
Aspectual Verbs: Simple Semantics + Variable Composition 

Aim: We account for various properties of aspectual verbs (e.g., begin, continue, finish) when 
they take non-finite complements or eventive DP complements. We propose a radically simple 
semantics for aspectual verbs which combine with these complements via different composition 
rules: Functional Application (Heim & Kratzer, 1998) and Restrict (Chung & Ladusaw, 2004). 

Data: Aspectual verbs select either a non-finite clause (1a) or DP (1b). In each case, the agent 
of the complement event is coreferential with the matrix subject. 

(1) a.  John began {inspecting the factory / to inspect the factory}   
c.  John began the inspection of the factory. 

This is typically treated as a form of obligatory control (e.g., Landau, 2000, 2013). Indeed, 
canonical raising verbs do not license nominal complements (2). 

(2) 
 

* John {seemed / appeared} the inspection of the factory. 

Nonetheless, aspectual verbs can exhibit raising-type behaviour. For example, they can have 
non-agentive subjects (3). 

(3) 
 

 It began to rain. 

We propose a syntax and semantics for aspectual verbs which derives the above constructions 
as well as numerous others. Our proposal also has several welcome corollaries discussed below. 

Proposal: We assume eventive nominals (e.g., the journey) and deverbal nouns (e.g., the 
inspection of the factory) denote events, while VPs denote properties of events. We suggest that 
non-finite complements of aspectual verbs are VPs (maximally vPs). They contain no AspectP, 
and PRO is optional (see Wurmbrand, 2002). 

(4) a.  ⟦to inspect the factory⟧ =  𝜆𝑒. inspect(𝑒) ∧ THEME(𝑒) = 𝜄𝑥[factory(𝑥)]  
b.  ⟦the inspection of the factory⟧ = 𝜄𝑒[inspect(𝑒) ∧ THEME(𝑒) = 𝜄𝑥[factory(𝑥)]] 

We propose a minimal semantics for begin which picks out the initial sub-event of the (non-
atomic) complement event. 

(5) a.  ⟦begin⟧ = 𝜆𝑒′: ∃𝑒″[𝑒″ ⊆ 𝑒′]. 𝜆𝑒. 𝑒 ⊆initial 𝑒′ 

 b. 
 
where 𝑒 ⊆initial 𝑒′ iff 𝑒 ⊆ 𝑒′ ∧ ∀𝑒″[𝑒″ ⊆ 𝑒′ ∧ 𝑒 ∩ 𝑒″ = ⌀ → 𝜏(𝑒) < 𝜏(𝑒″)] 

Aspectual verbs combine with eventive DPs via Functional Application (Heim & Kratzer 
1998), while they combine with VPs via Restrict (Chung & Ladusaw, 2004) plus Existential 
Closure. 

(6) 
 

 ⟦begin⟧(⟦the inspection of the factory⟧) 

   = 𝜆𝑒. 𝑒 ⊆initial 𝜄𝑒′[inspect(𝑒′) ∧ THEME(𝑒′) = 𝜄𝑥[factory(𝑥)]] (FA) 
 

(7) 
 

 ⟦begin⟧ + ⟦to inspect the factory⟧ 

   = 𝜆𝑒′. 𝜆𝑒. 𝑒 ⊆initial 𝑒′ ∧  inspect(𝑒′) ∧ THEME(𝑒′) = 𝜄𝑥[factory(𝑥)] (Restrict) 

   = 𝜆𝑒. ∃𝑒′[𝑒 ⊆initial 𝑒′ ∧  inspect(𝑒′) ∧ THEME(𝑒′) = 𝜄𝑥[factory(𝑥)]] (∃-closure) 

The external argument is introduced by vo (Kratzer, 1996), before Aspect closes off the event 
variable. Since, thematic roles are unique functions from events to individuals, the AGENT of 
any event 𝑒 is the AGENT of any sub-event of 𝑒. This ensures obligatory and exhaustive control 
(Landau, 2000) in both VP and DP complements. Finally, this semantics is compatible with an 
argument originating in the embedded clause, plus an unaccusative vo in the matrix clause, 
which derives the raising uses of aspectual verbs. 



Corollaries: Our proposal makes additional desirable predictions. Since we maintain that non-
finite complements of aspectual verbs are maximally vPs, we correctly predict they cannot 
contain the progressive (8a), or the perfect (8b). 

(8) a. * John began to be running.  
b. * John began to have run. 

Similarly, complement events cannot be modified by temporal adverbials because at no point 
do they denote a property of times. This accounts for the observation that aspectual verbs cannot 
license mismatching temporal adverbials (9a), while other control verbs can (9b) (Landau, 
2000). 

(9) a. * Last week, John began to swim the channel next week.  
b.  Last week, John wanted to swim the channel next week. 

Indeed, in aspectual construction, temporal adverbials only restrict the time of the sub-event 
introduced by the aspectual verb. 
 Finally, our proposal is easily augmented to capture examples like (10) by proposing a vo 
which identifies events. 

(10) 
 

 The cutting of the ribbon began the ceremony. 

Alternative approaches: We argue that our proposal is preferable to extant accounts (e.g., 
Landau, 2015), as it accommodates raising-type constructions as well as constructions like 
(10). We further consider the work of Piñango & Deo (2016), who aim to capture non-standard 
uses of aspectual verbs. Examining cross-linguistic data, we suggest that these uses may be 
attributable to a (lexical) coercion operator in English which is absent in many languages. 
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coercion effect 


