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3. Depictives vs. Adverbs 
This section discusses the similarities and differences between depictive and adverbial constructions. It focuses 
on semantic meaning of both constructions. It starts with general similarities and differences between both 
constructions and then tries to relate them to MSA, which is the topic of this paper. The main characteristic of 
depictives is that they modify a participant in the main predicate, while the main characteristic of adverbs is that 
they modify the event of the main predicate, but there is a shared area between both constructions, because 
adverbs may modify a participant in some constructions and the following lines explain this issue. This section is 
divided into two subsections: the first explains general differences and similarities between depictives and 
adverbs, while the second discusses these differences and similarities in MSA. 

3.1 Depictives and Adverbs in General 

The main characteristic of depictives is that they are participant-oriented, modifying a participant in the main 
predicate. In other words, depictives express a state that holds during the reference time of the main predicate for 
a participant in the main clause. The following examples illustrate depictives in the English language (the 
depictives are written in italic font and their controllers in bold font): 

(11) a. John bought the chicken fresh. 

    b. Sue left angry. 

In example (11a), the depictive is fresh and the controller is the chicken. Importantly, this depictive is 
participant-oriented, modifying the object of the main predicate the chicken. Example (11b) is different in that 
the participant that is modified by the depictive is the subject of the main predicate Sue. If we compare this 
semantic meaning of depictives with a typical adverb modifying an event in the main predicate (event-oriented), 
such as the one in example (12a) below, we find that the adverb angrily, which has a different morphological 
form, modifies the event left, rather than the participant Mary. In this example, the anger is in the way of leaving, 
rather than the person who left. In the same way, the adverb stupidly modifies the event spoke and this means 
that the adverb ascribes the stupidity to the way Mary spoke, rather than Mary. 

(12) a. Mary left angrily. 

    b. Mary spoke stupidly. 

However, there is an overlap between depictives and adverbs in syntactic and semantic levels in many languages. 
In the semantic level, adverbs are not only event-oriented and can show orientation towards a participant in the 
main predicate (see Jackendoff, 1972; Platt & Platt, 1972; Bartsch, 1976, McConnell-Ginet, 1982; Dik & 
Hengeveld, 1991; Ernst, 2000). This fact makes an overlap between depictives and adverbs in semantic meaning. 
Geuder (2002) and Himmelmann and Schultze-Berndt (2006) discuss some of this kind of adverbs, which 
exhibit participant-orientation. In English, the position of the adverb can help in specifying the semantic meaning 
that is conveyed by it. For example, the same adverbs that are shown in (12) can give different meanings if they 
are placed in different positions. The following examples, which are taken from Geuder (2002, pp. 29–34), show 
the adverbs angrily and stupidly preceding main verbs and conveying different meanings. In both examples, the 
adverbs give something about the manner of performing the action, but they do not convey the manner in the 
same way as the examples in (12) do. The two examples in (13) add statements about participants in the main 
predicates. In (13a), the anger is not only in the manner of breaking the door and the subject he is angry while he 
is breaking the door. The adverb in (13b) is called agentive by Geuder (2002), because it ascribes a characteristic 
to the agent John on the basis of answering the question. As mentioned by Himmelmann and Schultze-Berndt 
(2006, p. 8), this example can be paraphrased as ‘it was stupid of John to answer the question’ and this 
paraphrase clearly indicates that the adverb modifies both the subject and the verb. This means that both adverbs 
in both examples are event-oriented and participant-oriented at the same time. 

(13) a. ‘He angrily broke the door open’. 

b. ‘John stupidly answered the question’. 

We conclude that orientation towards a participant in the main predicate is a feature that is shared by depictives 
and adverbs. However, there is a semantic difference between the two constructions, namely, depictive 
constructions differ from adverbial constructions in that they do not show any evaluation of the event in the main 
predicate. For example, the depictive fresh in example (11a) or angry in (11b) do not describe the events bought 
and left in both sentences. In other words, they should be only interpreted with one of the participants in the main 
clause. In contrast, adverbs should be event-oriented, meaning that they should convey some description about 
the manner in which the event occurs. For example, angrily in example (12a) and stupidly in (12b) do not convey 
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