’KHa BHOKPEMHUTH B TOBHO3HA4YHI caMOCTiiHi Jiekcemu. Came me (axT Bimpi3Hse cemMelb()akTHBU B iTEpPaTHBHIHN
IHTeTpeTallii BiJi acHeKTyalbHOro Kiacy nisuibHocTed. CeMenb(haKkTHBHE IIECIOBO 3aBXIW JBO3HAYHE, aKE MOXKE
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MO3HAYaTH 1 OJTHOKPATHY, 1 OaraTokpaTHy Ail0. YCTayueHi ieciiBHO-IMEHHUKOBI CIIOBOCIIOJIyYEHHS, 3aB/ASKN apTUKIISIM,
3aiiMEHHHMKaM, YHCJIIBHUKaM JOIOMAaraloTh YCYHYTH If0 JBO3HauHiCTh. KOHTEKCT Ma€ BIACTUBICTH 3MIiHIOBATH
MOYATKOBHI acHeKTyaJbHHI Kiac NMpeaukara. A BiITaK HaBiTh CTAaHW Ta BHKOHAHHS, Y HEBHOMY KOHTEKCTi, MOXYTb
MMO3HAYATH MUTTEBY MifO.

Kiao4oBi cjioBa: acnmeKTyasbHICT, TPAHWYHICTB, ITEPATHBHICTH, CeMENb(AKTHUB, MIOCSTHEHHS, BUKOHAHHI,
iSIIBHOCTI, CTaHU.

CapoBas 'anuna. Beipa:keHne MITHOBEHHOT'O eliCTBHSA B COBPEeMEHHOM AHIVIMHACKOM fI3bIKe: TOCTHKEHHS
U ceMeab(akTHBBI. [I0CBAIIEHO acneKTyaabHONH CeMaHTHKE ceMenb()aKTHBOB M JOCTHXEHUH. [10AX0abI K TPAKTOBKE U
pasTpaHUYEHUIO OSTHX JIBYX acClEKTyalbHBIX KJIaCCOB JIOBOJILHO IIPOTHBOPEYMBBHI. B HCTOpHM JIMHTBUCTHUKH
ceMenb(aKTHBBl pacleHWBAIN KaK MOAKIACC AOCTH)KEHMH WIIM JesiTelbHocTed. MccnenoBanue, NMpoBelleHHOE HaMH,
OTMEYaeT HENPaBOMEPHOCTh HMX OTOXKAECTBJICHHUS. BBIBOIBI M HAaONIOAEHUS NPOMUIIOCTPUPOBAHBI M O0OOCHOBAHBI
npuMepaMu 3 bpuTtaHckoro HauuoHanesHOTrO Kopmyca. Cemenb(akTHBBI U TOCTHXKEHUS ONPEEICHbI KaK MpeseibHbIE,
MTHOBEHHbIe (0€3 CJI0XXHOW BHYTpEHHEH CTPYKTypbl) npeaukaTrbl. OCHOBOM NpENeNbHOCTH JOCTHKEHHH SIBISETCS
crocoOHOCTh 0003HaUaTh W3MEHEHHe cocTossHnsA. CeMenb(pakTHBBI TpeAeibHbIE Ollarojaps CBOCH MPUPOITHOM
aTomMapHOCTH. [IOCKONBKY IOCIEZHUM HE CBONCTBEHHO BBIp@KaTb HW3MEHEHHE, NEPEXO0J B HOBOE COCTOSHHE, OHHU
MIOJIBEPTAIOTCS ONEPAIli CYyMMHPOBAHHS, 00pa3ysl MpH 3TOM MYJNbTHIUIMKATHBHBINA riaroi. CTagum 3TOTO Tiarojia
(KBaHTBI) MOXHO BBIZICTITH B CAMOCTOSTEIIBHBIC JIEKCEMBL. IMEHHO 3TOT (hakT OTINYAET CeMeNb(aKTUBBI B HTEPATUBHOM
MHTEPIIPETANH OT acleKTyaJbHOTO Kiacca AeaTenbHocTeil. CeMenb()aKkTUBHBIA I1arol BCETAa €CTh JIBYCMBICICHHBIM,
B€/Ib MOXKET 0003HaYaTh KaK OJHOKPATHOE, TaK U MHOTOKPATHOE JICHCTBHE. Y CTOWUEBbIE INIAr0JIbHO-CYIIECTBUTEIbHBIC
CJIOBOCOYCTAHUA, 6J1aro,uap;1 APTUKIIAAM, MECTOMUMCHUAM, YHUCIIUTCIbHBIM MOMOTAIOT YCTPAHUTH 3TY ABYCMBICICHHOCTD.
KoHTeKCT nMeeT CBOMCTBO U3MEHSTh HauyallbHbII acleKTyal bHbIN Ki1ace mpeankaTa. CieoBaTesbHO, 1aXKe COCTOSIHUS U
BBITIOJTHEHHUA B OPEACIICHHOM KOHTCKCTE MOT'YT 0603Ha‘-laTI) MI'HOBCHHOC }leﬁCTBI/Ie.

KiaroueBnie CJI0Ba: ACIICKTYaJIbHOCTD, MpeaACIbHOCTD, HUTCPATUBHOCTD, CeMeJ’II)(baKTI/IB, JOCTHUKCHUC,
BBITNIOJIHCHUE, NCATCIbHOCTHU, COCTOSAHUA.

VK 811.112.2°38:659.1:77.06
Temana Cemenrokx

TAKTUKA BKJIIOYEHHSI IKOHIYHUX 3ACOBIB
Y PEAJIIBALIIO CTPATEI'TI IPUBEPHEHHS YBAI'
B HIMEIIBKOMOBHIUN PEKJIAMI CIIOKUBYNX TOBAPIB

KomyHikaTHBHHI BIUIMB Ha ajpecara — HEOAMIHHHMU CKIAJHUK PEKJIaMHOI KOMYHIKAIlili — peai3yeThcs 3a
JIONIOMOTOK0  cTpareriii 1 Taktuk. Crparerisi NpUBEPHEHHS yBarW, SK OJHA 3 MEPIIOYEPrOBHX CTpaTeriii pexiiamu,
BTITFOETHCSL Yepe3 3allydeHHs BepOajibHUX, HEBepOAJbHUX 1 MmapaBepOaibHUX 3ac00iB. 3alliKaBICHICTh CIOXHBAYIB
PEKIaMOI0 Yepe3 BUKOPUCTAHHS HEBEpOAIbHHUX 3aCO0iB BKIIFOYAE TaKi TAKTHKH: 1) BKJIFOUCHHS IKOHIYHUX 3aCO0IB y
CEeMIOTHYHUI MNPOCTIp TEKCTy; 2) BBEAEHHSA MIKTOrpaM i iJieorpaM B OKpeMi CTPYKTYPHO-KOMITIO3MIIiiHI CKIJIaJ0Bi
pekiamu (3arojoBOK, CIIOTaH, JIOTOTHII i T. I.) Ta 3) 3alydeHHs Bi3yaJbHHX CKBiBaJ€HTIB MOBHHX TpomiB (Mertadop,
METOHIMiH, Timepbon 1 T.1.) HalledekTHBHIIMME IKOHIYHMM 3ac00aMU NPUBEPHEHHS yBark B HIMEIIBKOMOBHHX
pEeKJIaMHUX TEKCTaxX CIIO)KMBYMX TOBapiB BUCTYNaloTh Qororpadii NOTEHLIMHMX CIIOKUBadiB (mepm 3a Bce
ABTOPUTETHHX 0Ci0) Ta peKIIaMOBaHOT MPOAYKIIii.

KoarouoBi ciioBa: pexiama, crparerisi, TaKTHKa, CTpaTeris IpUBEPHEHHS yBary, iKOHIYHI 3acodwu, poTorpadii.

IocTanoBka HaykoBoi mpoOjemu Ta ii 3HavyeHHsl. Pexinama € ocoGnuBoo (Gopmoro
KOMYHIKaIlii, KOTpa CTPIMKO 3aBOMOBY€ MPOCTIp JPYKOBAaHUX Ta E€JIEKTPOHHUX 3ac00IB MacoBOi
iHpopmanii. Yepe3 peknaMy peKIaMo/aBlli HamararoTbcs 1H(QOPMYBATH MOTEHIIMHY LIJILOBY
ayJIMTOPiI0 PO TMEBHI TOBApPH UM IOCIAYTHd Ta MEPEKOHATH iX O HEOOXITHUX M. 3aiHCHEHHS
e(EeKTUBHOIO KOMYHIKAaTHUBHOTO BIUIMBY Ha ICHXIKY CHOXXHBauiB € OCHOBHOIO METOI0 PEKJIaMHUX
TeKCTiB. [l mOcATHEHHS IIl€i METH pEeKJIaMIiCTH BIAIOTHCS 0 3aCTOCYBAaHHS PI3HOMAaHITHHX
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