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Abstract 

While verbal semantics has been previously related to potential inventory of event structure and 

argument encoding frames associated with the verbal root (cf. Levin, 1993 for English), sign 

languages appear to have a more overt relationship between the form (i.e. physical articulation of 

the verb) and the meaning of the VP (including associated event structure). Wilbur (2008) has 

pointed out that the properties of sign verb movement, such as rapid deceleration to a stop at the 

end of the sign, or rapid acceleration at the beginning of it, can denote the reference time within 

event structure (Event Visibility Hypothesis for sign languages). A perceptual equivalent of EVH 

is the Event Segmentation Theory (EST; Zacks & Tversky, 2001), which identifies a general 

cognitive heuristic: interruptions and stops in human and non-human motion tend to be interpreted 

by observers as boundaries of (intended) events. The generalizability of EVH/EST beyond sign 

language users has been demonstrated by Strickland et al. (2015) in a behavioral study, where 

hearing non-signers consistently agreed on representation of the underlying event structure of verb 

signs from four different sign languages in a 2-AFC task. The participants in the study 

demonstrated consistent reliance on the cognitive heuristic in which they related hand motion 

dynamics to event structure of the message.  

To better understand the linguistic scope of Event Visibility in Austrian Sign Language, 

we elicited linguistic judgements and sentence samples for 119 verbs from four native informants 

(~ 23.5 hours of video recordings). Each participant responded to the questions on possible use of 

the verb based on the linguistic tests (Borik, 2006; Smith, 2007), aimed to elicit clarification as to 

potential argument coding frame and temporal semantics: 1) the temporal adverbial modification 

test (combinability of ‘in an hour/for an hour’ type temporal modifiers), 2) the conjunction test 

(whether the event that happened ‘on Sunday and on Monday’ happened only once, or could have 

occurred more than once, with different participants/arguments), and 3) combinability with verbs 

‘finish’ or ‘stop/quit’ (characterizing agentivity, or subject volition). As the interface between 

grammar and lexicon can differ across languages, and as individual signers can attribute differing 

meanings to the same lexical form of the verb (cf. verb frame alternations in English, Levin 1993), 

we approached the elicitation in a principled manner, comparing the results across tests, and 

comparing production modifications across signers.  

We coded each verb for the number of participants who suggested that the verb could occur 

with the modifiers or phrases proposed by each test, and conducted pairwise comparison of tests 

to assess participant agreement. The conjunction test (specifically, the number of responders who 

indicated that the event occurring ‘on Sunday and on Monday’ was likely a single event) correlated 

significantly (although, as expected, not perfectly) with the results of the test for combinability 



Workshop: Lexical restrictions on grammatical relations. 29-30 March 2021. 

2 

with the verb ‘to quit’ (p<.001), as well as useability with ‘for an hour’-type adverbial (p<.001). 

Remarkably, all of the verbs could, potentially, denote two events occurring ‘on Sunday and again 

on Monday’ (all informants agreed on this). Many of the verbs allowed an alternation between 

expressing a single event versus multiple events (conceptualizing them as a repeated/continuous 

activity via viewpoint aspect, cf. Partee’s example „The children have been discovering the cave 

for years“). In some cases, representation of single/multiple event alternation by verb signs 

required quantification of arguments (objects). Alternatively, modification of articulator dynamics 

(such as motion reduplication) was observed to convey the frame alternation which allowed to 

denote multiple events, or distributivity (i.e. plural objects). Verbs denoting psychological states 

tended to associate with atelic (incomplete) frames, which suggests limitations on potential 

inventory of event structure for this verb class.  
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