
Understanding Lexical-Semantic Argument Structure
through Argument Omission

Anonymous Submission

1 Theoretical Motivation

Truly intransitive verbs (e.g. 1a) are incompatible with an object. Some verbs which
appear intransitive (e.g. 1b) are not only compatible with an object but are actually
derived from truly transitive verbs through a process called intransitivisation or
‘object drop’. The atypical semantics-syntax mapping in the case of
intransitivisation is a useful testing bed for theories of predicate-argument structure.
Predicate-argument structure is used as a logical representation of verb meaning, but
open questions remain surrounding the relevant meaning elements and the syntactic
realisation of arguments (Levin and Hovav, 2005). Perhaps this is why object drop
has been studied for decades, largely without consensus (Fodor and Fodor, 1980;
Gillon, 2012; Glass, 2022; Groefsema, 1995; Hankamer and Sag, 1976; Katz and
Postal, 1965; Lambrecht and Lemoine, 2005; Ruda, 2017; Scott, 2006 inter alia).

(1) a. John smiled ∗[something].

b. John read [something].

2 The Experiment

This work aims to provide the means of better understanding what causes object
drop to be acceptable or unacceptable. To meet this objective, I drew on
computational linguistic techniques for extracting and analysing a large-scale
dataset of sentences exhibiting object drop, with a case study of Verbs of
Communication (Levin, 1993).

2.1 Methodology

Using the English Web Treebank (EWT) corpus annotated under the Universal
Propositions (PropBank) semantic annotation framework (Jindal et al., 2022;
Palmer et al., 2005) and Universal Dependencies (UD) syntactic annotation
framework (Nivre et al., 2020; Silveira et al., 2014), I automatically detected object
drop in sentences. Using PropBank, object drop was identified in sentences where
the semantic ‘patient’ argument, closely associated with syntactic ‘object’ (Blake,
1990), was in PropBank’s inventory of possible arguments for the verb but not
labeled in the sentence. Using Universal Dependencies, object drop was identified in
intransitive sentences whose verb was used elsewhere in the corpus with an object.
Considering both frameworks allowed me to better relate semantic and syntactic
representations.
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I also conducted a case study on a subset of the sentences identified with the above
methods as containing object drop. I manually annotated these sentences according
to various features identified in the literature as potential conditions determining
the acceptability of object drop, such as the definiteness of the argument and the
construction it was found in (Fillmore, 1986; Lambrecht and Lemoine, 2005; Scott,
2006). This subset focused on Verbs of Communication, a class chosen because it
exhibits a wide range of these argument types and constructions. I also used this
smaller dataset for manual evaluation of my automatic object drop detection.

2.2 Results and Analysis

Automatic detection of object drop was overall successful, with 84% accuracy using
PropBank and 94% accuracy using UD. The main error source with PropBank was
that some verbs’ inventory of possible arguments incorrectly included a patient
argument; however, where the inventory was correct it mostly outperformed
detection with UD because it was better at identifying arguments in marked
constructions such as fronting or relative clauses.

The annotated dataset from the case study contains 182 entries and revealed that
Definite Null Complements (e.g. 2a) are far more common than Indefinite Null
Complements (e.g. 2b), accounting for 92% of the object drop data.

(2) a. Mary left and John followed. ≈ Mary left and John followed [Mary].

b. John ate. ≈ John ate [something].

Indefinite Null Complements (INCs) typically occurred with a restricted set of verbs,
while the majority of verbs which appeared with INCs also appeared with Definite
Null Complements (DNCs). Furthermore, INCs were more restricted with respect to
the constructions they appeared in. These constructions indicated generic
statements or routine activities, similarly to the analysis in Glass, 2022. DNCs,
however, were compatible with any of the construction options. There may also be
verbs which block object drop entirely (e.g. declare). The data suggests that objects
can only be omitted given sufficient linguistic or extra-linguistic context for the
absent content to be salient, but that definite content may be more salient.

3 Conclusion

My study revealed that argument optionality is not arbitrarily assigned to
predicates in the lexicon. Rather, context is required to determine whether a verb
can be intransitivised, perhaps suggesting the need for a contextually grounded
semantic representation of argument structure. While a thorough manual
annotation was not feasible beyond the case study, the larger dataset and
methodology open the door for further case studies about the conditions of
argument omission more generally, beyond object omission in English. Such
acceptability conditions can be used to further refine theories of argument structure.
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