
 121

EVENT STRUCTURE, ASPECT, AND QUANTIFICATION:  
A CASE STUDY ON FINNISH AND UDMURT 

 
PIRKKO SUIHKONEN 

University of Helsinki, Department of General Linguistics 
 
This paper deals with quantification in event structures, and relationships between event structure and quanti-
fying adverbials. The goal is to investigate how quantification expressed with sentential adverbials, or adver-
bials quantifying over verbal phrases interact with internal quantification of events (situation types), and 
quantification expressed with morphological means included in the predicates. 
 Argument structure consists of a predicate and NPs which have the main syntactic and semantic func-
tions in the sentence structure. Structure building operations, e.g., passivization, and causativization which 
change the syntactic and semantic relationships of functional elements in sentences have their scope in the 
argument structure. Semantic properties, such as quantification and aspect which can be expressed with dif-
ferent kind of structural means reflect and specify syntactic and semantic relationships in the argument struc-
ture. The concept “event structure” is close to the concept “argument structure”, but, when argument struc-
ture acts at syntactic and semantic levels, in the event structure, also the semantic relationships based on the 
inherent properties of predicates, and external temporal framework are taken into account.1 
 A basic classification of predicate types can be done on the basis of the number of obligatory argu-
ments the predicate accepts: we speak of one-place, or two-place predicates, etc. All the NPs in the sentence 
structure are not arguments: e.g., the NPs which are semantically instruments are located outside the argu-
ment structure. Descriptions of the argument/event structure vary with respect to the theoretical approach of 
the analysis. According to the terms presented in Role and Reference Grammar, the predicate is located in 
the nucleus, and the arguments in the core of the sentence structure. Some adverbs, e.g. those expressing 
modality or aspect are located in the core. The argument structure is seen as a relationship between the ele-
ments located in the nucleus and core (Van Valin & LaPolla 1997: 154–178). In generative theory, the argu-
ment structure is considered to refer to grammatical relationships dependent on the properties of predicates 
and their relationships with the arguments. Argument structure is a combination of inference between lexical 
semantic structure and grammatical relationships. “Argument structure is projected from lexical semantic 
structure, and d-structure is projected from argument structure and principles of X-bar theory” (Grimshaw 
1994: 2). In Grimshaw’s own description, in addition to the common generative framework, also the aspec-
tual relationships of sentences are taken into account (Grimshaw 1994).  
 In the classification of aspect, Grimshaw follows the classical study of Zeno Vendler (1967) (in fact, 
“Aristotele-Ryle-Kenny-Vendler” (cf. Dowty 1979: 51–52)), according to which the predicate types are clas-
sified into four basic aspectual groups: states, activities, achievements, and accomplishments (cf. Table 1). 
This classification which represents aspectual types of situations (Comrie 1976: 13, 48–51) has been a basis 
of numerous works done in describing the aspectual semantics of predicates (cf., e.g., Tenny & Pustejovsky 
2000). According to the most widely accepted definition of aspect, aspect is defined as a temporal course of 
an event or a situation (cf. Comrie 1976). Terms such as continuative, frequentative, progressive, perfec-
tive, or momentary, are used in this classification (Comrie 1976; cf. also Cinque 1999: 83–106). The sys-
tems of how aspect is expressed in the languages vary remarkably. E.g., in Russian, the aspect is expressed 
with verbal prefixes and suffixes, but in Finnish, case marking of the main syntactic arguments has an impor-
tant role in marking aspectual relationships: the arguments marked with the nominative or genitive case 
occur in sentences which express closed situations, and the arguments marked with the partitive case 
represent unclosed situations or states (Table 1, example 4; Suihkonen 2003). Both aspect types imply 
information on quantification. Quantifying temporal relationships with regard to the aspect of situation were 
already described by Zeno Vendler and particularly David Dowty (1979: 71–). Functionally, quantifiers are 
operators. For characterizing different types of quantification, Barbara H. Partee has introduced the term “D-
quantification” for quantification expressed with determiners, and “A-quantification” for quantification ex-
pressed with affixes, auxiliaries, adverbs, and argument-structure adjusters. The elements which are classi-
fied as belonging to A-quantification are complex, and A-quantification can be divided to sub-types (Partee 

                                                 
 1 There are several terms which are used to characterize situations or event types. On the history of the study of 
event structures, cf., e.g. Tenny & Pustejovsky 2000.  
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1995: 544–556, 577–). In the predicate level, quantification concerns modification of predicate and its rela-
tionship to the obligatory argument. The terms used in classifying aspect types typically are terms that char-
acterize different kind of quantification: the terms “iterative”, “momentary”, or “continuative”, represent, in 
addition to aspect types, also A-type quantification expressed with predicates.  
 Finnish and Udmurt are synthetic languages in which suffixation has an important role in word forma-
tion. The verbal derivational system of Finnish contains suffixes which change the meaning of the predicate 
to momentary, frequentative, causative, etc. Also the derivational system of Udmurt shows variety compara-
ble with that of Finnish. Derivation system of Udmurt is different from that in Finnish in the way that Ud-
murt has two conjugational classes, -y- and -a-conjugation. Usually, when connected with non-derived ver-
bal roots, the suffix -a- occurs with verbs expressing continuative predicates, and the suffix -y- with verbs 
which are non-continuative. Stems that already contain a derivational suffix can be a basis of a new deriva-
tional process: 
 
Fin heil+u+a ‘swing (R+REFL-PASS+INF)’ – heil+u+tta+a ‘sway, wave (R+MID+CAUS+INF)’ – 
heil+u+t+el+la ‘sway, swing, keep swinging (R+MID+CAUS+FREQ+INF)’ – heil+ahta+a ‘sway, swing 
(once) (R+MOM+INF)’. 
Udm šon+t+y+ny ‘to wave, lift (one's hand) (R+CAUS+SEMF+INF)’ – šon+a+ny ‘to wave; shake (one's 
head) (R+CONT+INF)’– šon+a+l’l’+a+ny ‘to wave; shake (one’s head) (R+CONT+FREQ-+CONT+INF)’ – 
šon+a+lt+y+ny ‘to wave; shake (one’s head) (once) (R+CONT+MOM+SEMF+INF). 
 

Finnish Udmurt English AST 
1. States: classifying predicative sentences 
[Tyttö]SUBJ/A o+n       
girl.NOM     be+PRES.3SG  
kaunis.   
beautiful   

[Nyl] SUBJ/A   ƒeber.   
girl.NOM        beautiful 

‘A/The girl 
is beautiful.’ 

1-place  
predicate 
A = thema 

2. Activities: sentences sensory predicates 
[Poika]SUBJ/ A  
boy.NOM        
kuu+ntel+i. 
listen+FREQ+PAST.3SG 

[Pi] SUBJ/A     
boy.NOM      
kylzi+Ñk+i+z. 
listen+REFL- PASS+PAST-+3SG 

‘The boy was 
listening.’ 

1-place  
predicate 
A = experiencer 

3. Achievements 
(mies men+i             ja) 
man   go+PAST.3SG and  
löys+i              [se+n        
find+PAST.3SG that+GEN  
vaimo+nsa]OBJ/A2 
wife+PX.3SG 

(myn+em      no)   šett+em  
go+PERF.3SG and) find+PERF.3SG  
[so kyšno+z+e] OBJ/A2  
that wife+PX.3SG+ACC 
(Wichmann 1954: 25) 

‘(the man went) 
and find that his 
wife.’ 

2-place  
predicate 
A1 = experiencer  
A2 = theme 

4. Two- and three-place accomplishments (and activities) 
[Pankki]SUBJ/A1      
bank.NOM   
raho+itt+i 
finance+CAUS+PAST.3SG  
[yritykse+n  
firma+GEN 
toiminna+n/ toiminta+a]OBJ/A2 
work+GEN/  work+PTV 

[Bank] SUBJ/A2     
bank.NOM          
[predpijatije+leÑ  
firma+ABL     
uñ+z+e]OBJ/A2 
work+ACC 
finanÑirova+t’  kar+i+z. 
finance+INF      do+PAST+3SG 

‘The bank fi-
nanced the work 
of the enterprise.’ 

2-place  
predicate 
A1 = agent, 
A2 = theme/ 
      

 
TABLE 1. Examples of semantic sentence types in Finnish and Udmurt.2 

 

                                                 
2 A = argument, ABL = ablative, ACC = accusative, ADVL = adverbial, ALL = allative, AST = argument structure type, 
CAUS = causative, +/-CLSD = +/-closed, CONT = continuous, DAT = dative, F = facultative NP, FREQ = frequentative, GEN 
= genitive, IMP = imperative, INF = infinitive, INTR = interrogative particle, MOM = momentary, NOM = nominative, NP = 
noun phrase, OBJ = object, PAST = past, PERF = perfect, PL = plural, PRES = present, PRG = progressive, PTV = partitive, 
PX = possessive suffix, R = root, REFL-PASS = reflexive-passive, S = sentence, SEMF = semelfactive, SG = singular, SUBJ = 
subject, * = ungrammatical. 
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Semantic properties of the derived forms are based on lexicalization processes, and also basic lexical seman-
tic properties of the verbs: derivation can change the type of the aspect of situation expressed with the verbs. 
In Udmurt, there are some semantic restrictions concerning possibilities to combine derivational suffixes (cf. 
pon+y+ny: *pon+y+l’l’+a+ny ‘to put, place, set; to stand’; Suihkonen, Zagulyayeva & Tronina 2004 
[1995]). Also in Finnish, possibilities to apply derivational processes are lexically restricted. 
 The semantics of predicate determines the basic argument structure of the situation types. Each of the 
four classes of types of situation included in Vendler’s classification (Table 1) (or three: states, processes, 
and events) contains a lot of variety that is based on inherent semantics of predicates. In the first example, 
quantifying adverbials are not accepted: *a girl is beautiful all the time/three times/often. The sentences with 
sensory predicates can be interpreted as a process or an event, and the acceptability of the adverbial is de-
pendent on the interpretation. In example 3, there is a typical achievement predicate, and only countable 
adverbials are accepted. Example 4 represents accomplishment sentences: case marking in the Finnish ex-
ample tells if the activity is completed or not.     
 At least some quantifying adverbials are opaque in the way that they can be interpreted as predicate or 
sentential adverbials (cf. Cinque 1999: 25–28). In the sentence below, the scope of the countable quantifying 
adverbial kolmesti ‘three times’ ranges over the VP and the S:  
 
 (1) Fin  Pietari  kiels+i    Jeesukse+n  kolmesti. 
    Peter   deny+PAST.3SG  Jesus+GEN  three-times 
     ‘Peter denied Jesus three times.’ 
 
The same rules can be found in Udmurt (Leonid Ivšin, pc.; example (2)). It will be shown in this paper that 
acceptability of the adverbial type is dependent on the closure of the aspect. When a countable quantifying 
adverbial is interpreted as a sentential one, iterative/frequentative derivational suffixes are not accepted in the 
predicate (cf. (1’)). Non-countable adverbials which stress and extend continuative properties of the predi-
cate having a frequentative derivational suffix are accepted (example (3)).  
 
 (1’)    Pietari kiels+i / *kielt+el+i Jeesukse+n kolmesti. 
 (2) Udm Kyd’ok+yn,  busy    šor+yn,   t’uragaj   kyrdz'a   
    far-off+INE,  field+SG.NOM  centre+INE, lark.SG.NOM  sing.PRES.3SG       
    (UHLCS, Konovalov) *(ukmis pol ‘nine  times’)  

 ‘Far off, in the centre of the field, a lark is singing (literally: sings, continuously)  
 *(nine times).’  

 (3) Fin ja   sano   itse,    sopi+i+ko     arvo+lle+ni    
    and  say.IMP  (your)self   be-good+3SG+INTR  dignity+ALL+PX.1SG  
    hyp+el+lä    oj+i+en    ylitse (UHLCS, Waltari);  
    jump+FREQ+INF  ditch+PL+GEN  over (… jatkuvasti ‘continuously’) 

 ‘and say yourself, if it is with dignity proper to my rank jumping over ditches,’ 
 
The hypothesis is that sentence and predicate level quantifying adverbials can be accepted, when they both 
represent the same semantic type with respect to the closure of the aspect of the sentence. In Finnish, the 
change of the closure of the aspect type is marked in the case marking of the obligatory arguments. In Ud-
murt, the division of predicates into two conjugational classes is the main method used in creating the oppo-
sition between countable and non-countable eventualities. A basic division characterizing derivational suf-
fixes can be done on the basis their ability to change the closure of aspect. Quantification will be investigated 
within the framework of general theory of quantification and the theory of Generalized Quantifiers (cf., e.g., 
Keenan 1996). The greatest part of the data to be investigated is collected from the computer corpora of Fin-
nish and Udmurt located at the University of Helsinki Corpus Server (UHLCS; cf. 
http://www.ling.helsinki.fi/uhlcs/). 
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