A Consideration on the Category of
Transitivity in Russian’

This article does not pretend to offer a universal theory of grammar, but only to
take up a few phenomena concerning a particular category of a particular language.
Yet it is obvious that a theory, if it is a theory at all, cannot exist without general
suppositions which are derived from a general conception concerning the nature of

the object investigated. This is, of course, true for the ideas presented here.

81 I wish to discuss the verbal category of transitivity in Russian. However com-
mon and self-evident it may seem, it is by no means a clear-cut category, and there
still exist many problems which wait solution. Traditional grammarians have, for
example, explained that transitive verbs require a complement in the accusative be-
cause they are felt to be semantically imperfect without one. This explanation seems
quite natural and accords well with the language instinct of the native speaker. Nev-
ertheless, in my opinion, the question arises why transitive verbs must necessarily be
accompanied by complements. If we do not raise this question it would seem that
the réle of grammarians does not go beyond simply confirming the instinct of native
speakers. What must be investigated is why a speaker feels something is missing when

he hears a transitive verb used withot a complement.

§2 The reason why this problem has been avoided by grammarians is, I think,
primarily because in seeking its solution we are inevitably lead into perplexing con-
siderations of lexical meaning. However, the situation may not be as chaotic as it
seems; we may discover that some elements behave in like fashion owing to their
similarity in meaning, giving rise, under favourable conditions, to a new grammatical
category with its own formal characteristics.

Words belonging to the same part of speech may perhaps be considered to have
fundamental similarities of meaning, and as the category in question here is that of
verbs, we must consider first, in a general way, what are the specific features common

to all verbal meanings.
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83 Verbs are usually defined as the part of speech denoting action or state. But
closer examination will reveal that “go”, “read”, “write” etc. are not “actions” in the
sense that “butterfly”, “beetle”, “mosquito” etc. are “insects”, because the word “ac-
tion” is in itself a noun and not a verb, and thus belongs to the level of metalanguage.
What we want to know is on what basis can we distinguish “action” as “action” from
“actions” conceived of as a noun.

In my conception, difference in part of speech corresponds in principle to the
difference in the manner of cognition at the level of formation of lexical meaning
rather than directly to the lexical meaning itself. A. A. Shakhmatov, too, seems
to have shared the same conception when he said that “a noun is a part of speech
corresponding, in the first place, to the notion of substance, and in the second, to the
notion of quality or action-state, which are conceived of as having no connection with
the notion of bearer or actor. Accordingly, the noun is a part of speech, corresponding
in its independent form to the independent notion without any dependency upon
other notions” (Italics by 1.Y.). It is regrettable that the epistemological bases of his
definition of a part of speech have not been given due consideration.

84 If we take, for example, a typical expression denoting a physical action such as
“to cut a tree”, we have a situation, in which there exist at least a “man”, an “axe”
and a “tree”. The positional relationships of these objects one to the other are such
that a “man” has an “axe” in his hand and stants in front of a “tree”. Then the hand
moves repeatedly upwards and downwards or to the left and to the right so that the
“axe” strikes the “tree” at a certain place until the “tree” is finally divided into two.
If the “division” is not intended or not realized, it would not be a case of “cutting”.
Instead it would be conceived of simply “striking” the tree, or, if the “axe” does not
actually make contact with the “tree”, as merely “shaking” the axe at the tree.

It follows from this obsevation, that one and the same “action” may be conceived
of as different “actions” depending upon the presence or absence of certain conditions.
In other words, we choose a set of conditions from the outer, extralinguistic reality
and, so to speak, stylize them into a pattern and apprehend, that ther was, is, or will
be an “action”. Which of all the possible conditions are taken as relevant differs from

language to language and varies from case to case even within the same language.

85 Thus, we cannot but come to the conclusion, that a physical concrete “action”
such as “to cut” is, despite our firm conviction to the contrary, no more visible to our

eyes than mental “actions” like “to think” etc., because “action” denoted by verbs
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does not exist but on the level of language.

When we use language we perceive a set of relevant changes of situations in
conformity with existing patterns of “action” and recognize that there did, do, or will
take place this very “action”.

However, it is not always sufficient to specify a given “action” in terms of changes
of situations alone: sometimes additional conditions must also be specified (for ex-
ample, the way in which we move our feet in the case of “to run” and “to walk”
etc.). We will call changes of situation primary features and additional conditions

secondary ones.

86 On the other hand, these relevant features, primary or secondary, do not consti-
tute a given verbal meaning with equal importance. We distinguish between relevant
features common to a series of similar “actions” and those features which specify and
distinguish one “action” from the others belonging to the series. We will call the
latter principal features and the former basic.

In the case of the example I gave above, it is not the change in the position of
the “axe”, but the change in the state of the “tree” that makes the “action” distinct
from other similar “actions”.

The entirety of basic features corresponds to that of distinct features in phonol-
ogy, which are common to both members of an opposition, or as Prof. N.S.Trubetzkoy
put it, to the “Vergleichsgrundlage” of phonemes, whereas the principal feature cor-
responds to that which distinguishes the marked member of a privative opposition
from its unmarked counterpart.

Finally we will refer to the object, which undergoes a change relevant to the
recognition of a given “action” as a recipient of change of situation, or, in short, as a

recipient of change.

87 Now, we are able to define transitivity and intransitivity as follows:

DO An action is called intransitive when a set of primary features of a recipient is
sufficient by itself for specifying this action, and transitive, when some further
primary features belonging to another recipient are needed beside those of the

main object.

It is evident from this definition, that it is only primary features that have

significance for the distinction between transitivity and intransitivity.?

2ef. WR.
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88 It follows immediately from DO that:

D1 the accusative complement denotes the recipient of change of situation necessary

for specifying a particular verbal action.?

This definition is, it is true, well suited to such cases as rubdt’ dérevo “to cut down
a tree”, vzorvdt’ skali “to blow up a rock” etc., but is not appropriate to explain such
cases as, for example, pisdt’ pis’'md “to write a letter”: in this case “a letter” cannot
be the object, to which the action “to write” is directed — as the letter being formed
as a result of writing (resultative meaning).

Though both these meanings are similarly expressed in many languages by means
of an objective complement, they are too heterogeneous to consider them functions

of one and the same linguistic form.

§9 From the point of view of our new definition, however, pis’md etc. can be
regarded as a recipient of change just as skali in vzorvdt’ skald, whereas the latter
denotes a recipient of change in its process of extinction, the former expresses it in
its generation.

Recognition, that the result produced by an action is, or should be, a “letter”,
is the necessary condition for identifying this action as pisdt’ and not as risovdt’ “to

draw” or cardpat’ “to scratch”.

§10 If we consider such examples as videt’ goru “to see a hill”, or &tdt’ knigu “to
read a book”, we come upon cases, which do no satisfy either the traditional definition,
or D1: in these cases the object denoted by the complement remains unaffected during
the action denoted by a verb.

Thus it is evident that D1 is too narrow to explain these examples. From the
traditional point of view of Academy grammar, these verbs are also transitive verbs
although the degree of transitivity in them is weaker.

However, this explanation is hardly acceptable in so far as the author does not
make clear, what is meant by “transitivity” or “weakness” of transitivity.

A broader definition would be as follows:

D2 The accusative complement denotes the object, the presence of which is consid-

ered as a necessary condition for specifying a particular verbal action.

Scf. BR,
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According to D2, the accusative complement may not necessarily denote the
recipient of change of situation. cf. éitdt’ knigu “to read a book” etc. (that knigu is
here considered as a necessary condition, is clear from the existence of pairs as é&tdt’
molitvu naraspév “to read prayers in a singing voice” and pét’ pésnju “to sing a song”
etc.)

€11 In addition to the classes cited above, there exists still another sort of ac-
cusative complement (the so-called schwachregierter Akkusativ in contrast to the for-
mer, starkregierter Akkusativ). According to Prof. R. Jakobson, it is devided into two
sub-groups such as oZiddt’ god “to wait for a year”, itti verstd “to go a verst” etc. on
the one hand, and gdre gorevdt’ “to grieve a grief”, §itki sutit’ “to joke (a joke)” etc.
on the other. The former is usually explained as the accusative “which denotes the
time or the space occupied by the action concerned”. The latter corresponds to the
“cognate object” in English.

Because verbs of motion are perhaps the most typical of the verbs which ac-
company the accusative having spatial (and sometimes temporal) meaning, we will
consider them first. It seems that the semantic feature common to all these verbs is
that they deal with the positional change of the subject in a certain period of time.
Apart from this “nucleus” of meanings, however, it may sometimes be important for
the speaker to express explicitly the spatial or temporal situation of the action as if
it were a necessary component of the action he has in mind.* If so, the use of this
kind of complement will be a subjective and arbitrary one. This is perhaps the reason
why these accusatives are apt to have emphatic meanings. e.g. vsju ddrogu “all the
way”, vsé vrémga “all the time”, célyj den’ “all day long” etc. (Emphatic nuances are
always felt also in the case of cognate objects. cf to sleep a sound sleep, to dream a

strage dream etc.)

§12  Accusatives with temporal meaning are often used with verbs which have pri-
marily statal or processual meaning. Here, too, length of the process or state is more

or less emphasized. e.g.

a. Vsé vrémgja ond smotréla na menjé s ljuboopytstvom.

(All the time she was looking at me curiously).

b. Vse éty Anny, Mavry, Pelagéi ... vsju Zizn’ drozit za golédnyx i bol’nyx deté;.

dof HWR.
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(All their lives all these Annas, Mauras, and Pelageyas live trembling for their
hungry and sick children).

c. Anecddt o tréx kdrtax ... céluju noé ne vyxodila iz jegd golovy.
(All night he could not abstain from thinking about the anecdote about the
three cards).

§13 At first glance, the use of these schwachregierte Akkusative may seem to conform
to D2, but they differ from accusatives of the D2-class in the arbitrariness of their
usage compared to the obligatory character of the former. hence it is necessary to

broaden D2 once again, so as to make it applicable to these examples as well. Thus:

D3 The accusative complement denotes the object, the presence of which is subjec-
tively required by the speaker as a necessary condition for specifying a particular

verbal action.

The sort of things that constitute such conditions vary from language to lan-
guage and even within the same language from period to period. For Example, the
destination of an action was often indicated in Latin by an accusative. e.g. Romam
eo. In Old Russian, too, this use of accusative is sometimes observed. e.g.

e. nyn(e) ze poédi Vysegorod svoi. (Hypat. Chr.)
(Now thou shalt go to thy Vysegorod(acc.) ).

f. i molvi jemu tako, oZe xo8cesi poslati muzi svoi i vorotitsa Volodimeri to vdamii
ti kotoroi ti gorodii ljubii. (Laur. Chr.)
(And tell him that “if thou wantst to send thy men to and return (from)
Volodimer’(acc.), then we will give thee whatsoever city thou likest”).

g. Poiduce ze Rusi, da emljuti u carja nasego bragno . (Laur. Chr.)
(And when they come to Russia, let them receive food from our Czar).

§14 Now let us consider here an interesting phenomenon of Russian verbs in order to
demonstrate the validity of our theory. Some verbal prefixes are said to strengthen the
“transitivity” of root verbs or, under favourable conditions, to turn intransitive verbs
into transitive ones. The Academy grammar of historical syntax says, for example,
that “the addition of prefixes to verbs of motion did not deprive them of their ability

to govern the accusative case, but in some cases strengthened the transitivity of these
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verbs”. Of course, this phenomenon is by no means restricted only to verbs of motion
as is clear from examples like Zit’ “to live” / pro-3it’ + acc. “to live through”, te¢’
“to flow” / ob-té¢’ + acc. “to flow round” etc.

However, the traditional view does not explain, apart from the use of undefined
terms like “transitivity” or “to strengthen” the transitivity, the reason why only some
prefixes can strengthen transitivity and not others and why these do “strengthen”
transitivity.

As typical “transitivizing” prefixes, we can narhe, for instance, pro- “through”,
pere- “across”, ob- “round” etc. e. g. pro-Zit’ god “to live through a year”, pere-jti
most “to go across i. e. cross a bridge”, ob-téé’ gérod “to flow round the city”, pere-Zit’

svojegd miZa “to live across, i. e. outlive her husband” etc.

§15  Now if we take pere-iti “to go across” and obo-jtf “to go round” as examples,
difference in meaning of these verbs from the root verb itt{ “to go” consists in the
existence of something to be crossed or encircled. Hence these object must always be
indicated by means of an accusative complement as a necessary condition in spite of
the obvious intransitiveness of the action itself (¢f. D0). The same is true also with
other cases of this kind.

These accusatives indicating a necessary condition for specifying an action on the
one hand do not refer at the same time to the recipient of change of a situation and,
on the other hand, they differ from those used with root verbs in their obligatory
character. Hence we can conclude that the accusatives of intransitive root verbs
changed from D3-class to the more narrowly defined D2-class due to the addition of
prefixes. »

If we posture that the degree of transitivity equals the strictness of definition of
the governed accusatives, we can say that the “transitivity” of these verbs is “strength-

ened” by the addition of prefixes.

§16 The fact, that the accusative complements of verbs like perejtf etc. correspond
to D2, seems to explain the instability of these accusatives. e.g. perejti most / perejti
éérez most “to cross a bridge”, pereplyt’ mdre / pereplyt’ éérez more “to cross the

>

sea”, projti stdnciju / projti mimo stdnciju “to go by, i.e. pass a station” etc.. cf.
E. cross / cross over, reach / reach to etc. This perhaps owes to the logicalizing
tendency of language development in general.

On the contrary, no accusative of root D2-class can be used with verbs which

consist of prefixes pere- etc. and transitive root verbs, if these verbs are followed by
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an accusative of the D1-class. e.g. perevesti detéj éérez ilicu “to take children across
the street”, perebrdsit’ §al’ éérez pleéd “to throw a shawl over her shoulder” etc.
From a purely theoretical point of view, however, #licu and pleéd in these ex-
amples must be considered as indicating conditions required by the presence of the
prefix pere- and must, therefore, stand in the accusative without a preposition.

In fact, such examples are known from the materials of Old Church Slavonic.

e. g

h. Povélé rabomi prévesti e réku Savu. (Savv. kn.)
(He told slaves to take them across the river Sava (acc.)).

i. Préveze ixt réku. (Mikl.)
(He took them across the river (acc.)).

Thus, constructions with adverbial phrases in Modern Russian can be considered
as an innovation of the language parallel to the case of prefixed transitive verbs derived

from intransitive root verbs.

§17 If an accusative required by a transitive root verb is the same as that required
by its prefix, the force of this verb will become, so to speak, twofold, and in this sense
it is possible that the transitivity is “strengthened”. For example, whereas é&itdt’
“to read, be engaged in reading” can be used either with or without the accusative,
proéitdt’ “to read through” is scarecely used without it. e. g. On ddlgo ¢itdl. “He was
engaged in reading for long while”, Xoro§s on éitdl. “He could read well” (without
acc.) or, On ¢itdl knigu “He read, was reading a book” (with acc.) / On pro-éitdl
knigu “He read, has read a book through”.

However, we must always keep in mind that this “twofold” force consists of two
elements of somewhat different nature. In some cases the object denoted by the
accusative of a prefixed verb may be different from that of root verb by virtue of the
prefix. e. g. pit’ daj “to drink tea” / vipit’ édsku édju “to drink off a cup of tea” /
propit’ vsju noé’ “to spend all night drinking” etc. It is clear that the accusatives of
vyfpit’ and propit’ are those of D2-class.

Sometimes there may also be the possibility of a choice between D1-class ac-
cusatives and D2-class accusatives, according to which of the two meanings gets the
upper hand. e. g. proéitdt’ knigu “to read through a book” / proéitdt’ célyj den’ “to

spend a whole day reading” etc.
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§18 1In connection with this theme a relevant phenomenon is observable in Swahili
— the phenomenon of so called prepositional form. This is the form which indicates
that it includes beyond the basic meaning of the root a relational meaning something
like “for”, “to”, “on account of” etc., usually denoted in English by prepositions
(hence also the name of the form). . ‘

For example, in contrast to andika “to write” in andika barua “to write a letter”
its prepositional form andikia “to write to” can take, besides barua, another comple-
ment denoting a person to which the letter is written. e. g. tu-li-mw-andikia mzee
barua “we-past-him-write an-old-man a-letter”.

Simiarly, proper intransitive verbs may have a complements in the prepositional
form. e. g. endea “to go to” from enda “to.go” in Ni-li-mw-endea m-toto w-angu.
“I-past-go-to child of-human-mine”.

Thus we find in this phenomenon a striking similarity with that of Russian.
Whereas in Swahili it is grammaticalized and systematized, in Russian it still remains

cocealed by a rather obscure form of word-formation.

PE3IOME

Ha ocHOBaHMM rMIIOTE3H O MO3HABATEJILHOA OCODEHHOCT CEMaHTUKN [VIaro-
JIa, aBTOP MEITAETCA ONPENEIUTH MOHATHAE NEPEXOAHOCTHU B CBA3M C PA3JIAYNEM
B XapaKTepax IPAMOro JOIOJHEHUS U MOKAa3BBAET, YTO €CTh TPM CTYHEHU Iepe-
XOJHOCTU J COOTBEUTBUHU CO CTENEHIMHM CTPOrOCTU ONpeleNeHuil COUeTAIOMUXCA
C IJIaroJioM IPAMEIX NOnOJHeHu#. BMecTe ¢ TéM OKa3LIBAETCHA, YIO 9TA TEOPUA
TOXKe uMeeT OOBLACHUTENLHOIO CUIYy M IJA fABJEHWSA, KOTOPOe TPaJWIHOHHAA
rPaMMaTHKa, OCTaBUIIA Oe3 OObACHeHNUA, T. €. IBJAEHUsA, B KOTOPOM NEPEXOJHOCTD

ycuavsaemcs IPUCOEHNHEHNEM HEKOTOPHX NPUCTABOK K I'JIaroqy-KOPHIO.
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Bl RSy HES), NELS ), TBES), BEs), Bha), TS REDOERLR
OEFCEV I LEEBHL, AR MRTRINEFARE BECEET 285N RER
LESETDDTHDE LTSI LE2BNTND, (cf T'. A. Kmumos, Tunoaozus
A30iK08 axmuenozo cmpos, M. 1977, p. 99; H. Ostohoff, Von Suppletivwesen der
indogermanischen Sprachen, Akademische Rede, Heidelberg, 1899, p. 42.) 1 L 7F
¥ ZOBEOEEKE L > TN, ZOBOBFENEEERD ZLHBENDL, HERTH
ELT, ZHICHMPNREZMA LD T30 THB ETHIE. EROTFR=IH¥D
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