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An important problem in lexical semantics is the explanation of how verbal 

meaning interacts with the syntactic realization of arguments. Levin (1993) recognizes 

the relation between syntax and semantics in her classification of English verbs, in which 

similar syntactic behavior among verbs is assumed to reflect shared meaning 

components. However, her classes do not accurately predict the verbs’ semantic and 

syntactic properties. Other researchers (Taylor 1996, Boas 2008) argue for the inclusion 

of detailed encyclopedic meaning in explanations of syntactic behavior. Frame Semantics 

provides the necessary tools for fine-grained analyses of the syntax-semantics interface 
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because it offers a rigorous method for the description of meaning and documents 

syntactic information about argument realization from corpus data. 

This report uses concepts from Frame Semantics and data from its practical 

application, FrameNet (http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu), to assess the importance of 

fine-grained verbal meaning for argument realization by comparing the verbs embezzle, 

pilfer, shoplift, snatch and steal. Each verb construes the general semantics of the Theft 

frame differently, emphasizing or specifying individual participants in the event (frame 

elements). They also exhibit subtle differences in whether and how these frame elements 

are syntactically realized. In linking their syntax to their semantics, I show that the verbs’ 

syntactic distribution may be influenced by aspects of meaning such as their degree of 

descriptivity, the detailed specification of certain frame elements, and their occurrence as 

LUs in different frames.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 The separation of syntax and semantics in linguistic analysis as proposed by Chomsky 

(1965) has come under question over the past decades, and it is now understood that a word‘s 

meaning affects its syntactic behavior (Fillmore 1968, Pinker 1989, Levin 1993, Levin and 

Rappaport-Hovav 2005). For instance, the verbs break and hit are both transitive, but break can 

omit the agent argument and realize the patient as subject, while hit cannot (1) This is related to 

the fact that break implies a change of state in the patient, while hit does not. 

 (1) a. Billy broke the window. 

  b. Billy hit the window 

  c. The window broke. 

  d. *The window hit. 

However, the exact nature of the interaction between verbal meaning and syntax is still a matter 

of debate. Researchers such as Jackendoff (1997), Levin & Rappaport-Hovav (2005) and Boas 

(2008) are trying to determine what aspects of meaning are grammatically relevant in order to 

create lexical entries which strike a balance between conciseness and descriptivity – including 

only those components of meaning which are relevant for the grammatical patterns associated 

with the lexical item. This study sheds light on this relationship by investigating the syntax and 

semantics of various verbs of stealing in English in order to determine which meaning 

components are relevant for the realization of verbal arguments.  

 This study undertakes a close investigation of English verbs which evoke the Theft 

frame, particularly the five verbs embezzle, pilfer, snatch, shoplift and steal. While all of the 

lexical units in the class share the semantics of a general stealing event, they display differences 
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in their semantic construal of the stealing event (2) and in their syntactic realization of arguments 

(3). 

(2)  The man {stole/swiped/*embezzled} my wallet. 

(3)  Pat {shoplifted/*swiped} to earn a living. (swipe cannot omit the stolen goods) 

In this report, I first analyze dictionary entries and corpus examples of these verbs in order to 

determine the meaning differences that set the verbs apart. I then use syntactic data from 

FrameNet to determine the range of syntactic patterns available for Theft verbs and to find 

differences in how the arguments of these verbs are realized. The data needed to be 

supplemented with a small survey of native speakers. This analysis allows me to find 

correlations between meaning components and syntactic behavior, to determine which aspects of 

meaning are relevant for the syntax of Theft verbs, and to propose a sub-classification of 

Theft verbs which directly links meaning to syntax. 

 Section 2 presents Levin‘s (1993) approach to verb classification and problems 

associated with it. Section 2.1 describes how Levin investigates the English verbal lexicon under 

the assumption that a verb‘s meaning directly affects its syntactic behavior. I discuss the verb 

classes Levin proposes based on grammatical properties such as their ability to participate in 

syntactic alternations. The verbs in each class are assumed to share some meaning component(s) 

which influence their alternating behavior. Section 2.2 describes Levin‘s class of Steal verbs and 

reveals some problems with the identification of shared meaning components and with the 

syntactic criteria chosen for determining class membership. Section 2.3 reviews other 

evaluations of Levin‘s verb classes (Baker and Ruppenhofer 2002, Boas 2006), which found 

similar problems with other Levin classes. 
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 Section 3.1 introduces Frame Semantics (Fillmore 1985, Fillmore and Baker 2010, 

Ruppenhofer et al. 2010), in which words are grouped together based solely on semantic criteria. 

Verbs which evoke the same scenario, or frame, are grouped together, regardless of their 

syntactic properties. FrameNet, the practical application of Frame Semantics, provides syntactic 

information is by which annotating corpus data and providing concrete information about how 

the participants and circumstances in the frame are realized syntactically. Section 3.2  discusses 

Boas‘ (2006, 2008) approach to verb classification, which utilizes the notions of verb 

descriptivity (Snell-Hornby 1983), componential analysis, Frame Semantics and Construction 

Grammar (Goldberg 1995, 2006), to show that specific meaning components lead to subtle 

differences in argument realization.  

 Section 4.1 introduces the methodology used for the current study. Section 4.2 discusses 

the information FrameNet provides about the Theft frame. Section 4.3 compares the meanings 

of 5 verbs which evoke the Theft frame in order to isolate the meaning components which set 

them apart. Section 4.4 discusses how FrameNet syntactic data was used and supplemented in 

the analysis of the syntactic behavior of these LUs and it provides the results of the analysis. 

Section 5.1 attempts to relate the syntactic behavior of the LUs with their detailed frame-

semantics, and Section 5.2 discusses the implications of these findings for future research. 

Finally, Chapter 6 provides a conclusion to the study and proposes future work on the topic.  

 

 



4 

 

Chapter 2:  Levin’s (1993) Syntactic Approach to Verb Classification 

2.1 LEVIN’S (1993) VERB CLASSES 

Levin (1993) undertakes a broad-scale, systematic investigation of English verbs under 

the assumption that the ―behavior of a verb, particularly with respect to the expression and 

interpretation of its arguments, is to a large extent determined by its meaning‖ (Levin 1993:1). 

The assumption suggests that syntactic information can be used to determine which meaning 

elements are linguistically relevant, thereby contributing to the development of a theory of 

lexical knowledge which associates verb meaning with argument expression. 

Levin‘s methodology is motivated by the observation that native speakers can make 

detailed judgments about subtle syntactic properties of verbs, particularly their argument 

expression and morphological properties. For instance, speakers know that verbs like spray and 

load can express arguments in two ways by participating in the locative alternation (4)-(5).
1
 

Other verbs like fill and pour only allow one of these variants (6)-(7). 

(4)  a. They sprayed water on the plants. 

b. They sprayed the plants with water. 

      (5)    a. They loaded hay onto the wagon. 

  b. They loaded the wagon with hay.      

 (6) a.*They filled hay onto the wagon. 

   b. They filled the wagon with hay. 

      (7)   a. They poured water on the plants. 

  b. *They poured the plants with water. 

The locative alternation involves sentences of two types; in one of these, the locatum argument 

(the entity which changes location) is the direct object and the location argument (the goal 

location where the locatum ends up) is expressed in a directional prepositional phrase. This is 

                                                           
1
 The locative alternation is frequently discussed in the literature (Levin 1993, Goldberg 1995, Levin and Rappaport-

Hovav 2005, Iwata 2008.) 
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seen in the (a) examples above. The other variant, seen in the (b) examples, expresses the 

location as the direct object and the locatum as a dependent in prepositional phrase headed by 

with (Levin 1993:49). Speakers also recognize the subtle differences in interpretation of the (a) 

and (b) sentences. The (b) sentences suggest that the location argument has undergone a change 

of state through the event. For instance, sentence (2b) suggests that the wagon is now full of hay, 

while (2a) does not necessarily suggest this. 

 Native speakers also know which verbs undergo transitivity alternations
2
, which change 

the transitivity of a verb. One transitivity alternation, the causative/inchoative alternation
3
, allows 

an agent causing the event to be realized as the subject or to be omitted altogether. Examples (8-

9) show that break undergoes this alternation, but appear does not. 

(8) a. The window broke. 

  b. The little boy broke the window. 

      (9) a. A rabbit appeared out of the magician‘s hat. 

  b. *The magician appeared a rabbit out of his hat. 

Another aspect of native speakers‘ knowledge of the verbal lexicon involves verbs which 

are formed from zero-related nouns, nouns which have the same form as the verb (Levin 

1993:3). They know that some nouns like fax, which can be used in contexts such as (10a), may 

become verbs (10b), while verbs such as church do not, as (11) shows. 

(10) a. I sent him the document by fax. 

  b. I faxed him the document. 

(11)  a. They gave the money to church. 

  b. *They churched the money. 

                                                           
2
 Transitivity alternations are alternations in argument expression which change a verb‘s transitivity. 

3
 The causative/inchoative alternation is an alternation in which an intransitive use realizes the object undergoing a 

change of state as the subject, while the transitive use realizes the agent which causes the change of state as subject. 
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The subtle judgments native speakers make about the argument realization and novel 

formation of verbs suggests that their knowledge of verbal properties goes beyond a simple 

mention of how arguments are realized, but also includes information which associates certain 

meaning components of a verb to its syntactic and morphological behavior. Levin provides an 

example from Hale and Keyser (1987) to show that a verb‘s meaning can be extracted on the 

basis of how it patterns syntactically. If one hears the novel verb gally in the sentence I gallied 

that whale, one could guess that it means to see or that it means to frighten. One would be unsure 

which of these guesses is more accurate until they hear the verb used in a new syntactic context. 

If one later hears Whales in the Pacific gally easily (an example of the middle construction), they 

can assume that to frighten is a more accurate guess than to see. Hale and Keyser (1987) 

demonstrate that the middle construction (Levin 1993: 25) is only used with verbs which involve 

a change of state (i.e. frighten, cut, break) and not with other verbs such as see (*Whales see 

easily). Syntactic constructions can thus aid language learners in the discovery of meaning 

aspects. Conversely, speakers can use their knowledge of a verb‘s meaning to determine whether 

it may be used in certain syntactic patterns. These facts suggest that there are general principles 

of grammar which map relevant meaning components to grammatical behavior of verbs. 

Levin goes on to demonstrate how a close investigation of alternating behavior enables 

the isolation of grammatically relevant meaning components using the verbs break, cut, hit and 

touch. All of these verbs are transitive (12), but they differ in their alternating behavior. 

(12)  Jan {cut/broke/touched/hit} the bread. (cf. Levin 1993:6) 

The body part possessor ascension alternation
4
 is undergone by cut, touch and hit, but not break. 

                                                           
4
 ―The body-part possessor ascension alternation] is characterized by a change in the expression of a possessed body 

part: either the body part may be expressed as the direct object […] or the possessor may be expressed as the object 

of the verb, with the possessed body part expressed in a prepositional phrase […]‖ (Levin 1993:7). 
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(13)  Jan {cut/touched/hit/broke} John‘s leg. 

(14)  Jan {cut/touched/hit/*broke} John on the leg. (cf. Levin 1993:7) 

The middle alternation is allowed by cut and break, but not hit or touch (Levin 1993:6). 

(15)  The bread {cuts/breaks/*touches/*hits} easily. 

The conative alternation
5
 is allowed by cut and hit, but not beak or touch, according to Levin 

(1993: 6), as seen in (16).  

 (16)  Jan {hit/cut/*broke/*touched} at the bread. 

 Having established each verb‘s alternating behavior, Levin then compares each verb to 

determine what aspects of meaning constrain the verbs‘ ability to undergo these alternations. The 

body part possessor alternation requires that the verb involve some contact between two entities. 

This is entailed by cut, hit and touch, but break is a pure change of state verb and does not 

require the notion of contact. The middle alternation, which omits the expression of the agent, 

requires that the patient of the verb undergo a change of state. The patient of cut, like that of 

break, undergoes a change of state by becoming broken or cut. Levin (1993:8-9) points out that 

this is reflected in the zero-related nouns for these words; a cut and a break are visible results of 

the event, while a touch and a hit refer to the events themselves. Finally, the conative alternation 

requires that the verb have both a motion and contact component. Levin claims that this is the 

case for hit and cut, but neither break nor touch imply any sort of motion. This alternation does 

not simply require motion, but also contact, since verbs of pure motion which do not have a 

contact meaning component (i.e. walk) do not participate in it either. 

 These findings are summarized in Table 1, which displays the meaning components as 

they are associated with the four verbs, and in Figure 2, which shows the meaning components 

                                                           
5
 ―[I]n the conative construction, the argument corresponding to the object of the transitive variant is expressed in a 

prepositional phrase headed by at‖ (Levin 1993:6). 
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that allow the verbs to undergo the alternations. For instance, break involves a change of state 

and the middle alternation requires this meaning component, so break can undergo the middle 

alternation. 

 Change of State Motion Contact 

break X - - 

cut X X X 

hit - X X 

touch - - X 

Table 1: Meaning Components for break, cut, hit and touch 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Syntactic Alternations, Relevant Meaning Components, and Applicable Verbs 

 

 Through this investigation, Levin (1993) shows that the notions of change of state, 

motion and contact are relevant for a verb‘s syntactic behavior. In fact, a number of other verbs 

which exhibit the same alternating behavior as these verbs also share these components of 

meaning. This leads to the formation of Levin verb classes such as those in (17).  

 (17) Break verbs: break, crack, rip, shatter, snap,… 

  Cut verbs: cut, hack, saw, scratch, slash,… 

  Touch verbs: pat, stroke, tickle, touch,… 

  Hit verbs: bash, hit, kick, pound, tap, whack,… (Levin 1993: 7)  

 

 A major motivation for Levin‘s work is the idea that ―the ideal lexical entry for a word 

should minimize the information provided for that word‖ (1993: 11). This is in line with other 

research, such as Chomsky (1986) and Pinker (1989), and can be traced back to Bloomfield 

(1933), who recognizes that many aspects of meaning are irrelevant for grammatical realization. 

The identification of grammatically relevant meaning components and classes of verbs which 

Body part possessor: requires contact (cut, hit, touch) 

Conative:  requires contact and motion (cut, hit) 

Middle: requires change of state (break, cut) 
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share these components contributes to an adequate theory of argument realization. By 

determining what aspects of meaning the verbs in a syntactically coherent class share, one should 

be able to determine what aspect of meaning is relevant for the given syntactic patterns. This 

would allow lexical entries for verbs to be smaller, because ―some properties that might have 

been included in lexical entries because they were thought to be idiosyncratic could turn out on 

further examination to be predictable from verb meaning and could be eliminated from a verb‘s 

lexical entry‖ (Levin 1993:12). 

2.2 LEVIN’S (1993) STEAL CLASS 

 I now discuss Levin‘s definition of Levin‘s (1993) Steal class in order to evaluate this 

approach which depends solely on syntactic properties such as alternating behavior to determine 

class membership. The Steal class falls under the broader category of ―verbs involving 

possessional deprivation,‖ which also includes the Cheat class (1993: 128). Figure 2 shows the 

verbs which are included in the class. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Verbs in Levin’s Steal class (Levin 1993: 128) 

 The Steal class is defined as follows: 

These verbs primarily describe the removal of something from someone‘s possession; the previous 

possessor or a location associated with this possessor is expressed in a from prepositional phrase. These 

verbs can also take benefactive for phrases to indicate the person on whose behalf the removal was done, 

but they do not participate in the benefactive alternation. Although they are found in a syntactic frame that 

resembles the location variant of the locative alternation, they do not participate in the locative alternation 

either. Some of these verbs can also be used as verbs of obtaining and are cross-listed (sec. 13.5); this 

possibility probably arises because in many situations in which someone obtains something, someone else 

loses possession of that thing. (Levin 1993: 129) 

abduct, cadge, capture, confiscate, cop, emancipate, embezzle, exorcise, extort, extract, filch, flog, 

grab, impound, kidnap, liberate, lift, nab, pilfer, pinch, pirate, plagiarize, purloin, recover, redeem, 

reclaim, regain, repossess, rescue, retrieve, rustle, seize, smuggle, snatch, sneak, sponge, steal, 

swipe, take, thieve, wangle, weasel, winkle, withdraw, wrest 
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The syntactic criteria which permit class membership are the following. According to Levin, 

Steal verbs occur in the syntactic pattern shown in (18).  Beyond this, they only show one variant 

of the locative, benefactive, conative or causative alternations (19)-(22). That is, they do not 

undergo any alternations. 

 (18) Basic Pattern: The thief stole the painting from the museum. 

(19) Locative:  The thief stole the painting from the museum. 

   *The thief stole the museum of the painting. 

(20) Benefactive:  The thief stole the painting for Mr. Smith. 

   *The thief stole Mr. Smith the painting. 

(21) Conative:  The thief stole the painting from the museum. 

   *The thief stole at the painting. 

(22) Causative:  The thief stole the painting from the museum. 

   *The painting stole from the museum. (Levin 1993:129) 

 Let us first evaluate the meaning associated with Levin‘s Steal class. The 

semantic description provided in the beginning of the paragraph is rather vague. First of 

all, the use of the word ―primarily‖ in the first sentence shows that no absolute claims can 

be made regarding the semantics of steal verbs, thus making it unclear whether there is a 

meaning component which is reflected in the syntactic criteria chosen to define the class. 

There is also no detail given as to what entities are involved in the event. In comparing 

verbs such as plagiarize, kidnap and take, we notice that the thing which is taken varies 

greatly. Plagiarize is restricted to written text, kidnap is restricted to human beings, while 

take can refer to a wide variety of objects. 

 (23) a. She took {the child/the words/the wallet}. 

   b. She kidnapped {the child/*the words/*the wallet}. 

  c. She swiped {*the child/*the words/the wallet}. 

This lack of detail also causes difficulty when it comes to the number of arguments 

available to a verb. Take can realize the taken goods as the direct object and the original 
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possessor of the object in a from prepositional phrase. However, this is not possible for 

withdraw, which can not realize the original possessor, because withdraw does not 

usually involve a human source (or victim).  

 (24) a. He took the horse from its owner. 

  b. ?He withdrew the troops from the general. 

 It is also hard to tell what makes this class of verbs semantically different from the Cheat 

class, which contains verbs such as rob, deprive, cure, and ease. Although Cheat verbs are 

defined by different syntactic properties, the semantic description given for them is very similar 

to the one given above: ―Like the steal verbs, these [Cheat] verbs can be characterized as verbs 

of possessional deprivation. They typically describe depriving someone/something of an 

inalienable possession (in a broad sense).‖ Later on in the entry, Levin notes that the noun found 

in prepositional phrases headed by off or out of  typically receives a ―holistic‖ interpretation, but 

she does not go on to explain how this fact distinguishes the two classes. For example, rob refers 

to an act of removing something from someone‘s possession, so one would expect it to pattern 

like steal verbs. However, rob behaves differently than the Steal verbs in that the direct object of 

rob is the possessor or location of the goods (They robbed the store) while that of steal is the 

stolen goods (They stole products). 

 We now discuss the syntactic criteria which define membership in the Steal class. It is 

unusual that only one positive example sentence defines them, and that they do not undergo any 

of the alternations. This use of negative evidence is not found with other Levin classes, in which 

verbs with more than one syntactic pattern in common are grouped together. 
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 The criterion that Steal verbs do not undergo the benefactive alternation in (20) is not 

very sound. If one looks at corpus data, one can find instances of Steal verbs realizing a recipient 

as a first object, such as this example from the British National Corpus. 

(25) …as he filled her bag with bananas and apples and onions. "Swipe him one," a 

fellow marketeer suggested, but she smiled enigmatically. (BNC: CA3) 

Actually, some Steal verbs may undergo the benefactive alternation, while others may not.  

 (26)  Swipe him one. / Steal me one. 

 (27) a. I snuck some candy for you.  

  b. I snuck you some candy. 

 (28) a.  He liberated the people for you. 

  b. *He liberated you the people. 

The fact that these verbs undergo different alternating behavior does not comply with the 

approach Levin presents, in which verb classes arise based on similar syntactic behavior. In fact, 

verbs in the Steal class differ in other syntactic patterns as well. Example (29) shows that steal 

and embezzle undergo the unspecified object alternation (Levin 1993: 33), but swipe and rescue 

do not. 

 (29)  They {stole/embezzled/*swiped/*rescued} to earn a living. 

Example (30) shows that purloin and kidnap can be used as adjectives, but thieve and grab 

cannot. 

 (30) a. the purloined letter 

  b. the kidnapped children 

  c. *the thieved wallet 

  d. *the grabbed keys 

Also, some verbs such as steal and snatch can occur with a locational prepositional phrase 

instead of the directional from prepositional phrase, while verbs such as regain and withdraw 

cannot. 
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 (31) They stole/snatched/*regained/*withdrew it off the table. 

Such examples show that there is not as much syntactic uniformity among members of the Steal 

class as should e expected. It is unclear why the criteria for class membership include 

information on alternations in which the verbs do not participate, why these particular four 

alternations were chosen. and why other syntactic patterns are ignored in the formation of Levin 

classes. 

  Another problem with Levin‘s syntactic criteria is that they grant membership to any verb 

which can appear in the pattern [NP V NP PP from] and does not undergo the listed alternations. 

This includes words such borrow, as in (32), which also involves obtaining and change of 

possession and is thus similar to Steal verbs. However, it also includes unrelated verbs such as 

transport and save, as in (33)-(34). According to Levin‘s criteria, these verbs should be members 

of the Steal class, but they are not included because of their different meanings. 

 (32)  He borrowed a pen from his friend 

  *He borrowed his friend of a pen. 

  *He borrowed his sister a pen.  

  *He borrowed at the painting 

  *A pen borrowed from his friend. 

 

(33) She transported the goods from the lot. 

 *She transported the lot of the goods. 

 *She transported her boss the goods. 

 *She transported at the goods. 

 *The goods transported from the lot. 

(34) She saved the baby from the fire. 

 *She saved the fire of the baby. 

 *She saved the mother the baby. 

 *She saved at the baby. 

 *The baby saved from the fire. 
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 This analysis shows that Levin‘s steal class is somewhat problematic when it is supposed 

to isolate significant meaning components based on syntactic behavior. The description of the 

meaning common to all verbs in the class is rather vague and does not clearly distinguish it from 

similar classes such as the Cheat class. The verbs included in the class also show differences in 

collocational patterning and the realization of certain arguments. Not all verbs behave the same 

way in all of the alternations Levin chooses as criteria for class membership (i.e. the benefactive 

alternation), and the verbs vary in their participation in other syntactic patterns which are not 

criteria for the Steal class. Also, semantically unrelated verbs fit the syntactic criteria used to 

define the class. These issues challenge the status of syntactic alternations in verb classification 

and suggest that different approaches should be pursued. Overall, Levin‘s method for developing 

this class of verbs does not yield satisfying results – it cannot adequately predict the syntactic or 

semantic properties of all members of the Steal class. 

2.3 PROBLEMS WITH LEVIN’S (1993) APPROACH 

Other researchers (Baker & Ruppenhofer 2002, Boas 2006, 2010) have found that other 

Levin classes face problems similar to those described for the steal class above. In comparing 

Levin‘s classes with verb classes in FrameNet
6
, Baker and Ruppenhofer (2002) point out that 

Levin does not use corpus data to determine class membership, but relies on the linguistic 

literature and her own intuition. They show that this is problematic because some verbs which 

are included in a class do not actually undergo the alternations Levin associates with that class. 

For example, while telephone, wire and fax are among Levin‘s Verbs of Instrument of 

Communication, corpus data shows no instances of them used as parentheticals in indirect 

                                                           
6
 FrameNet (http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu/) is a lexicographic database built using principles of Frame 

Semantics. It will be discussed in more detail in sections 3.1 and 4.1. 
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quotation, which is one of the syntactic criteria for class membership. In fact, according to Baker 

and Ruppenhofer, only one verb in the class (cable) is able to appear in this pattern. They also 

show that some verbs (such as telephone) do not appear in the syntactic contexts predicted by 

membership in this class (*Mom telephoned me the good news/*Mom telephoned me that she 

was ill (Baker and Ruppenhofer 2002:30)). On the other hand, verbs sometimes occur in 

syntactic patterns that are not discussed by Levin, such as those in (35) and (36). 

(35) She might have backed off, gone into the pub and telephoned for a cab. 

(36) …you should telephone your flight plan to Lisbon… (Baker & Ruppenhofer 

2002:29) 

Another problem with Levin‘s approach is the status of the alternations and syntactic 

patterns used as criteria for class membership. Levin‘s classes of social interaction are defined by 

alternations which supposedly indicate reciprocal action. 

Collective Subject NP The committee bantered/met 

Simple Reciprocal Alternation Pat bantered/met/*married with Kim 

Pat and Kim bantered/met/married 

Understood Reciprocal Object Pat married/met/*bantered Kim 

Pat and Kim bantered/married/met 

Table 2: Syntactic criteria for Levin’s classes of social interaction (Baker & Ruppenhofer 

2002:31) 

Baker and Ruppenhofer (2002) show that these alternations are not necessarily a diagnostic of 

reciprocality. For one, they are not always used for events implying reciprocal action but just 

jointly undertaken action such as jog. Also, other verbs which are not inherently reciprocal can 

realize an argument using a reciprocal (Pat and Kim looked at each other). Other alternations are 

not necessarily indicative of the meaning aspect assigned to a specific class. 
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 The meaning shared by verbs within a Levin class is sometimes very vague or hard to 

define. Levin relies solely on syntactic criteria and holds fast to the maxim that ―the ideal lexical 

entry for a word should minimize the information provided for that word‖ (Levin 1993:11). 

Therefore, verbs within a single class are not required to have much in common semantically. 

Baker and Ruppenhofer (2002) point to Levin‘s Other Alternating Verbs of Change of State, 

which contains hundreds of verbs that are semantically unrelated apart from the fact that they 

signify a change of state, such as collapse, char, quadruple and westernize. These classes are 

only practical for representing lexical knowledge at a very coarse-grained level. This problem is 

less extreme for the steal verbs, but the semantic differences among Steal verbs was shown 

above to affect their ability to occur in the same contexts. 

 Boas (2006, fc.) shows that many verbs in the same class do not always exhibit the same 

alternating behavior, especially when it comes to other syntactic patterns which are not definitive 

for the class. For example, Levin‘s Cut verbs which were described earlier are claimed to 

participate in the body part possessor ascension alternation (37). However, Boas (2006) shows 

that this is not the case for all verbs in the Cut class, such as hew or slash (38). 

 (37)  a. He cut himself on the thumb.  

b. He cut his thumb. 

 (38) a. He {*hewed/?slashed} himself on the thumb. 

b. He {hewed/slashed} his thumb. (cf. Boas 2006:131) 

Boas claims that many of Levin‘s class descriptions use alternations or semantic descriptions 

which only apply to ―some verbs‖ or ―most verbs‖ in the class. According to Boas (2006), it is 

problematic when alternations are assumed to be reflective of meaning, but verbs which do not 

always pattern the same way are included in the same class. 
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 These researchers point out that Levin‘s reliance on syntactic criteria leads to problems in 

the semantic homogeneity and overall explanatory power of her verb classes. Boas (2006:132) 

concludes that ―not all verbal syntax is indicative of a verb‘s meaning.‖ Also, the fact that verbs 

which are closely related in meaning do not always show the same syntactic behavior challenges 

the idea that syntactic similarities can be used to determine grammatically relevant aspects of 

meaning. 

 This survey of other evaluations of Levin‘s classes has shown various shortcomings of 

her syntactically-centered approach. The status of Levin‘s syntactic alternations is often unclear, 

and one cannot be sure what a verb‘s participation in them actually says about verbal meaning. 

The meaning associated with some Levin classes can also be hard to define. Verbs within the 

same class do not behave the same way when it comes to other alternations which are not used to 

define the class. Also, some verbs which are very similar in meaning behave differently in their 

syntactic patterning. These problems suggest that syntactic behavior may not be the best starting 

point in the formation of verb classes, and new approaches should be found. 
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Chapter 3:  A Frame-Semantic Approach to Verb Classification 

3.1 FRAME SEMANTICS 

 Frame Semantics offers a different way of classifying verbs. Frame Semantics (Fillmore 

1985, Fillmore and Baker 2010) makes much of the notion that detailed world knowledge is 

required for the understanding of language. This approach thus classifies verbs according to the 

semantic frames they evoke, which are defined as ―schematic representations of the conceptual 

structures and patterns of beliefs, practices, institutions, images, etc. that provide a foundation for 

meaningful interactions in a given speech community‖ (Fillmore et. al. 2003:235). Each frame is 

associated with a certain number of participants, called frame elements (FEs),
7
 and may be 

evoked by a variety of lexical units (LUs), a word in one of its senses.  LUs include nouns, verbs, 

adjectives and multi-word expressions, among others. Frames are also arranged in a hierarchical 

structure which reflects various relations between types of scenarios and events, so-called frame-

to-frame relations. FrameNet (http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu), a lexical database built on 

Frame Semantic principles, uses corpus data to provide syntactic information about the 

realization of FEs with individual LUs.
8
 

LUs evoking FrameNet‘s Theft frame describe ―situations in which a PERPETRATOR 

takes GOODS from a VICTIM or a SOURCE‖ (Ruppenhofer et al. 2010).9 The core FEs of the 

                                                           
7
 FEs roughly correspond to the semantic roles used in other theories of lexical semantics (i.e. Fillmore 1968). 

However, they differ in that they do not apply to the entire verbal lexicon, but are defined specifically for individual 

frames. 

8
 The syntactic information provided by FrameNet is discussed in more detail in section 4.1, where the data for the 

investigation of Theft LUs is presented. See also Appendix 3. 

9
 The names of frames are traditionally written in Courier New font. The names of FEs are written in SMALL 

CAPS. 
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frame, which are necessary for the understanding of the event, are the PERPETRATOR, GOODS and 

a SOURCE or VICTIM. Non-core FEs are not necessary for the understanding of the frame, and 

include MANNER, TIME and PURPOSE. The Theft frame is evoked by various LUs such as steal, 

pickpocket, kleptomaniac and swipe. Some of these words are also listed as LUs of other frames 

because they have various senses; for example, swipe and snatch are also included as LUs of the 

Removing frame. This exemplifies the distinction made in Frame Semantics between a word 

and a LU, a word in one of its senses. 

 An important difference between Frame Semantics and Levin‘s approach is that Frame 

Semantics takes a verb‘s semantics as the primary criteria for class membership. Syntactic 

behavior is only secondary information that is stated implicitly as a part of a LU‘s lexical entry 

in FrameNet. Frame Semantics thereby avoids the aforementioned problems faced by Levin‘s 

reliance on syntactic behavior. It also does not permit classes with such semantically unrelated 

verbs like those found under Levin‘s Other Alternating Verbs of Change of State.  

Verbs classified as LUs of a frame all evoke the same general scenario, involve the same 

number and types of FEs and take the same perspective on the scenario (Ruppenhofer et al. 

2010). LUs do not correspond to words, but to senses of words, so a verb may be listed as two 

LUs, each LU evoking a different frame. These principles of frame-semantic verb classification 

result in classes quite different from those proposed by Levin. Consider again the verbs load and 

fill. The two different senses of fill in (39) and (40) actually evoke two different frames, so 

Frame Semantics posits separate LUs for the verb. In (39), fill evokes the Filling frame
10

. In 

(40), it involves the Adorning frame
11

 along with verbs such as adorn and cover.
12

 

                                                           
10

 The definition of the Filling frame reads as follows: These are words relating to filling containers and covering 

areas with some thing, things or substance, the THEME. The area or container can appear as the direct object with all 
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  (39)  They filled the wagon with hay. 

 (40)  Hay filled the wagon.  

Levin places load in a different class than fill because load undergoes the locative alternation (7-

8), while fill does not. However, a classification which separates these verbs does not account for 

the similarity of sentences like (41) and (42) below. This similarity is captured in Frame 

Semantics by including both fill and load as LUs of the Filling frame. An additional LU for 

fill is posited in the Adorning frame as discussed above, because this sense involves a different 

scenario and number of participants, as seen in the lack of an AGENT in (42c). The alternating 

behavior of load is also accounted for by positing a second LU for load which evokes the 

Placing frame,
13

 a scenario different than that of Filling.  

A graphic representation of how FrameNet categorizes load and fill as used in examples 

(41)-(42) is shown in Figure 3. The verb senses in (41a) and (42a) evoke the Filling frame, so 

load and fill are both LUs of the Filling frame. In (41b), load evokes the Placing frame, so 

it is included as an LU with place and put. (42b) shows that fill does not participate in this 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
these verbs, and is designated GOAL because it is the goal of motion of the THEME. Corresponding to its nuclear 

argument status, it is also affected in some crucial way, unlike goals in other frames (Ruppenhofer et al. 2010). 

11
 The definition of the Adorning frame reads as follows: This frame involves a static (primarily spatial) 

relationship between a Location and a THEME. All of the verbs used statically in this frame can also occur in the 

frame Filling, producing pairs such as the following:  

(i) Filling: Pat COVERED the table with flowers. 

(ii) Adorning: Flowers COVERED the table. 

Please note: adorned, covered, etc are in the Abounding_with frame because of the point of view shift. 

 
12

 A detailed account of the locative alternation seen in these examples and its implications for the interaction of 

verbal syntax and semantics is provided by Iwata (2008). 

13
 The definition of the Placing frame reads as follows: Generally without overall (translational) motion, an 

AGENT places a Theme at a location, the GOAL, which is profiled. In this frame, the Theme is under the control of 

the AGENT/CAUSE at the time of its arrival at the GOAL. 

This frame differs from Filling in that it focuses on the THEME rather than the effect on the GOAL  entity. It differs 

from Removing in focusing on the GOAL  rather than the SOURCE of motion for the THEME (Ruppenhofer et al. 

2010). 
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pattern, so it does not evoke the Filling frame. However, fill but not load participates in the 

pattern in (41c) and (42c), which evokes the Adorning frame, so fill is listed as an LU in the 

Adorning frame, but not load. Frame Semantics thus accounts for the alternating behavior of 

these verbs by positing multiple LUs.
14

  

 (41) a. She loaded the wagon with hay. 

 b. She loaded hay onto the wagon.  

 c. *Hay loaded the wagon. 

(42)  a. They filled the wagon with hay. 

b. *They filled hay onto the wagon. 

c. Hay filled the wagon. 

Adorning  Filling  Placing 

 

Figure 3: Frames evoked by load and fill 

Frame Semantics overcomes another difficulty faced by Levin‘s approach, the lack of 

structure among classes (Baker and Ruppenhofer 2002:33-35), by organizing frames according 

to frame-to-frame relations (see Petruck et al. 2004). Some frame relations are ―Inherits from‖ – 

in which the inheriting frame is a more specific instantiation of a more general frame – or 

―Using‖ – in which the using frame refers to another frame to describe the scenario. As an 

example, the frame relations for the Theft frame are shown in Figure 4. The Theft frame 

inherits from both the Taking and the Committing_Crime frames, so any act described by 

LUs evoking the Theft frame is an elaboration of an event of taking and committing a crime. A 

frame relation which is important for verbs of stealing is the ―Perspective On‖ relation, which 

                                                           
14

 A more detailed account of how Frame Semantics treats alternating behavior is provided by Boas (fc.), in which 

verbs found in Levin‘s Build class are reclassified according to frame-semantic principles. See also Baker and 

Ruppenhofer (2002:32-33) and Boas (2010) for discussions of communication verbs. 

load 

fill 

load 

place 

adorn 

fill 
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differentiates the Theft frame from the Robbery frame. While Theft verbs do not focus on 

any particular aspect of the stealing event, verbs evoking the Robbery frame imply that the 

VICTIM is in the foreground as it has been wronged by the PERPETRATOR and is seriously 

affected through the event.  

 

Figure 4: Frame Relations of the Theft frame 

This semantic difference is syntactically manifested, as seen in the following examples. 

(43)  The bad guy {stole/*robbed} my wallet.  

(44)  The bad guy {*stole/robbed} me. 

(45)  My wallet was {stolen/*robbed}. 

(46)  The poor old lady was {*stolen/robbed}. 

 (43)-(44) show that Theft verbs may realize the stolen GOODS but not the VICTIM as the direct 

object, while Robbery verbs realize the VICTIM but not the GOODS as direct object. Examples 

(45)-(46) show that, in passives sentences, the subject is the GOODS for Theft verbs but a 

VICTIM for Robbery verbs. The Theft and Robbery frames are similar because they involve 

the same participants and type of event, there is only a difference in perspective. These semantic 

facts are captured though frame relations. The syntactic properties associated with each class can 

be found by looking at the valence patterns provided in the lexical entry reports on FrameNet. 
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 This section has shown how Frame Semantics can overcome some of the difficulties 

faced by Levin‘s syntactically centered approach. Because verbs are classified solely on 

semantic criteria, Frame Semantics does not group words with different meanings together, nor 

does it separate semantically similar words because they have different alternation patterns. 

 By positing multiple LUs for alternating verbs, Frame Semantics recognizes the semantic 

contribution of specific constructions. Frame Semantics also uses frame-to-frame relations and 

the frame hierarchy to provide a structure to the English lexicon, and it recognizes the relations 

between various senses of alternating verbs by connecting the frames associated with each 

variant of an alternation through frame relations. For Frame Semantics, alternating behavior is 

just an epiphenomenon, but semantic information is the key for verb classification. 

3.2 BOAS’ (2008) FINE-GRAINED APPROACH TO VERB CLASSIFICATION 

Drawing on insights from Frame Semantics and Construction Grammar (Goldberg 1995), 

Boas (2006, 2008) proposes a ―frame-constructional approach to verb classification‖. This 

approach overcomes the shortcomings found in Levin‘s approach by recognizing that detailed 

semantic information may greatly influence a verb‘s syntactic behavior. The importance of 

encyclopedic lexical knowledge is addressed by Taylor (1996), who observes that sometimes 

two verbs with very similar meanings do not appear in the same syntactic environments. Taylor 

(1996) demonstrates this with the verbs run and jog. 

(47) a. Bruce ran against Phil. 

 b. *Bruce jogged against Phil. (Taylor 1996: 27) 

(48) a. The race will be run tomorrow. 

 b. *The race will be jogged tomorrow. (Taylor 1996: 27) 

These examples show that, although the two verbs involve the same activity (moving quickly 

using your feet and legs), their syntactic behavior is not the same. Taylor claims that these 
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differences in syntactic behavior arise because of the encyclopedic knowledge associated with 

each verb. Our knowledge of jogging tells us that one cannot jog against someone, because we 

know it is a leisurely activity that does not involve competition. Similarly, we know that a race 

cannot be jogged because a race also involves competition. For Taylor, this type of encyclopedic 

knowledge disallows sentences such as (47b) and (48b). 

Boas builds on Taylor‘s findings and investigates the degree to which verbal meaning 

influences syntactic behavior.  In Boas (2008), he investigates the relation between the semantics 

and syntax of 20 verbs evoking the Self Motion frame, classifying them according to Snell-

Horby‘s (1983) notion of verb-descriptivity. He goes on to investigate the participation of four 

Self Motion LUs in the resultative construction and uses componential analysis to isolate the 

meaning components which differentiate SELF_MOVER of the four verbs. His investigation 

shows that those LUs which entail meaning components such as high speed and energy may 

undergo the resultative. The methodology used by Boas (2008) is now described in more detail, 

as it provides a basis for my own investigation. 

Snell-Hornby (1983) shows that a verb‘s meaning can be seen as consisting of two parts. 

One part, the act nucleus (ANu) is the general underlying semantics of a verb, and the other, the 

modificant (Mod), gives extra meaning components to the act nucleus which are otherwise 

encoded using adjectives or adverbial phrases. In frame-semantic terms, the meaning of the ANu 

includes those meaning components that are shared among all members of a frame and ―is 

typically associated with the most prototypical verb of that frame‖ (Boas 2008: 30). Snell-

Hornby provides the formula in (49) to describe the relationship of Mod and ANu (where x is 

―an optional element without evaluative properties and not expressible in terms of adjectives or 

manner adverbs‖ (25-26)). 



25 

 

(49)  DV = ANu + Mod (+ x)  (Snell-Hornby 1983:26) 

The formula shows that the ANu and the Mod combine to make a descriptive verb. 

 Verbs vary in how ―heavy‖ the modificant is in relation to the act nucleus – their verb-

descriptivity. A verb is said to have a high degree of descriptivity when its Mod takes up more 

weight than the ANu. For example, the verb bustle has many modificants (noisily, quickly, under 

stress), but the specific activity it describes is rather vague (behave, move about). Snell-Hornby 

also claims that a high level of verb-descriptivity correlates with a lower range of application. 

For Snell-Hornby, ―[a] verb with a broad range of application leaves participants and 

circumstances open and can be used in varying situations‖ (34). 

 Seeing the usefulness notion of verb-descriptivity for fine-grained verb classification, 

Boas (2008) tests Snell-Hornby‘s (1983) claims about verb descriptivity using verbs in the 

Self_Motion frame. He determines the verbs‘ participation in a number of syntactic patterns, 

such as their use with a locational prepositional phrase and their participation in the resultative 

construction. His 2006 comparison of the verbs walk, parade, stagger and totter (Table 3) shows 

that walk occurs in all of the constructions, parade appears in about half of them, while totter 

and stagger only occur in the Location PP and Zero-related Nominal constructions.
15

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15

 Boas (2008) provides a larger table showing the participation of 20 LUs in these syntactic patterns, but the smaller 

table is more suitable for the purposes of this paper. 
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Table 3: Summary of Syntactic Distribution of Walk, Parade, Stagger and Totter (Boas 

2006:144) 

Based on this data, Boas proposes that walk is the least descriptive of the verbs, because 

its Mod contains minimal information (i.e. on feet, average pace) compared to the others. The 

other verbs have more detailed modifiers which provide additional specifications to the 

SELF_MOVER, such as ―unstable, spastic, drunken, slow, with much effort‖ for stagger. Boas 

(2008:34-37) then considers the meaning components encoded by 20 LUs in the Self Motion 

frame in order to test the correlation between high verb-descriptivity and low participation in 

syntactic constructions on a larger scale. His investigation shows that the verbs‘ level of 

descriptivity does in fact influence their range of syntactic distribution. Meaning components 

were found through dictionary definitions and by testing the verbs in combination with particular 

DEPICTIVE or MANNER FEs. For example, combining jump with the MANNER FE ―with feet on 

the ground” is not possible, so there is a meaning component which specifies that the feet are not 

on the ground. Unfortunately, Boas (2008:35-36) notes that it does not work when the meaning 

components are measured against scales.  

According to Boas, the verbs fall into four classes based on both the number of 

constructions they participate in and the number of additional aspects of meaning they have. The 

four classes are given in Figure 5. 
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Least descriptive:  walk. 

More descriptive:    jog, jump, waltz.  

Even more descriptive:  bustle, hike, parade, swim, wander.  

Most descriptive:  amble, crawl, creep, frolic, limp, meander, scurry, stagger, totter, 

trot, wade, wander. 

Figure 5: 20 Self Motion LUs according to their level of verb descriptivity 

Figure 5 shows that the least descriptive verb is walk, because its Mod does not contain much 

information that differentiates it from a prototypical Self_Motion event. The verb jog is in 

the second class, whose verbs contain up to three additional meaning components in their 

modifiers. Jog, for instance, encodes a higher speed than walk and uses the notion of exercise. 

The Mods of verbs in the third level (hike, parade) contain up to six additional meaning 

components. The ―most descriptive‖ verbs have very complex Mods which construe the Self 

Motion in different manners. They may view the event from a distant point of view (i.e. 

wander, amble) or specify some aspect of the mover‘s physical or mental state in relative detail 

(stagger, frolic).  

 Boas then looks closely at four verbs in order to determine whether a specific aspect of 

meaning influences their participation in the resultative construction. The identification of such 

meaning components increases the amount of syntactic information that will be predictable from 

a verb‘s lexical entry. Although Boas (2008) recognizes the difficulties associated with 

componential analysis of word meaning (Katz and Postal 1964, Wotjak 1971), he utilizes it in 

order to distinguish the Mods of these verbs from one another. Table 4 shows a semantic 

comparison of crawl, jog, totter, and wander. The first four meaning aspects listed on the left are 

binary features; they either apply to a verb or they do not. They thus lend themselves to 

componential analytic representation (+ means this meaning component applies, - means it does 

not apply). The other features are not binary but scalar, meaning that the value of the feature for 
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each verb may vary along a continuum and must be represented in a different way. Here, they are 

compared with the most prototypical LU, walk. The value for speed, for example, is ‗flexible‘ for 

crawl, ‗rather quickly‘ for jog, and ‗slower than walking‘ for totter, but it does not apply to 

wander. 

 

Table 4: Meaning components differentiating crawl, jog, totter and wander. (corrected from 

Boas 2008: 40) 

Boas (2008) then compares each verb‘s participation in the resultative construction, as 

seen in (50). 

 (50)  a. Kim jogged Pat off the street. 

         b. *Kim crawled Pat off the blanket. 

      c. *Kim tottered Pat off the sidewalk. 

       d. *Kim wandered Pat off the street. (Boas 2008:42) 

(50) shows that jog is the only verb which participates in the resultative when it is not modified 

by additional context. The meaning components which distinguish it from the other verbs are the 

quick speed and high energy involved in jogging. To make sure that these components influence 

its participation in the resultative, Boas provides the sentences with additional phrases which 

enable an interpretation of high energy and speed for the other verbs, as in (51). 
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(51)  a. Kim jogged Pat off the street. 

 b. Kim was excited and crawled very fast. Kim crawled Pat off the blanket. 

c. ?Kim was drunk and wanted to walk fast to get home. When exiting the bar, 

Kim tottered Pat off the sidewalk. 

d. * Kim didn‘t know where she was going and moved around quickly. By 

accident, Kim wandered Pat off the street. (Boas 2008:43) 

 

The examples show that the additional context which adds the components of speed and energy 

to the SELF_MOVER increase a verb‘s ability to participate in the resultative construction, at least 

for crawl and maybe totter, suggesting that the meaning components ―high speed‖ and ―high 

energy‖ influence a verb‘s participation in the resultative construction. Boas claims that this does 

not apply to wander, and suggests this is because wander does not specify the value for speed 

and may not allow modification which could change its meaning enough to make it compatible 

with the resultative (Boas 2008:43).  

 Boas‘ investigations into fine-grained sub-classification of LUs evoking the 

Self_Motion frame show interesting results which should be tested on new data. He shows 

that verbs evoking the same frame can indeed be further classified based on their degree of 

descriptivity. The varying levels of verb-descriptivity also lead to differences in the number and 

types of syntactic patterns available to each verb. Furthermore, specific aspects of meaning 

(speed and energy) are shown to correlate directly to a verb‘s participation in the resultative 

construction – some meaning components therefore seem to have more significance than others 

for the argument realization of their verbs. Overall, Boas (2006, 2008) corroborates the findings 

of Taylor (1996), which suggest that a verb‘s lexical entry must be more complex than those 

proposed by Levin (1993) and include much encyclopedic knowledge if it is to predict a verb‘s 

behavior in the full range of syntactic patterns. 
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It is important to take these findings and apply them to new data, which is one motivation 

for this study. In particular, Boas (2008: 44) calls for a ―search for a rigorous methodology‖ 

which should be expanded ―to cover the remaining LUs in the other frames of the English verbal 

lexicon.‖ This study responds to these requests by analyzing the syntax and semantics to another 

portion of the lexicon – verbs in the Theft frame. It expands Boas‘ (2008) methodology by 

looking at the meaning components applied to each of the four core FEs in the Theft frame 

(Boas only considered the specifications of the agent-type FE Self Mover). It also attempts to 

measure verb descriptivity more accurately by distinguishing types of descriptivity and offering a 

system for weighing meaning components. Because Theft verbs do not participate in the 

alternations and constructions used by Boas (2008) for Self Motion verbs, this study uses 

FrameNet syntactic data which specifies grammatical functions and phrase types for FEs in a 

variety of frame element combinations, thus testing the usefulness of FrameNet data. 
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Chapter 4:  The Syntax and Semantics of Five Theft LUs 

4.1 INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 

In this study, I investigate verbal LUs which evoke the Theft frame, particularly the 

five verbs steal, pilfer, snatch, embezzle, and shoplift. In Section 4.2, I describe the data 

FrameNet provides for the Theft frame, and mention sources which were used to cover gaps in 

the FrameNet data, such as dictionaries and native speaker informants. More information on how 

these sources were used is provided along with the analysis in Sections 4.3 and 4.4. In Section 

4.3, I analyze the meanings of the five LUs in order to determine what meaning components are 

encoded by each LU and whether the LUs vary in their degree of descriptivity. Then, I determine 

each verb‘s syntactic properties using FrameNet data and native speaker consultations, as 

discussed in Section 4.5. In particular, I look at how each FE is realized and whether certain FEs 

can be omitted by these verbs.  

 The methodology used in this investigation is as follows. First, I compare the semantics 

of these four descriptive LUs, separating meaning components depending on what FE they 

modify. To do this, I first survey dictionary definitions, and then test these by determining the 

felicitousness of each LU when additional information is provided in the context. I then 

summarize the meaning components and ―weigh‖ the contribution of the modifier to the LUs 

overall semantics. This allows a comparison of these LUs in terms of Snell-Hornby‘s (1983) 

notion of verb descriptivity. Section 4.4 compares each LU‘s ability to occur in a large number 

of syntactic patterns. FrameNet syntactic data provides the basis for this investigation, but where 

there was not enough information, a small survey and other native speaker intuition filled these 
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gaps. I present the findings of this investigation in Section 4.4.3. Chapter 5 is devoted to the 

linking of this syntactic behavior to the verbs‘ semantics. 

 I have chosen for this study the verbs embezzle, pilfer, shoplift, snatch and steal, because 

they vary in the number and types of meaning components they specify, they are amply attested 

in FrameNet, and they can each be easily compared to other Theft verbal LUs which share 

similar meaning components in order to test claims which relate a verb‘s meaning to its form. 

For example, embezzle and misappropriate each involve financial GOODS being stolen by a 

PERPETRATOR who was entrusted with the GOODS, usually by the VICTIM. Pilfer shares with filch 

the specification that the GOODS are small in value (according to the FrameNet definition). 

Shoplift and pickpocket both encode the SOURCE, not only conceptually but also in their form. 

Snatch can be related to a number of other Theft LUs which focus on the action of the 

PERPETRATOR‘s hand in the event, such as swipe and snitch. 

4.2 THE THEFT FRAME IN FRAMENET 

 On the FrameNet website (http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu) one can use the search 

function to search for frame reports, which include a definition of the frame, descriptions of the 

individual FEs and a list of LUs which evoke the frame. Each LU is accompanied by a link to its 

lexical entry and annotation report. The lexical entry contains a prose definition of the LU, a 

table showing how each FE is syntactically realized, and a table of valence patterns showing the 

grammatical function and phrase type for each annotated combination of FEs. The annotation 

report shows corpus sentences with annotated FEs. 

 The frame report for the Theft frame contains the frame definition: 

(52)  These are words describing situations in which a PERPETRATOR takes GOODS  

from a VICTIM or a SOURCE. The MEANS by which this is accomplished may also 

be expressed (Ruppenhofer et al. 2010). 
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It also contains brief descriptions of the role individuals FEs play in the frame. The FEs will be 

more or less detailed for individual LUs (consider the SOURCE of pickpocket), as different LUs 

focus on different aspects of the frame. FEs of a given frame are divided into Core FEs, which 

are essential for understanding the frame (such as PERPETRATOR or GOODS), and Non-Core FEs, 

which are not (such as TIME, MANNER or PLACE). Some FEs are consistently realized as the same 

type of entity, and are listed with a semantic type specification.  For example, the PERPETRATOR 

in a stealing event is sentient, excluding some more metaphorical usages (see Ruppenhofer et al. 

2010:79-84). Figure 6 shows the descriptions of the core FEs.  

Goods [Goods]  

Goods is anything (including labor, time, or legal rights) that can be taken away.  

Perpetrator [Perp]  

Semantic Type: Sentient Perpetrator is the person (or other agent) that takes the goods away.  

Source [Src]  

Semantic Type: Source Source is the initial location of the goods, before they change location.  

Victim [Vict]  

Semantic Type: Sentient Victim is the person (or other sentient being or group) that owns the goods before they 

are taken away by the perpetrator.  

Figure 6: Frame Element Descriptions for the Theft Frame 

The LUs listed as evoking this frame are given in Figure 7. Note that in addition to verbs 

(in bold), FrameNet also includes nouns (such as kleptomaniac) and adjectives (such as light-

fingered). Multi-word units (such as run off with) could also be included as Theft LUs, but 

have not yet been added to the list.  

 

 

 

Figure 7: Lexical Units evoking the Theft Frame (verbal LUs in bold) 

 Let us consider the entry for the LU pilfer, which defines pilfer as ―steal (things of little 

value)‖. Such a definition is generally correct for this verb, but entries for other verbs do not 

abstract.v, cop.v, cutpurse.n, embezzle.v, embezzlement.n, embezzler.n, filch.v, flog.v, heist.n, 

kleptomaniac.n, larceny.n, lift.v, light-fingered.a, misappropriate.v, misappropriation.n, nick.v, 

peculation.n, pickpocket.n, pickpocket.v, pilfer.v, pilferage.n, pilferer.n, pilfering.n, pinch.v, 

purloin.v, rustle.v, shoplift.v, shoplifter.n, shoplifting.n, snatch.n, snatch.v, snatcher.n, snitch.v, 

steal.v, stealer.n, stealing.n, stolen.a, swipe.v, theft.n, thief.n, thieve.v, thieving.a, thieving.n 
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provide as much detail (i.e. the definition for flog simply reads ―steal‖). Due to the detailed 

nature of this study, more semantic information was needed than that provided by FrameNet. I 

therefore consult three dictionaries to assist in the semantic analysis: Merriam-Webster‘s Online 

Dictionary,
16

  Cambridge Advanced Learner‘s Dictionary,
17

 and the Oxford English Dictionary. 

The senses in the definition related to the Theft frame
18

 were used and are provided in 

Appendix 1. I also sometimes refer to corpus sentences taken from the annotation reports for 

these LUs on FrameNet, which are provided in Appendix 2. 

 As for syntactic data, Table 5 is taken from the lexical entry for pilfer, showing that it 

occurs in annotated sentences with the FEs GOODS, MANNER, PERPETRATOR, REASON and 

SOURCE. The bottom row tells us that the SOURCE can be realized in a from prepositional phrase, 

or it may be omitted as an indefinite null instantiation (INI)
19

. FrameNet also provides another 

table including valence patterns for each frame element combination (FEC) that appears with a 

verb. For each FEC, the different combinations of grammatical function and phrase type are 

documented. This table is not presented here because it is described in detail in Section 4.4. The 

FE realization table and the valence pattern table for each of the five LUs are provided in 

Appendix 3.  

                                                           
16

 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary 

17
 http://dictionary.cambridge.org 

18
 I exclude senses not related to stealing, such as the motion sense for steal, as in ―He stole across the room‖. Some 

senses of ―grabbing or removing‖ are used for snatch, when a steal-sense entry was not available. 

19
 Some LUs allow a FE to be omitted in situations outside of those covered by general constructions of the 

language, such as the passive. These null-instantiations are interpreted either definitely (i.e. they can be recovered 

through context) and labeled DNI in FrameNet or indefinitely (they need not be mentioned in the discourse and are 

interpreted generically) and labeled INI. See Ruppenhofer et al. (2010:24-26) for more on null-instantiation within 

FrameNet. 
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Frame Element Number Annotated Realization(s) 

Goods (10) 

INI.-- (1) 

N.Head (1) 

NP.Ext (4) 

NP.Obj (4) 

Manner (1) PP[on].Dep (1) 

Perpetrator (10) 

NP.Ext (4) 

CNI.-- (5) 

PP[by].Dep (1) 

Reason (1) PP[for].Dep (1) 

Source (10) 
INI.-- (8) 

PP[from].Dep (2) 

Table 5: Frame Elements and their Realizations for pilfer 

 Although the syntactic information provided by FrameNet is helpful, the data is 

incomplete for a number of LUs. For instance, the verb pilfer may occur with the non-core FE 

TIME (I pilfered the stuff yesterday), but the FE is not included in FrameNet (Table 5) because it 

is not found in any of the annotated sentences. Other LUs which occur with a TIME FE are 

documented in FrameNet, so these instances should be within the scope of the FrameNet project. 

The annotation report for pilfer shows that only 10 sentences were annotated, not enough to 

account for the full range of syntactic patterns available to the verb. In the event that the 

necessary data could not be found and I was left to rely on my own intuition, I consulted with 

other native speakers of different varieties of American English to ensure the validity of any 

claims mad, particularly through a small survey of acceptability judgments. This survey and 

other problems associated with the FrameNet syntactic data are discussed in more detail in 

Section 4.4.2.  

4.3 SEMANTIC COMPARISON OF 5 THEFT LUS  

To make claims about the relationship between semantics and syntax among these LUs, 

we must first determine what meaning components set the LUs apart from each other. This 
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section compares the meanings of these verbs in order to determine their degree of descriptivity 

and isolate different meaning components which constrain the frame elements which occur with 

these LUs. In the semantic analysis, I propose that steal is the most general verb and is 

applicable to any type of Theft event, while the four other LUs (embezzle, pilfer, shoplift, 

snatch) differ from steal by describing the event in more detail. I use dictionary definitions as a 

starting point in this analysis. To support the findings from the definitions and to test for 

meaning components which are only implied through the definitions, I test the felicitousness of 

each verb in sentences which specify a meaning component. I then discuss the degree of verb-

descriptivity among the verbs. The section concludes with a summary of how the semantics of 

each FE is specified for each LU. 

Although traditional dictionary entries have been criticized for their arbitrary and 

imprecise approach to semantic description (see Fillmore & Atkins 2000), they provide a good 

starting point for this analysis because the distinctions between these LUs are fairly 

straightforward. I therefore survey the definitions of these LUs using the dictionaries discussed 

in the preceding section of this chapter.
20

 Table 6 lists phrases from the dictionary entries which 

suggested an elaboration of the prototypical Theft event, as many of the definitions include the 

general word steal or take and modify it with additional phrases. For instance, the GOODS and the 

MANNER for pilfer are both specified in the Merriam-Webster definition as ―in small amounts‖ 

and ―stealthily‖ respectively. These phrases are thus included in the Table 6 as proposed 

meaning components for the LU pilfer. Meaning components in parentheses are either irrelevant 

meaning components or they were arrived at apart from steal-sense definitions, as explained in 

the discussion of the data. Table 6 summarizes these meaning components for each verb, 

                                                           
20

 Appendix 1 provides the dictionary definitions given for each of the LUs in the three dictionaries. 
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organizes them according to which FE is specified, and cites which dictionaries provide this 

definition (by marking the box with an ―X‖). 

LU Meaning Component M C O
21

 

Embezzle Goods: money X X X 

Source/Victim: belongs to an org. or business   X  

Victim placed Goods in Perpetrator‘s care  X X  

violation of trust or official duty    X 

Manner: by fraud X   

(Reason: for one‘s own use)   X 

Pilfer Goods: in small amounts X  X 

things of small value   X X 

Manner: stealthily X   

often again and again X   

Shoplift Goods: goods X X  

Source: a store X X X 

Manner: while pretending to be a customer   X 

(without paying for them)  X  

Snatch Manner: using force  X  

(suddenly) X   

(unexpectedly)   X 

Table 6: Meaning components found in dictionaries for four LUs 

Table 6 shows that embezzle involves the stealing of something which was entrusted to 

the PERPETRATOR by the organization or company they work for, which is the VICTIM of the 

Theft event. The meaning component ―violation of trust or official duty‖ implies that the 

relationship between PERPETRATOR and VICTIM involves the notion of trust (*He embezzled it 

from a stranger). All of the dictionaries mention the word ―money‖ when describing the stolen 

GOODS. Other details provided by the dictionaries are less helpful. The component ―for one‘s 

own use‖ is quite vague and could apply to almost any of the Theft LUs, unless additional 

                                                           
21

 M = Merriam Webster, C = Cambridge, O = Oxford English Dictionary. 
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context disallows this interpretation. Also, the component ―by fraud‖ is circular in that its 

interpretation requires one to understand the complex notion of fraud and embezzlement. 

Shoplift is also fairly descriptive, as the entries mention that the GOODS are displayed in a 

store and that the SOURCE is the store. Because of this, the GOODS must be concrete, unlike the 

GOODS of embezzle. The PERPETRATOR is also described as someone pretending to be a customer 

of the store. Because the SOURCE is incorporated into the LU, the VICTIM is not focused on and 

there is thus a conflation of the SOURCE and VICTIM LUs. (In fact, in its FrameNet entry, the 

SOURCE is listed as an ―incorporated FE.‖
22

) These definitions also imply a buyer-seller 

relationship between PERPETRATOR and VICTIM / SOURCE, as opposed to the employer-employee 

relationship implied by embezzle. A rather superfluous component is ―without paying for them,‖ 

because this applies to all Theft LUs (??He {stole/pilfered /pickpocketed/embezzled} the stuff 

and paid for it). 

The LUs pilfer and snatch are more descriptive than steal, but do not specify FEs and 

relations between FEs in as much detail as embezzle or shoplift. For instance, snatch implies that 

the act be done quickly and pilfer that the GOODS be low in value, but neither specifies what type 

of GOODS, SOURCE or VICTIM is involved. This is different with shoplift, whose SOURCE must be 

a store, or embezzle, whose VICTIM is an organization or company and whose GOODS are 

financial assets. 

 The definitions for pilfer vary slightly between the dictionaries, but most imply that the 

GOODS are stolen in small amounts. The Merriam-Webster definition also mentions that the act 

                                                           
22

 Incorporated FEs are FEs for which a given LU selects a very specific type of entity. It not only includes verbs 

which contain the name of the specified FE in their form, such as shoplift, but also those which always occur with 

the same entity for an FE, as in purse with lips or blink with eyes. (See Ruppenhofer et al. 2010: 26). The role that 

FE incorporation plays in the overt realization of the incorporated argument is discussed in Section 5.2. 



39 

 

may often be done ―again and again.‖  The GOODS are also typically small in value, and the 

event thus seen as less serious of an offense. I propose that these components each result because 

pilfer also implies a relationship between PERPETRATOR and VICTIM in which the VICTIM allows 

the PERPETRATOR access to the GOODS and often is aware that they are at risk of being stolen. 

This relationship is exemplified in the corpus examples in (53)-(54). However, due to a lack of 

further evidence, this meaning component is not included in the analysis. 

 (53) And so far no one has pilfered any cuttings,‘ Hainge says. (FN) 

 (54) and, you know, they'll be tempted to put their fingers in the till and, and pilfer  

  from work and, and, and (FN) 

Snatch is distinguished from other steal verbs in that the PERPETRATOR steals in a 

forceful, fast or violent MANNER. The VICTIM does not expect the theft to happen and is often 

construed as being negatively affected by the event. All of the dictionaries mention suddenness 

and two mention the use of force, which are both required to take GOODS from a VICTIM ‗s 

person. Corpus examples such as those in (55) and (56) support these claims. 

(55)  Then he snatched the gun from the Woman's hand… (FN) 

 (56)  I slipped it off when they snatched your knife. (FN) 

 Some dictionaries, such as the Cambridge online dictionary, only included the verb in the sense 

of take, and specified components such as ―suddenly‖ and ―roughly.‖ Corpus examples show 

that the GOODS involved is almost always a concrete, physical object (all nine of the FrameNet 

annotated examples in Appendix 2 involve concrete GOODS). However, this aspect of meaning is 

not specified by the dictionary definitions. Such a specification may result from the fact that 

snatch evokes an image of the hand holding a concrete object and that it also evokes a frame 

such as Taking or Removing, as suggested by its listing in these dictionaries. 
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To ensure that the meaning components discussed above are indeed accurate, I now test 

the ability of each LU to collocate with phrases specifying these components. The felicitousness 

of each verb is evaluated in a number of sentences which use a syntactic pattern common to all 

Theft verbs but specify one FE using a unique phrase (Tables 7.1-7.5). If an LU does not 

permit a certain type of object to occur as that FE, one may identify a meaning component which 

accounts for this behavior. For instance, Table 7.1 shows that embezzle cannot occur with the 

GOODS as a car (1a) or a wallet (1b), but it does occur with the GOODS as funds (1c). We can 

therefore conclude that there is a meaning component for embezzle which specifies that the 

GOODS be abstract and not concrete. This test allows us to isolate specific meaning components 

for each LU.  

  To determine what each LU specifies about the GOODS FE (Table 7.1), I use various 

types of objects which vary in their degree of abstractness (wallet vs. funds) and size (wallet vs. 

car). SOURCE FEs (Table 7.2) also vary in their abstractness (table vs. account) and the degree to 

which they are saliently connected to the Victim (table vs. hand). MANNER adverbs (quickly, 

sneakily, violently) are used to specify how the PERPETRATOR steals the GOODS (Table 7.3). The 

VICTIM is specified to reflect the relationship between PERPETRATOR and VICTIM (friend vs. 

employer vs. stranger) (Table 7.4). Table 7.5 tells us about the value judgments associated with 

each LU, and Table 7.6 shows how the interpretation of the relation between PERPETRATOR and 

VICTIM differs among some LUs in the context He (stole) from the store. 
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 GOODS  specified embezz pilfer shoplift snatch 

1a They stole a car. - ? - + 

1b They stole a wallet. - + ? + 

1c They stole funds. + - - - 

Table 7.1: Collocational Behavior with the GOODS FE specified. 

 SOURCE specified embezz pilfer shoplift snatch 

2a They stole it from the table. - + + + 

2b They stole it from her hand. - + - + 

2c They stole it from the account. + - - - 

Table 7.2: Collocational Behavior with the SOURCE FE specified. 

 MANNER specified embezz pilfer shoplift snatch 

3a They stole it quickly. ? + + + 

3b They stole it violently. - - - + 

3c They stole it sneakily. + + + + 

Table 7.3: Collocational Behavior with the MANNER FE specified. 

 VICTIM specified embezz pilfer shoplift snatch 

4a They stole from their friend. ? + - + 

4b They stole from a stranger. - + - + 

4c They stole from their employer. + + + + 

Table 7.4: Collocational Behavior with the VICTIM FE specified. 

 Judgment specified embez pilfer shoplif snatch 

5a They stole something, and it was no big deal. + + + + 

5b They stole something, and it was a serious offense. + - + ? 

Table 7.5: Collocational Behavior with judgment specified. 

  embezzle pilfer shoplift snatch 

6a Interpretation of PERPETRATOR  

in Syntactic Context of: 

―They V from the store.‖ 

Employee or other 

person with 

access to accounts 

 Shopper or 

supposed 

shopper 

 

Table 7.6: Interpretation of PERPETRATOR with “the store” as  SOURCE. 

Drawing on evidence from these tables, one can see that embezzle does not allow a 

tangible, concrete GOODS or SOURCE (1a-b, 2a-b) but requires that they be abstract (1c, 2c). It is 

not a violent activity (3b), but can be done sneakily (3c). The VICTIM must be known by the 

PERPETRATOR (4b), who has access to the SOURCE of the GOODS (6).  
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The GOODS for shoplift, on the other hand, must be concrete and able to be carried by the 

PERPETRATOR (1a-c). Its SOURCE must also be concrete (2a), but cannot be a human body part 

(2b). Shoplift is not seen as a violent act (3b). The PERPETRATOR is also specified as someone 

who pretends to be a customer in a store (6). 

Pilfer and snatch show fewer restrictions. Pilfer must be used with concrete GOODS 

which are typically small (1a-c). Its SOURCE must also be concrete (2a-c). It is also a non-violent 

Theft event (3b) which is not seen as a serious offense (5). Its VICTIM is not specified.  

Snatch is the only one of the LUs that can be construed as a violent event. Its GOODS and 

SOURCE must also be concrete (1a-c, 2a-c). Apart from this, snatch does not show any other 

specifications.  

A summary of the specifications each LU places on various aspects of the Theft frame 

is provided in Table 8 below. The left column lists the major meaning components specified by 

the four LUs in question according to the FE they specify (with an additional category for value 

judgment). There could be more meaning components which are attributed to these LUs by some 

speakers (such as the ―again and again‖ meaning component in the Merriam-Webster entry for 

pilfer), but these are excluded here
23

. I suggest that this list provides an adequate summary of the 

meaning components entailed by each verb.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
23

 Not all American English speakers agree that this meaning component is entailed by pilfer. 
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Goods embezz pilfer shoplift snatch Value 

Concrete vs. Abstract A C C C 1 

Carry-able - + +  1 

*Specific Type Money    2 

Source embezz pilfer shoplift snatch  

Concrete vs. Abstract A C C C 1 

*Specific Type Account  Store  2 

Victim embezz pilfer shoplift snatch  

Known by Perp +  +  1 

*Specific Type Company  Bus. Owner  2 

*Relation Specified Trust  Buyer  2 

Manner embezz pilfer shoplift snatch  

Construable as Violent - - - + 1 

Construable as Quick - + + + 1 

Judgment embezz pilfer shoplift snatch  

Serious vs. Unserious S U   1 

Weight of Modifier embezz pilfer shoplift snatch  

Total 15 6 12 4 (15) 

 Table 8: Meaning components specified and overall weight of modificant for Theft LUs 

Table 8 is labeled as follows. For some meaning components, verbs which require the 

value to be met are marked with a ‗+‘, and those which do not allow it are marked with a ‗-‗. 

Other binary distinctions, such as that between concrete and abstract GOODS, are marked with 

letters corresponding to the relevant specification (such as A and C for abstract and concrete). 

When the exact type of entity is specified for an FE, a label for this entity is provided. If the verb 

does not specify any value for a meaning component, the box is not marked at all. For instance, 

the GOODS of embezzle must be money. Pilfer and snatch, on the other hand, do not specify this 

and may or may not occur with the GOODS as money.  

In order to measure verb descriptivity among the LUs, each meaning component is given 

a value. I propose that different meaning components contribute differently to the weight of the 

LU‘s modifier – the amount of information the modifier encodes in comparison with the general 

semantics of the frame (cf. Snell-Hornby‘s (1983) equation for measuring verb descriptivity as 
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given in (49) above). For instance, snatch specifies that the GOODS be concrete, but nothing more 

beyond that, but embezzle specifies what exactly the GOODS are – money. I propose that this type 

of FE specification, in which not just a class of entities but a particular type of entity is specified, 

provides a ―heavier‖ modification to the LU‘s meaning. Therefore, when the exact type of FE is 

specified, two points are attributed to the modifier. One point is attributed for binary distinctions 

which merely specify a category. No points are attributed to the modifier if the meaning 

component is not specified.  

Boas (2008) also notices the need for a distinction between binary features, which are 

easily accounted for using the features + and -, and features which fall upon a scale (such as the 

feature ‗speed‘ among verbs of Self Motion). My study must additionally account for 

features in which an exact type of entity is specified for an FE, since these are not binary features 

and there is no scale which would clearly include such different SOURCE types as bank accounts 

and stores. 

 This analysis enables us to classify these LUs in terms of Snell-Hornby‘s (1983) notion 

of verb descriptivity, which relates highly detailed verb descriptivity with lower ranges of 

application. If we take into account the weight of the LUs‘ modifiers (as seen in Table 8) along 

with the number of collocational patterns clearly available to each verb (in Table 7), we notice 

that these verbs fall along a continuum of descriptivity. Embezzle receives all 15 modificant 

―points‖ and only occurs in six of the 14 collocational patterns, placing it high on the verb-

descriptivity spectrum. Shoplift is also highly descriptive, with a modificant weight of 12 and 

only six collocational patterns. Pilfer is lower on the descriptivity spectrum, scoring 6 modificant 

points and occurring in nine collocational patterns. Snatch is yet a little bit lower in descriptivity 
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with a modificant weight of four and eleven possible collocational patterns. This is summarized 

in Table 9. 

 Weight of Modifier (out of 15) Collocational Patterns 

Attested with questionable 

cases in parentheses (of 14) 

Embezzle 15 6 (2) 

Shoplift 12 6 (1) 

Pilfer 6 9 (1) 

Snatch 4 11 (1) 

Table 9: Semantic Weight of Modifiers and Number of Possible Collocational Patterns 

 Although this methodology for isolating semantic features and measuring the semantic 

weight of the modifier needs some refinement, it should contribute to the development of a 

rigorous test of verbal semantics. This representation of additional meaning components allows 

us to determine the degree of descriptivity of each verbal LU more easily and accurately, by 

dividing modifications among different FEs and distinguishing between binary and categorical 

specifications and specifications of exact types of entities. We have seen that each LU makes 

slightly different semantic specifications and that they exhibit different levels of descriptivity, 

listed from most descriptive to least descriptive as embezzle, shoplift, pilfer and snatch. I now 

discuss the syntactic behavior of these verbs (Section 4.3) and the influence of the meaning 

components discussed here on each LU‘s syntactic behavior (Section 5.1). 

4.4 SYNTACTIC COMPARISON OF 5 THEFT LUS 

4.4.1 Using FrameNet Syntactic Data 

To analyze the syntactic distribution of these verbs, I use data from FrameNet, which 

annotates corpus sentences by marking the grammatical functions and phrase types of the FEs 

realized in sentences containing Theft LUs. This documentation is summarized in the LU‘s 

lexical entry, which contains two tables. One table shows the different ways that an individual 
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FE may be realized for that LU, and was briefly discussed in Section 4.1. The other table, which 

is more important for this study, shows which combinations of FEs (FECs) are exhibited in the 

corpus samples and how each FE is realized in these combinations. Both tables also note the 

number of sentences which are annotated. The FrameNet tables for the five LUs under 

investigation can be found in Appendix 3.  

 To demonstrate how to read the FrameNet data, Table 10 shows a portion of the valence 

pattern table for the LU snatch. We see that there are eight total sentences which realize the 

combination of GOODS, PERPETRATOR and SOURCE. The third row shows that two sentences with 

this FEC realize the PERPETRATOR as a noun phrase subject, the GOODS as a noun phrase object, 

and the SOURCE in a dependent prepositional phrase headed by from. On the FrameNet website, 

one can see the annotated corpus sentences which exhibit these properties by clicking on the 

number in the ―Number Annotated‖ column. One of the two sentences exhibiting this pattern is 

given in (55). 

(55)  Faces reddened at the Ministry of Defence when it was revealed that [Perpetratora 

thief] had SNATCHED
Target

 [Goodstop-secret documents about the Gulf] [Sourcefrom 

an unlocked car] on December 17th . (FN) 
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Table 10: Partial Valence Pattern Table for snatch 

 In order to organize the information provided by such valence tables, I have created a 

large table similar to Table 10, but which combines all of the data for the five LUs. This table 

allows a simple comparison of the syntactic behavior of the LUs and serves as the basis for the 

syntactic comparison of these LUs. It is provided in Appendix 4, but smaller portions of it are 

given in Tables 12 and 13. The left side of the table lists all frame element combinations and 

their realizations that are available to at least one of the verbs. The columns on the right side 

show whether the given LU occurs in that syntactic pattern. The ―X‖ means that the LU occurs in 

the pattern and is documented in FrameNet, while the ―(X)‖ means it can occur in the pattern but 

was not documented by FrameNet. The ―-― means it does not, and the ―?‖ means that the LU is 

questionable in the pattern – that is, it is either deemed unacceptable by some speakers or it only 

                                                           
24

 The top portion of each row gives the phrase type for each FE: NP = noun phrase, PP[from] = prepositional phrase 

headed by from, 2nd = possessor (among verbs evoking the Theft frame).. The lower portion gives the 

grammatical function: Ext = Subject (external to the verb phrase), Obj = direct object, Dep = indirect object 

(dependent). The labels CNI and INI stand for constructional null-instantiation and indefinite null instantiation, 

respectively. Definite null-instantiation does not occur with the Theft data. 

Number 

Annotated 
Patterns 

8 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source 

(1) 
NP24 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep 

(4) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

(2) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[off] 

Dep 

8 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Victim 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

2nd 

-- 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep 
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occurs in highly specialized contexts.
25

 Each pattern is labeled on the far left column. The 

numbers label individual FECs and the letters represent a unique way of realizing the 

constellation of FEs in that FEC.
26

 

The table only includes patterns in which the verb appears in main clauses and does not 

list examples of relative clauses (56) or other peripheral examples such as (57). However, one 

grammatical construction (the imperative) is discussed because it is easily interpretable from 

FrameNet and sheds light on the nature of verb descriptivity. 

(56)  An incriminating document, apparently PILFERED from EPA 's files , casts the 

agency 's attitude toward science in a new light 

(57)  WIG NICKED FROM ` RACIST JIBE " QC 

4.4.2 Overcoming gaps in the FrameNet data 

 Unfortunately, there are some gaps in the FrameNet data. Many syntactic patterns which 

occur with these LUs are not documented by FrameNet because they are not among the 

sentences annotated from the BNC. For instance, in the table of FEs and their realizations in the 

lexical entry of embezzle, the GOODS is not listed as appearing as a subject noun phrase (NP.Ext). 

However, the GOODS can indeed be realized as a subject noun phrase with embezzle in passive 

sentences, as seen in example (58). 

(58)  $1 million was embezzled from the company. (invented example) 

(59)  The stones were probably PILFERED for other building. (FN) 

FrameNet annotates other LUs in the passive construction, such as the verb pilfer in (59). This 

confirms that there are some gaps in the FrameNet data. 

                                                           
25

 See the following pages for a discussion of how these results were reached. 

26
 For example, in (7a) in Table 13 below, the 7 represents the combination of GOODS, PERPETRATOR and SOURCE. 

The a represents such a combination in which the GOODS and the SOURCE are null-instantiated and the 

PERPETRATOR is realized as a subject noun phrase. 
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A complete description of detailed syntactic behavior is necessary in order to make 

accurate claims about the syntax of LUs evoking the same frame. For some syntactic patterns, it 

was easy to determine whether an LU‘s participation is possible or impossible using intuition 

alone; these are marked ―(X)‖ or ―-―, respectively. However, a number of patterns were less 

clear, and I did not feel comfortable relying on my intuition alone. Therefore, five native 

speakers were given a short survey, containing 21 sentences showing a verb within the 

questionable syntactic pattern. I tried to make the content of the FEs compatible with the verb‘s 

semantics, so the syntactic patterning would remain in focus. For example, for embezzle, the 

object used was funds, and not something generic such as goods.
27

 Respondents evaluated the 

sentences on a scale of one to six; one being ―totally unacceptable‖ and six being ―perfectly 

acceptable.‖ Some also gave comments on particular sentences, which provided additional 

insights and ensured  that it was the syntactic realization of FEs which motivated the rating. 

 To interpret the responses in order to complete the table, I tallied the scores given by all 

of the respondents (for example, the first sentence received 25 out of 30 points) and looked at the 

highest and lowest scores given to the sentences. I marked those sentences with an ―(X)‖ which 

received 25 out of 30 points (5 out of 6 on average, or 83.3%). Sentences were marked as ―?‖ if 

they received 23 points or fewer (76.7%). Each of these sentences received at least one ranking 

of 3 by one respondent (3 being ―Slightly Unacceptable‖). No examples received significantly 

low scores (the lowest was 16 out of 30), so none were marked ―-― in the table. 

 It must be noted that for some examples, respondents varied greatly in their answers (one 

sentence received both a one and a six rating). This is interesting, as it may mean that individual 

                                                           
27

 Unfortunately, this was not done for all of the examples (i.e. 15a, 16d, 23b), so semantic context may have 

influenced the respondent‘s rating. 
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speakers may associate different types of modifiers with descriptive verbs. However, one would 

wish that a more rigorous and stable method of testing fine-grained syntactic differences were 

available. Nevertheless, this method will suffice for the current study until a better method is 

developed.  

 I did not test every syntactic pattern found in FrameNet and do not wish to make claims 

using my intuition alone. Therefore, in this study I do not consider patterns 3a, 3b, 4b, 6a, 7d, 7e, 

7g, 7h, 8a, 8b and 11d. These 11 patterns are included in Appendix 3, but are not labeled beyond 

the data given by FrameNet. Patterns 7h and 8a are briefly referred to in the discussion, but I 

make no unsubstantiated claims using them. I presume that the 21 patterns I discuss will provide 

enough information for this study. 

 Before presenting the table, I must address a few smaller difficulties encountered with the 

FrameNet data. For the LUs embezzle and shoplift, it is sometimes unclear to tell whether to label 

an argument as VICTIM or SOURCE. This is due to the abstract nature of companies and 

possession in modern society. For embezzle, the financial GOODS do not belong to one sentient 

individual, but to an abstract group of individuals or corporation. Nevertheless, the FrameNet 

practice is to label the organization from which funds are embezzled as the VICTIM. The only 

SOURCE FE annotated on FrameNet is seen with a very unprototypical use of the verb, in which 

it refers to a concrete event.
28

 The case with shoplift is different – the store which is shoplifted 

from is labeled as SOURCE in FrameNet. No VICTIM FEs are labeled in its annotation report. 

 There are some syntactic patterns in which neither the SOURCE nor the VICTIM is 

expressed (i.e. He stole the goods). Sometimes, FrameNet in inconsistent in that it sometimes 

                                                           
28

  On arrival at Smolensk , our peasant soldier discovers that [Goodsall the equipment of his unit] has 

been EMBEZZLED
Target

 or stolen [Sourcefrom the luggage-van] .[PerpetratorCNI] (FrameNet) 
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annotates the SOURCE as indefinitely null-instantiated (INI), but other times it labels the VICTIM 

as INI. Often, there is no clear way of telling which FE should be labeled. For my purposes, it is 

only important which FEs are omitted or not omitted. I therefore collapse some of the syntactic 

patterns together which overtly realize neither the SOURCE nor the VICTIM. Some sets of rows in 

the table in Appendix 3 only provide data in a single row in the table provided at the end of this 

section, which will be used for the discussion of the data. Table 11 below summarizes which 

rows from the large table are listed together and tells the label of the syntactic pattern in which 

the combined data can be found. 

Combined Lines from Appendix 3 Where found in Tables 12- 13 

1a , 2a 2a 

7a , 11a 7a 

7c , 11c 11c 

7g , 11h 11h 

9c . 11i 9c 

Table 11: Identical Overt Syntactic Patterns annotated differently in FrameNet and where 

they are found in Table 12-13 

 Before presenting the syntactic data, I briefly discuss certain patterns available to shoplift 

but not to the other LUs. Lines 15-17 of the table in Appendix 3 label the SOURCE FE as INC, 

because the SOURCE FE is incorporated into the LU shoplift – that is, the word for the SOURCE, 

shop, is not only contained in the LU‘s form, but is also specified in the semantics of the LU. 

This label does not apply to any of the other LUs. For this study, I will ignore these patterns and 

regard omissions of the SOURCE FE as cases of null-instantiation. This permits a more accurate 

comparison among the five LUs, because no LU is given a special status different from the 

others. 
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 As mentioned, the complete table can be found in Appendix 3. Here I provide portions of 

the table relevant for this study (and excluding those mentioned in the preceding paragraphs); 

one includes patterns which reflect the shared syntax of all five of these LUs (Table 12), the 

other includes patterns which are available to some LUs but not others (Table 13). The following 

section in this chapter briefly describes what the table tells us about the syntactic behavior of 

these verbs. Chapter 5 goes on to relate this syntactic patterning to the detailed frame semantics 

of each LU and to discuss the generalizations and implications of these findings. 

 

 Patterns Steal emb pilfer shop snatch 

7 Goods Perpetrator Source 
  

     

7h NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X  X X X 

11 Goods Perpetrator Victim 
  

     

11h NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

 X X X (X) X 

11j NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X X (X) ? X 

8 Goods Perpetrator Source Time 
 

     

8a NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

PPing[after] 

Dep 
 

X     

Table 12: Patterns common to Theft LUs  
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 Patterns Steal emb pilfer shop snatch 

2 Goods Means Perpetrator Victim 
 

     

2a 

 

NP 

Obj 

PPing[by] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

X ? (X) ? (X) 

4 Goods Perpetrator Purpose Source 
 

     

4a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

X (X) (X) (X) - 

5 Goods Perpetrator Purpose Victim 
 

     

5a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

INI 

--  

X (X) (X) (X) - 

7 Goods Perpetrator Source 
  

     

7a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--   

X ? (X) (X) - 

7b INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X ? (X) (X) - 

7f 

 

NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--   

X ? ? ? ? 

7i NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[off] 

Dep   

(X) - ? - X 

9 Goods Perpetrator Source Victim 
 

     

9a NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

-- 

 (X) X (X) ? (X) 

9b NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

--  

X ? ? ? (X) 

9c NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

2nd 

--  

X (X) (X) ? (X) 

9d NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

--  

X (X) (X) ? (X) 

10 Goods Perpetrator Time Victim 
 

     

10a NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

Sub 

Dep 

2nd 

--  

X (X) (X) ? (X) 

11 Goods Perpetrator Victim 
  

     

11b INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X (X) (X) ? - 

Table 13: Syntactic Patterns available to only some Theft verbal LUs 
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 Patterns Steal emb pilfer shop snatch 

11c NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--  

 (X) X (X) ? (X) 

11e NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

2nd 

--   

X (X) (X) ? (X) 

11f NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep   

(X) (X) (X) ? X 

11g 
NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

2nd 

--  

 (X) X (X)  

? 

 

(X) 

11h NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

 X X X (X) X 

11j NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X X (X) ? X 

12 Goods Manner Perpetrator Source       

12a INI 

-- 

PP[on] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

 (X) (X) X (X) - 

14 Goods Perpetrator Place Source Time      

14a NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[in] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep 

PP[on] 

Dep 

(X) ? ? ? X 

Table 13: Syntactic Patterns available to only some Theft verbal LUs (cont.) 

4.4.3 Findings 

The patterns in which all of the verbs participate show the basic syntax of LUs in the 

Theft frame. Line (11h) in Table 12 show that all verbs can occur in with the GOODS realized 

as a direct object in a noun phrase (60). The SOURCE or VICTIM may appear in a from 

prepositional phrase (61), but some LUs may only permit one or the other, as discussed below. 

Also, certain non-core FEs such as REASON or TIME may be realized with any of the LUs (62), as 

pattern (8a) suggests.
29

 

                                                           
29

 Although this pattern was not tested in the survey, it seems natural to specify the time or reason for stealing for all 

of the LUs, provided it also fits the patterns in (60)-(61). 
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 (60)  PERPETRATOR stole GOODS  

(61) PERPETRATOR stole GOODS from VICTIM/SOURCE 

(62)  PERPETRATOR stole GOODS from VICTIM/SOURCE for this REASON/ at some TIME. 

It is more interesting to look at the patterns in which the other four LUs differ from each 

other. I now describe how the four remaining LUs, snatch, pilfer, embezzle and shoplift, differ 

from the more general steal, which occurs in all of the syntactic patterns. The description here 

refers to Table 13. 

 (7f) shows that while steal clearly occurs in imperative sentences, all four of the more 

descriptive LUs are questionable in the pattern (63). This is the only case in which all four LUs 

receive the same acceptability rating. 

 (63)  a. Steal that stuff. 

  b. ?Pilfer that stuff. 

  c. ??Shoplift those things. 

Snatch occurs in all of the syntactic patterns except for those in which the GOODS FE is 

not overtly realized, showing that this LU requires the GOODS to be realized overtly. Snatch also 

occurs in a pattern which does not occur or only marginally occurs with the other three LUs. This 

is pattern (7i), in which the SOURCE is realized in a prepositional phrase headed by off, as in (64).  

(64)  The attacker dragged her to the floor and snatched the bag off her arm. (FN) 

Pilfer occurs in almost all of the patterns available to steal besides those already 

mentioned (7i, f). However, it is questionable in (9b) or (14a). These two patterns are passive 

phrases which realize three other frame elements in separate phrases.
30

 Embezzle and shoplift are 

also questionable in these patterns. See example (65) below. 

                                                           
30

 Pilfer does occur with three FEs which are not all realized in separate phrases. For instance, in (9a), the VICTIM is 

realized as the possessor of the GOODS. 
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(65) On Wednesday a purse was snatched from the counter of a shop in Alton High 

Street. (FN) 

Moving on to embezzle and shoplift, (2a) shows that they are both questionable when the MEANS 

is realized in a by PP. Embezzle is also questionable in (7a), in which only the PERPETRATOR is 

expressed, while shoplift is possible with this pattern. This is also the case with (7b), in which the 

SOURCE is realized as the head of a from PP. Embezzle seems to not realize the SOURCE overtly 

unless the VICTIM is also expressed, since it is compatible with patterns such as (9a). 
31

 

Shoplift also exhibits a similar strange behavior towards a FE, but instead with the 

VICTIM. This is reflected in the questionable judgments of the patterns in (9a-d) and (11b, f-g, j), 

which realize a VICTIM either in an independent phrase or as possessor of the GOODS or the 

SOURCE. 

                                                           
31

 This assumes that the organization which is embezzled from is the VICTIM FE. However, such abstract entities 

have properties of both VICTIM (they possess the abstract GOODS) and SOURCE (they are not sentient). 
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Chapter 5:  Discussion and Implications 

5.1 RELATING SYNTAX TO SEMANTICS 

 I now interpret the data by proposing reasons for each LU‘s syntactic idiosyncrasy and 

comparing some LU‘s with semantically similar ones. I begin by discussing the imperative 

construction because all four LUs were deemed questionable in this construction. This is 

followed by a discussion of snatch and how it compares with other Theft verbs which also 

evoke an image of hand movements or removing.  I then discuss the examples which contain 

many FEs and are not allowed by pilfer, shoplift or embezzle, and the pattern with specified 

MEANS which is questionable with shoplift and embezzle. Then I consider how shoplift and 

embezzle behave with the FEs SOURCE and VICTIM, respectively, and compare them with the 

semantically similar verbs pickpocket and misappropriate. 

It is interesting that all four of these LUs seem unacceptable in imperative constructions 

in which only the GOODS are realized. This cannot be due to the fact that no other FE is 

expressed, because embezzle and snatch can occur in the passive construction, in which only the 

GOODS FE is expressed ($1,000 was embezzled/My wallet got snatched). The passive and 

imperative constructions are each associated with their own properties and constraints regarding 

the realization and omission of arguments. The questionability of these FEs may thus be 

attributed to the imperative construction, which is not compatible with these descriptive LUs in 

the Theft frame. Actually, this also seems to be the case in other frames as well. In the 

Ingestion frame, for instance, while general verbs such as eat and drink appear in the 

imperative, but more descriptive verbs such as dine or gulp do not (66). 
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(66) a. Eat the fish! 

b. Drink your beer! 

c. ?Dine on fish! 

d. ?Gulp your beer! 

The discussion of syntactic constructions is limited to imperative uses because all four of 

the descriptive LUs exhibit similar behavior in this construction. Other patterns are discussed for 

specific verbs, because the LUs differ from each other in their participation. Theft LUs also do 

not participate in many other constructions, unlike the Self Motion verbs which participate 

in a variety of alternations and constructions (Boas 2008). Imperative constructions are clearly 

documented by FrameNet (see line 10f in Table 13), unlike other grammatical forms such as 

relative clauses. The passive is documented by FrameNet, and is also briefly discussed in this 

section. Future studies should investigate the participation of descriptive verbs in these and other 

grammatical constructions, such as passive and relative clause constructions, in further detail. 

The behavior of the LU snatch is very interesting, especially when compared with certain 

other LUs in the Theft frame. Snatch exhibited a different syntactic distribution in that it may 

not omit the GOODS and its SOURCE may be realized in an off PP. There are a number of other 

LUs in the Theft frame which also exhibit this behavior (to some extent at least), including 

swipe, lift and pinch. 

(67) a. He stole from the lady. 

b. *He {snatched/swiped/lifted/pinched} from the lady. 

(68)   She {snatched/swiped/?lifted/?pinched} my wallet off of the table. 
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These LUs have a common aspect of meaning in that they signify some sort of motion of the 

hand. The verbs each have corresponding LUs which evoke a frame such as Taking
32

, which is 

mother to the Theft frame in an inheritance relationship. is an interesting finding which should 

be investigated in more detail.   

The only patterns which were questionable for pilfer were those in which three FEs were 

overtly realized in passive sentences. On first thought, one might attribute this to the fact that 

pilfer is a rather colloquial verb, and the use of passive voice with multiple FEs realized seems to 

be associated with a more formal register. Consider the following example. 

(69) * The man‘s wallet was pilfered from the table by the woman.  

This is a strikingly odd construal of an event which is evoked by a rather informal verb, 

particularly because it uses the passive yet includes much information (including realizing the 

PERPETRATOR in a by PP). One survey respondent remarked that a sentence like this might be 

included in a police report, but with a more formal verb.  One would therefore suspect more 

formal verbs like shoplift and embezzle to be acceptable in the pattern, but these were also 

deemed unacceptable. On the other hand, the colloquial snatch was rated as acceptable by all of 

the survey respondents. At this point, there is no satisfactory explanation for the LUs‘ varying 

behavior in this syntactic pattern. 

 Shoplift and embezzle are also unacceptable in the pattern which realizes a MANNER FE in 

a by PP. This behavior probably results from their descriptivity – that is, the situations which 

they describe and the manner in which the acts are carried out are already described by the verb 

in great detail. The person who shoplifts does it by pretending to be a customer, the embezzler by 

                                                           
32

 These verbs do not all evoke the Taking frame, but each has an LU in another frame and each can be construed 

as an act of taking. Snatch and swipe have LUs in the Removing frame, lift in the Body_Movement frame, and 

pinch in the Manipulation frame. 
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transferring money from one account to another. Because of this, the MANNER cannot be 

described in much more detail. If there are acceptable sentences with this pattern, they are very 

few and must be very specific. 

 Shoplift also exhibits untypical behavior with the VICTIM FE. As mentioned before, the 

SOURCE of shoplift is listed as ―incorporated‖ in FrameNet. This may mean that the other 

member of the core-set is not in the focus of this LU. That is, since we know that the SOURCE 

must be a store, we do not expect any VICTIM to be mentioned. However, this is not simply due 

to the fact that the SOURCE is incorporated, because pickpocket, which also incorporates the 

SOURCE, easily allows the VICTIM to be realized, as in (70)
33

. 

 (70) They pickpocket from people on the bus. 

This shows that there must be another reason for shoplift‘s reluctance to realize the VICTIM FE.  

It may lie in the fact that the specified SOURCE, a store, is conceptually disassociated from the 

corresponding VICTIM, the store owner. That is, the store owner is not generally present at the 

scene of the crime, so it is an unusual construal to realize them overtly. This explanation also 

accounts for the pickpocket data, because the VICTIM is present in these events. 

 Moving on to embezzle, the data show that it seems odd when a SOURCE FE is overtly 

realized. In fact, the type of SOURCE associated with an event of embezzlement is highly 

restricted to things such as accounts. Also, because the activity involves such abstract GOODS, a 

SOURCE is not typically associated with this LU. On the other hand, the VICTIM, which is often 

an organization or company, may easily be realized since they are generally greatly affected by 

the loss of a large sum of money, the typical GOODS of embezzle. 

                                                           
33

 It must be noted that not all speakers of (American) English use pickpocket as a verb, and only know it as a noun 

(a person who picks pockets) and use it as a phrasal verb (He picked my pocket). 
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 Another interesting point about embezzle is seen in its questionability in pattern (7a) 

where only the PERPETRATOR is overtly realized, as in (71) below. One survey respondent 

commented that the pattern seemed unnatural because ―it seems like embezzle needs an object‖. 

This may not be entirely true for all speakers, as other respondents found embezzle acceptable in 

the pattern. However, misappropriate, a very close synonym, exhibits behavior which reflects 

the comment. It seems that misappropriate requires at least one FE in addition to the Perpetrator. 

It is most felicitous when it includes both the GOODS and the VICTIM, but only marginal when 

realizing only the GOODS, as in (71)-(74). 

 (71) ? He embezzled/misappropriated.  

 (72) a. She embezzled $1,000. 

  b. ? She misappropriated $1,000 

 (73) a. She embezzled from the company. 

  b. ? She misappropriated from the company. 

 (74) a. They embezzled $1,000 from the company. 

  b. They misappropriated $1,000 from the company. 

It seems that these verbs of financial stealing require at least one object internal to the verb 

phrase. While embezzle only requires one additional object, misappropriate is most acceptable 

with both the GOODS and the VICTIM. 

5.2 IMPLICATIONS 

 I now address the implications of these findings for the implementation of the notion of 

verb descriptivity and the theory of Frame Semantics in investigations of the syntax and 

semantics interface. Verb descriptivity does indeed play a role in the syntactic distribution of 

these Theft LUs. I showed that that the LUs‘ unnaturalness in the imperative may be due to 

their descriptivity. High descriptivity among LUs such as shoplift and embezzle  prohibits them 

from easily being combined with a higher number of FEs. Because these modifiers already 
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contribute so much information that a MANNER FE can be inferred, it is not unexpected that these 

LUs only marginally occur with them (in by PPs at least). We also noticed that shoplift and 

embezzle behave somewhat differently than snatch and pilfer, particularly in that they describe 

certain participants in the event (FEs) in a highly specific manner. This phenomenon should be 

considered in terms of Snell-Hornby‘s (1983:29-31) distinction between direct descriptivity, in 

which only the act itself is modified (as with pilfer and snatch) and indirect descriptivity, in 

which participants and circumstances involved in the event are modified (as with shoplift and 

embezzle). Future work should refine the distinction between direct and indirect descriptivity and 

determine its influence on the (syntactic) realization of FEs. 

 It must also be noted that verb descriptivity alone cannot account for all aspects of 

syntactic behavior. For instance, while snatch is at a medium level of descriptivity, it cannot 

occur without the GOODS FE. However, GOODS omission is possible with both low-descriptivity 

pilfer and high-descriptivity shoplift. Even the highly similar verbs embezzle and misappropriate 

behaved differently in some contexts (cf. (71)-(74)). 

 Finally, verb descriptivity in the Theft frame does not exhibit the phenomenon found in 

some other frames in which the act nucleus portion of a verb‘s meaning becomes ―vague‖ due to 

high levels of descriptivity. For instance, consider the LU wander in the Self Motion frame; 

the meaning portion of the act nucleus (seen in the prototypical verb in this frame walk) is 

blurred due to the LU‘s high descriptivity.
34

 However, among the Theft LUs, even the most 

descriptive verbs still clearly denote an act of stealing.  

                                                           
34

 Boas (2008:36) notes that the Self Motion LUs wander, amble and meander ―describe the motion from a distant 

perspective.‖ 
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 The results should also be discussed in terms of Frame Semantics, particularly looking at 

implications for core sets, FE incorporation, and the behavior of words listed as LUs in multiple, 

related frames. The distinction between the FEs SOURCE and VICTIM is problematic for 

annotation and interpretation. Some participants may be construed as either SOURCE or VICTIM, 

and some LUs are felicitous with one but not the other. Also, it is worth noting that no pattern 

exists in which both FEs are realized in independent phrases (i.e. *He stole the purse from the 

lady from the table). This relationship is accounted for in FrameNet with the concept of a ―core 

set‖, which is defined as sets of FEs ―in that the presence of any member of the set is sufficient 

to satisfy a semantic valence of the predicator‖ (Ruppenhofer et al. 2010: 21). The notion of a 

core set can account for the inability of both FEs to co-occur in separate phrase, but it is difficult 

to interpret any other contribution. For instance, the SOURCE is incorporated for shoplift and 

pickpocket, so one may expect the behavior of these core set FEs to be similar with these LUs.  

However, shoplift and pickpocket behave quite differently. Shoplift is often questionable when it 

realizes the VICTIM FE in an independent phrase, but easily combines with the SOURCE FE (75). 

Pickpocket, on the other hand, only realizes the SOURCE in very specific contexts, while the 

VICTIM is easily realized (76).  

 (75) a. She shoplifted from the corner store.  

  b. .?She shoplifted from the store owner. 

 (76) a. ?She pickpocketed from the lady‘s purse. 

  b. She pickpocketed from the people on the bus. 

It is also difficult to predict the syntactic behavior when a single FE is highly specified by the 

LU. For instance, embezzle specifies both that the GOODS be money and that the SOURCE be a 

bank account. While the highly specified SOURCE is rarely mentioned (it does not occur in any of 
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the eight FrameNet annotated sentences), the specified GOODS are common with this LU (it 

occurs in all eight sentences). 

 One may raise the question of whether highly descriptive verbs such as shoplift or 

embezzle evoke a frame separate than that of stealing. This question should be answered 

positively at a theoretical level, but negatively at a practical level. Theoretically, these 

descriptive verbs provide enough additional information to be seen as a more specific ―mini-

frame‖ inheriting from the Theft frame. This is supported by the idea that daughter frames in 

an inheritance relationship sometimes only take one member of a core set as a core frame 

element, leaving the other member out of focus, as was seen with shoplift (Ruppenhofer, et al. 

2010:21-22).  However, for lexicographic purposes, it is impractical to create an additional frame 

for each of these LUs because these frames would only have one member each and would fail to 

account for their interchangeability with verbs like steal. This could be overridden by including 

steal as an LU in each of these frames as well, but that would unnecessarily separate steal into 

different frames based on whether it is used in a general sense, a financial sense or a shoplifting 

sense. 

 Finally, I would like to address the peculiar behavior of the class of verbs including 

snatch, swipe and lift. These ―hand-motion‖ LUs may be seen as metaphorical extensions from 

more concrete frames which are semantically related to Theft (such as Taking or 

Removing), and they also have syntactic properties unique from the other Theft LUs – they 

are unable to occur without the GOODS FE and they are able to realize the SOURCE in off 

prepositional phrases. It is also interesting to note that these verbs may not appear as deverbal 

adjectives, unlike most other Theft LUs (the {stolen/shoplifted/*swiped/*snatched} goods). 

One must wonder whether these differences stem from the fact that these LUs are simultaneously 
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listed as LUs in a frame which is mother to Theft in an inheritance relation. It is notable that in 

the taking frame, no verbs omit the THEME FE, which is semantically similar to the GOODS FE.
35

 

Future work should investigate whether semantic properties which are associated with the 

mother frame may be retained by verbs with an additional sense evoking a daughter frame. 

 In this section, I discussed the areas in which verb descriptivity could account for 

syntactic behavior and those in which it could not. I also displayed how descriptivity among 

Theft LUs differs from that found in other frames, such as Self Motion. I then showed the 

difficulties associated with interpreting the role of FE incorporation and the status of core sets, 

and addressed the implication that highly descriptive verbs deserve their own frame. Finally, I 

remarked on the unique syntactic behavior of verbs listed as both Theft LUs and as LUs of 

related frames. 

 

                                                           
35

 Unfortunately, the Taking frame only contains three verbal LUs, and only one of these (seize) has an annotation 

report. However, the LUs described here should also be included in the frame, as they meet its semantic description 

(An AGENT removes a THEME from a SOURCE so that the THEME is in the AGENT 's possession). 
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Chapter 6:  Conclusion and Outlook 

 My investigation of verbal LUs evoking the English Theft frame has shown that subtle 

differences in meaning and syntax can be related to one another using the principles of Frame 

Semantics and the notion of verb descriptivity. This corroborates Boas‘ (2008) observation that 

fine-grained generalizations among lexical units evoking the same frame can be made which 

capture the relation between form and meaning. These generalizations cover a larger range of 

syntactic patterns than those covered by Levin‘s (1993) verb classes. Levin‘s classes may 

involve large numbers of semantically not-so-related words, and the syntactic behavior of these 

classes is predicted only for a limited number of syntactic patterns, which have been criticized as 

being arbitrarily chosen (Baker and Ruppenhofer 2002). The frame-semantic classification of the 

Theft frame, on the other hand, automatically predicts the syntactic behavior accounted for by 

Levin‘s semantically vague Steal class. Beyond this, Frame Semantics provides useful tools for 

the description of a wider range of syntactic behavior, such as the semantic and syntactic data on 

FrameNet and the theoretical concepts of frame elements and frame-to-frame relations. The 

study also suggests that these tools may be utilized to investigate generalizations over larger 

parts of the lexicon, as seen in the discussion of verbs such as snatch and the notion of verb-

descriptivity. 

 The methodology used in this study should provide a further step towards the 

development of Boas‘ (2008) proposal of a frame-constructional approach to verb classification. 

In particular, the separation of meaning components based on the frame element to which they 

apply proved useful in the explanation of FE realization. The approach does not simply label 

shoplift a highly descriptive verb, but notes that it is the SOURCE which is in focus, thus 
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accounting for its reluctance to realize a VICTIM FE. This study has also utilized FrameNet 

syntactic data to compare detailed syntactic realizations among semantically related FEs. For a 

group of verbs which does not undergo Levin‘s alternations, it proved fruitful to use detailed 

syntactic data beyond this. However, this study encountered a number of problems with relying 

solely on data provided by FrameNet, which are addressed below. Finally, the use of surveys in 

the pilot studied provided useful information in determining grammaticality and gaining insight 

into verb behavior. It also showed great variety among individual speakers using infrequent 

verbs in various contexts, which should be investigated in more detail. 

 Some problems arose which should be addressed in future refinements of this method. 

While verb descriptivity played a role in the syntactic behavior of these LUs, it was still rather 

difficult to tell how descriptivity was to be measured. We also saw that verb descriptivity 

affected the LU‘s participation in some patterns (i.e. the imperative) but not in others (i.e. direct 

object omission). Future work should determine the extent to which verb descriptivity influences 

verbal behavior and refine the distinctions between different types of descriptivity, such as direct 

and indirect descriptivity (Snell-Hornby 1983). This type of investigation may also benefit from 

a distinction between syntactic contexts which are for a given LU clearly unacceptable, those 

which are only marginally attested or acceptable, those which only occur in specific contexts or 

with specific material, and those which are acceptable. The frame-semantic concepts of core set 

and frame element incorporation did not seem to play a role in argument realization, as seen by 

the differing behavior of shoplift and pickpocket. It should be determined whether these concepts 

have predictable implications for syntactic behavior or whether they are merely semantic 

notions. 
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 In addition to the problems with these frame-semantic concepts, there were also some 

difficulties with the FrameNet data. As discussed in Section 4.4, FrameNet does not annotate 

enough sentences to cover the full range of syntactic patterns in which a LU occurs. To gather 

data for the full range of verbal behavior, this study relied both on the intuition of the author and 

a (too) small pilot study. In future studies, larger-scale surveys with clearer criteria must be 

developed to gain a comprehensive and reliable data set. Ideally, FrameNet will also find a 

means to overcome the lack of syntactic data in corpus examples.  

 This initial investigation of verbal LUs in the Theft frame has resulted in a number of 

new questions and projects worth pursuing. The preceding paragraphs have shown how the 

method used may be further developed. The findings for these LUs in the Theft frame must 

also be compared with the remaining Theft LUs, with other English frames, and with similar 

frames in other languages. Similar investigations should also be carried out for other semantic 

frames, particularly those involving core sets, those containing LUs with incorporated FEs, and 

those containing LUs whose verbs also evoke a related frame, in order to see if generalizations 

over multiple frames may be found. The problem with gaps in the FrameNet data should 

somehow be addressed, so that a full documentation of syntactic patterning may become 

available to linguists and learners.
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Appendix 1: Dictionary Definitions 

1Merriam-Webster (http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary) 

2 Cambridge Advanced Learner‘s Dictionary (http://dictionary.cambridge.org) 

3 Oxford English Dictionary 

 

steal 

1 to take or appropriate (another's property, ideas, etc.) without permission, dishonestly, or 

unlawfully, esp. in a secret or surreptitious manner 

2 to take something without the permission or knowledge of the owner and keep it 

3 (I). To take dishonestly or secretly. (II)  To take away dishonestly (portable property, cattle, 

etc., belonging to another); esp. to do this secretly or unobserved by the owner or the person in 

charge. Const. from (earlier dat.). 

 

embezzle 

1 to steal (money, etc. entrusted to one's care); take by fraud for one's own use 

2 - to secretly take money that is in your care or that belongs to an organization or business you 

work for 

3 To divert to one's own use (money, etc.) in violation of trust or official duty.  

 

pilfer 

1  to steal stealthily in small amounts and often again and again 

to steal in small quantities 

2 to steal things of small value 

3. To steal (property), esp. in small quantities; to filch. Also fig. 2. commit petty theft. 3. To steal 

from (a person or place). 

 

shoplift 

1 to steal displayed goods from a store 

2 the illegal act of taking goods from a shop without paying for them 

3To steal from a shop while pretending to be a customer. 

 

snatch 

1 (intrans.) to attempt to seize something suddenly ….  (trans)… to seize or take suddenly 

without permission, ceremony, or right <snatched a kiss> 

2 (TAKE QUICKLY sense) to take hold of something suddenly and roughly … to take 

something or someone away by force  

3  

(a) To steal, esp. by snatching;   

2.  To seize, to take or lay hold of, suddenly, smartly, or unexpectedly. 

 3.  To seize, catch, or take suddenly from or out of one's hands, etc. 
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Appendix 2: Sentences Including Four Theft LUs from FrameNet Annotation Reports 

EMBEZZLE 

It was clear that funds were being EMBEZZLED but who could be doing it ?INICNI 

On arrival at Smolensk , our peasant soldier discovers that all the equipment of his unit has been 

EMBEZZLED or stolen from the luggage-van .CNI 

Chinese authorities have executed a bank accountant who EMBEZZLED more than $175,000 in the 

country 's first such case of computer fraud , the Xinhua Daily Telegraph newspaper reported yesterday  

London representative of a firm of Swiss vintners , from whom he EMBEZZLES some money . 

He must have EMBEZZLED thousands of pounds over the years . "INI 

` Some months ago I was convicted of EMBEZZLING a considerable amount of money from the 

company I share with my brother . 

It was considered as wrong then as it is now to EMBEZZLE the Crown 's revenues . 

` I have EMBEZZLED Church funds ! " he said . 

SHOPLIFT 

He was older so I listened to him , so I 'd SHOPLIFT all these things and give them to him . " 

He did however manage to SHOPLIFT vitamins and minerals galore from his local health store . 

This boy who lived next door to me taught me how to SHOPLIFT for him .INI 

Psychiatrist Dr Gerald Silverman runs kleptomania therapy groups ( for people who can not control their 

desires to steal ) , and claims most of his patients SHOPLIFT due to emotional worries or personal 

problems .INI 

Campbell focuses on girl shoplifters , but it should be stressed that other females who SHOPLIFT , 

perhaps pensioners or single parents , might do so for more basic material needs .INI 

At least she only robbed bins and doorsteps , she did n't SHOPLIFT .INI 

Younger kids SHOPLIFT because they see things they ca n't afford .INI 

She was cited by the police for SHOPLIFTING a dlrs 15 ring , arrested on marijuana possession charges 

in spring 1994 and admitted to two drug rehabiliation clinics . 

Annick Grippon , 36 , of Niort , 90 kilometers ( 55 miles ) from Poitiers , had admitted SHOPLIFTING 

meat and sausages on several occasions to feed her three-year-old son and teenage daughter . 
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Martin Suazo , suspected of SHOPLIFTING jeans from a downtown boutique , was shot while 

apprehended in May . 

Olympic security director Bill Rathburn helped secure the release of two Armenian wrestlers who were 

charged with SHOPLIFTING at Rich 's department store in Lenox Square Mall .INI 

PILFER 

He seemed as happy as Larry trailing round the greasy dustbins of Bristol till nuclear war broke out or the 

police nabbed him for PILFERING a used Tesco bag .INI 

Although the woods look impressively exotic and expensive , it has not been necessary to PILFER the 

last few acres of an equatorial hardwood rainforest in order to achieve the attractive grain patterns on 

these basses , hence the ( ultimately ) rather reasonable prices .CNIINI 

And so far no one has PILFERED any cuttings , " Hainge says .INI 

She had her back to the entrance of the garden and was looking across it at a small orchard whose fruit 

never found its way to the rector 's table , always being PILFERED by the small street arabs of the district 

.INI 

Bits of Meccano lay around waiting to be PILFERED if I 'd had the courage .CNIINI 

An incriminating document , apparently PILFERED from EPA 's files , casts the agency 's attitude toward 

science in a new light .CNI 

Benny had elected to carry only a revolver , though she had tucked a couple of grenades in the pockets of 

a second safari jacket she had PILFERED from the TARDIS 's wardrobe . 

The stones were probably PILFERED for other building .CNIINI 

She could be PILFERING on a grand scale -- computer control is beyond the ken of most people in this 

establishment , I should think .INIINI 

` Well , you 'd have had the lot PILFERED if I had n't been guarding them and suffered the most ghastly 

discomfort in the process .CNIINI 

SNATCH 

Faces reddened at the Ministry of Defence when it was revealed that a thief had SNATCHED top-secret 

documents about the Gulf from an unlocked car on December 17th . 

A thief at a fast food bar near Windsor Castle yesterday SNATCHED an American tourist 's handbag — 

containing 10,000 dollars , jewellery worth £23,000 and a mini-TV . 

A sneak thief SNATCHED a handbag while the owner was in a public toilet cubicle , magistrates were 

told at Warrington yesterday .INI 
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Scruffy thief : Police are hunting a scruffy thief who SNATCHED £60 from a newsagent 's till in 

Bebington Road , Tranmere . 

A thief SNATCHED a handbag containing £560 from a woman as she was about to get into her car in 

Firthmoor Crescent , while clothing was stolen from a line in Egglestone View . 

Before I could do this someone SNATCHED my handbag and made off with it . 

An elderly churchgoer had her Bible stolen when a woman SNATCHED her handbag in York 's 

Piccadilly on Sunday morning . 

POLICE are hunting two youths who SNATCHED a handbag from a woman walking alone in broad 

daylight . 

He was struck on the back of the head by one attacker while another attempted to SNATCH money from 

his pockets . 

Two ` Good Samaritans " helped a woman in a wheelchair across a busy Nottingham street -- then 

SNATCHED her purse. 

AN 18-year-old Belfast youth has been remanded in custody charged with attempting to SNATCH a 

woman 's purse in a telephone box on Belfast 's Lisburn Road on Friday night . 

The Mason reached over and SNATCHED the purse , emptying about half of the contents into his own 

hand .INI 

He SNATCHED the ring .INI 

Woman mugged : A 30year-old woman was punched in the face by muggers who SNATCHED a gold 

chain and sovereign pendant in Park Street , Toxteth .INI 

Villains SNATCHED the rare bird when they entered Cockerton Aquatics in Darlington , using a spare 

key taken from a car two weeks earlier .INI 

The attacker dragged her to the floor and SNATCHED the bag off her arm . 

We 've got muggers SNATCHING briefcases by drawing a knife across the inside of the victim 's wrist  

I put it into my wallet , and my wallet was SNATCHED . " 

On Wednesday a purse was SNATCHED from the counter of a shop in Alton High Street . 

It was SNATCHED from her by a woman without heart or conscience , a woman driven by greed . 

Dealers have been alerted to look out for 250 items SNATCHED from an exclusive house in London 's 

Belgravia .CNI 
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Appendix 3: Frame element realizations and valence patterns for five Theft LUs 

EMBEZZLE 

  

Frame Element Number Annotated Realization(s) 

Goods (8) 
NP.Ext (2) 

NP.Obj (6) 

Perpetrator (8) 
CNI.-- (3) 

NP.Ext (5) 

Source (1) PP[from].Dep (1) 

Victim (8) 

2nd.-- (4) 

INI.-- (2) 

PP[from].Dep (1) 

PP[of].Dep (1) 

Valence Patterns 

Number Annotated Patterns 

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Perpetrator Victim 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

2nd 

-- 

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source Victim 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

-- 

6 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Victim 
 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

2nd 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

2nd 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[of] 

Dep  
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PILFER 

Frame Element Number Annotated Realization(s) 

Goods (10) 

INI.-- (1) 

N.Head (1) 

NP.Ext (4) 

NP.Obj (4) 

Manner (1) PP[on].Dep (1) 

Perpetrator (10) 

NP.Ext (4) 

CNI.-- (5) 

PP[by].Dep (1) 

Reason (1) PP[for].Dep (1) 

Source (10) 
INI.-- (8) 

PP[from].Dep (2) 

 

Number Annotated Patterns 

1 TOTAL Goods Goods Perpetrator Source 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

INI 

-- 

1 TOTAL Goods Manner Perpetrator Source 

(1) 
INI 

-- 

PP[on] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Reason Source 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[for] 

Dep 

INI 

-- 

7 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source 
 

(1) 
N 

Head 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep  

(2) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--  

(2) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep  
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SHOPLIFT 

Frame Element Number Annotated Realization(s) 

Goods (11) 
INI.-- (6) 

NP.Obj (5) 

Perpetrator (11) NP.Ext (11) 

Place (1) PP[at].Dep (1) 

Purpose (1) VPto.Dep (1) 

Reason (2) 
PP[for].Dep (1) 

Sub.Dep (1) 

Source (11) 

2nd.-- (1) 

INC.-- (8) 

PP[from].Dep (2) 

Time (1) PP[on].Dep (1) 

Valence Patterns: 

Number 

Annotated 
Patterns 

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Perpetrator Place Source 

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

PP[at] 

Dep 

2nd 

-- 

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Perpetrator Source 
 

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

INC 

--  

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Purpose Source Time 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

INC 

-- 

PP[on] 

Dep 

2 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Reason Source 
 

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

PP[for] 

Dep 

INC 

--  

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

Sub 

Dep 

INC 

--  

6 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source 
  

(2) INI NP INC 
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-- Ext -- 

(2) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INC 

--   

(2) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   
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SNATCH 

Frame Element Number Annotated Realization(s) 

Goods (23) 
NP.Ext (6) 

NP.Obj (17) 

Means (1) PPing[by].Dep (1) 

Perpetrator (23) 

CNI.-- (5) 

PP[by].Dep (1) 

NP.Ext (17) 

Place (2) PP[in].Dep (2) 

Source (13) 

PP[from].Dep (6) 

INI.-- (6) 

PP[off].Dep (1) 

Time (2) 
PP[on].Dep (1) 

NP.Dep (1) 

Victim (10) 
PP[from].Dep (4) 

2nd.-- (6) 

Valence Patterns: 

These frame elements occur in the following syntactic patterns: 

Number Annotated Patterns 

1 TOTAL Goods Means Perpetrator Source 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

PPing[by] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

2 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Perpetrator Source 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep  

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Perpetrator Victim 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep  

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Place Source Time 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[in] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep 

PP[on] 

Dep 
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1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Place Victim 
 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[in] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

8 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source 
  

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep   

(4) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--   

(2) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[off] 

Dep   

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source Time 
 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep 

NP 

Dep  

8 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Victim 
  

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

2nd 

--   

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep   

(5) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

2nd 

--   

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   
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STEAL 

Frame Element Number Annotated Realization(s) 

Goods (57) 

INI.-- (7) 

NP.Ext (16) 

NP.Obj (33) 

PP[about].Dep (1) 

Means (3) 
PP[in].Dep (1) 

PPing[by].Dep (2) 

Perpetrator (57) 

NP.Ext (37) 

CNI.-- (13) 

PP[by].Dep (7) 

Place (3) 
PP[at].Dep (2) 

PP[in].Dep (1) 

Purpose (3) VPto.Dep (3) 

Reason (1) PP[for].Dep (1) 

Source (44) 

PP[from].Dep (18) 

INI.-- (24) 

NP.Ext (1) 

PPing[from].Dep (1) 

Time (9) 

NP.Dep (2) 

PP[on].Dep (2) 

AVP.Dep (1) 

PP[during].Dep (1) 

PPing[after].Dep (3) 

PP[at].Dep (1) 

Sub.Dep (1) 

Victim (16) 

INI.-- (4) 

PP[from].Dep (4) 

2nd.-- (8) 

Valence Patterns: 

These frame elements occur in the following syntactic patterns: 

Number Annotated Patterns 

1 TOTAL Goods Means Perpetrator Place Victim 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

PP[in] 

Dep 

CNI 

-- 

PP[at] 

Dep 

INI 

-- 

1 TOTAL Goods Means Perpetrator Source 
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(1) 
NP 

Obj 

PPing[by] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

1 TOTAL Goods Means Perpetrator Victim 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

PPing[by] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Perpetrator Source 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Perpetrator Victim 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext 

2nd 

--  

2 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Place Source 
 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[in] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

(1) 
PP[about] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

PP[at] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

2 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Purpose Source 
 

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Purpose Victim 
 

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

INI 

--  

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Reason Source 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[for] 

Dep 

INI 

--  

25 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source 
  

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--   

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--   

(4) NP CNI PP[from] 
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Ext -- Dep 

(5) 
NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

INI 

--   

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--   

(8) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--   

(3) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PPing[from] 

Dep   

1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source Source 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

NP 

Ext  

6 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source Time 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

-- 

AVP 

Dep  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep 

PP[during] 

Dep  

(3) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

PPing[after] 

Dep  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep 

NP 

Dep  

2 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source Time Time 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep 

NP 

Dep 

PP[on] 

Dep 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep 

PP[at] 

Dep 

PP[on] 

Dep 

3 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Source Victim 
 

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

2nd 

--  

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

--  
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1 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Time Victim 
 

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

Sub 

Dep 

2nd 

--  

8 TOTAL Goods Perpetrator Victim 
  

(1) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--   

(2) 
INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

2nd 

--   

(1) 
NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

2nd 

--   

(1) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

2nd 

--   

(2) 
NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   
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Appendix 4: Combined Table of Valence Patterns 

 

 Patterns Steal emb pilfer shop snatch 

1 Goods Means Perpetrator Source 
 

     

1a NP 

Obj 

PPing[by] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  
combined with 2a 

2 Goods Means Perpetrator Victim 
 

     

2a 

 

NP 

Obj 

PPing[by] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

X ? (X) ? (X) 

3 Goods Perpetrator Place Source 
 

     

3a NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[in] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

X     

3b PP[about] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

PP[at] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

X     

4 Goods Perpetrator Purpose Source 
 

     

4a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

X (X) (X) (X) - 

4b NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep  

X     

5 Goods Perpetrator Purpose Victim 
 

     

5a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

INI 

--  

X (X) (X) (X) - 

6 Goods Perpetrator Reason Source 
 

     

6a NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[for] 

Dep 

INI 

--  

X     

7 Goods Perpetrator Source 
  

     

7a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--   

X ? (X) (X) - 

7b INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X ? (X) (X) - 

7c NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--   
combined with 11c 

7d NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X     

7e NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

INI 

--   

X     

7f 

 

NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--   

X ? ? ? ? 
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 Patterns Steal emb pilfer shop snatch 

7g NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--   
combined with 11h 

7h NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X (X) X X X 

7i NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[off] 

Dep   

(X) - ? - X 

8 Goods Perpetrator Source Time 
 

     

8a NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

PPing[after] 

Dep  

X     

8b NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep 

NP 

Dep  

X     

9 Goods Perpetrator Source Victim 
 

     

9a NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

-- 

 (X) X (X) ? (X) 

9b NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

--  

X ? ? ? (X) 

9c NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

2nd 

--  

X (X) (X) ? (X) 

9d NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep 

2nd 

--  

X (X) (X) ? (X) 

10 Goods Perpetrator Time Victim 
 

     

10a NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

Sub 

Dep 

2nd 

--  

X (X) (X) ? (X) 

11 Goods Perpetrator Victim 
  

     

11a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--   
combined with 7a 

11b INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X (X) (X) ? - 

11c NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

INI 

--  

 (X) X (X) ? (X) 

11d NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

2nd 

--   

X    X 

11e NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

2nd 

--   

X (X) (X) ? (X) 

11f NP 

Ext 

PP[by] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep   

(X) (X) (X) ? X 

11g 
NP 

Obj 

CNI 

-- 

2nd 

--  

 (X) X (X)  

? 

 

(X) 
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 Patterns Steal emb pilfer shop snatch 

11h NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

--  

 X X X (X) X 

11i NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

2nd 

--   
combined with 9c 

11j NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

PP[from] 

Dep   

X X (X) ? X 

12 Goods Manner Perpetrator Source       

12a INI 

-- 

PP[on] 

Dep 

NP 

Ext 

INI 

-- 

 (X) (X) X (X) - 

13 Goods Perpetrator Reason Source       

13a NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[for] 

Dep 

INI 

-- 

 (X) (X) X (X) (X) 

14 Goods Perpetrator Place Source Time      

14a NP 

Ext 

CNI 

-- 

PP[in] 

Dep 

PP[from] 

Dep 

PP[on] 

Dep 

(X) ? ? ? X 

15 Goods Perpetrator Purpose Source Time      

15a NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

VPto 

Dep 

INC 

-- 

PP[on] 

Dep 

- - - X - 

16 Goods Perpetrator Reason Source       

16a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

PP[for] 

Dep 

INC 

-- 
 

- - - X - 

16b INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

Sub 

Dep 

INC 

-- 
 

- - - X - 

17 Goods Perpetrator Source        

17a INI 

-- 

NP 

Ext 

INC 

-- 
  

- - - X - 

17b NP 

Obj 

NP 

Ext 

INC 

-- 
  

- - - X - 
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Appendix 5: Survey and Survey Results 

 

Please rate these sentences using the key on the right.  

Acceptable means you or others would say and hear the sentence. 

Unacceptable means that you do not hear or use the sentence. 

 

2a) He stole the products by hiding them in his clothes. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

2a) He embezzled the money by pressing the ―withdraw‖ button. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

8a) She embezzled to feed her family. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

10a) He embezzles pretty often. / He embezzles. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

10f) Steal that stuff! 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

10f) Embezzle the funds! 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

10f) Shoplift a shirt! 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

10f) Pilfer that wallet! 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

10f) Snatch that wallet! 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

14a) The man‘s wallet was pilfered from the table by the woman. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

14a) The man‘s wallet was snatched from the table by the woman. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

1 – Totally Unacceptable 

2 – Unacceptable 

3 – Slightly Unacceptable 

4 – Slightly Acceptable 

5 – Acceptable 

6 – Perfectly Acceptable 
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15a) She shoplifted stuff from the old man when she was living there. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

16b) They shoplifted goods from the old man. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

16c) The professor‘s documents have been pilfered. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

16c) The store owner‘s goods have been shoplifted. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

16d) The store owner‘s goods have been shoplifted by hooligans. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

16f) The crooks shoplifted products from the store owner. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

19) The wallet was pilfered from the table in my house on Tuesday. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

20) She pilfered the documents off the table. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

21) The clothes were shoplifted from the store owner. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

23b) The store owner‘s inventory had been shoplifted. 

Rating: ____ Comments: ________________________________________________________ 

 

Please provide further comments here: -________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Sentence Participants   Total 

Score 

Lowest, 

Highest Score 

ok=X 

?=? 

 A B C D E     Lo,Hi Result 

2a - 1 5 6 6 5 3   25/30  3, 6 ok 

2a -2 3 4 5 4 6   22/30  3, 6 ? 

8a 3 2 5 2 6   18/30  2,6 ? 

10a 2 2 4 2 6   16/30  2,, 6 ? 

10f - 1 5 6 6 4 6   27/30  4,6 ok 

10f - 2 6 3 6 2 4   21/30  2,6 ? 

10f - 3 6 4 6 1 4   21/30  1,6 ? 

10f - 4 3 4 2 5 4   18/30  2,5 ? 

10f - 5 6 5 2 6 4   23/30  2,6 ? 

14a - 1 5 4 2 5 6   22/30  2,6 ? 

14a - 2 6 5 6 5 6   28/30  5,6 ok 

15a 2 6 2 1 6   17/30  1,6 ? 

16b 6 6 2 4 5   23/30  2,6 ? 

16c - 1 6 4 6 5 5   26/30  4,6 ok 

16c - 2 5 6 5 6 4   26/30  4,6 ok 

16d 6 5 2 5 4   22/30  2,6 ? 

16f 5 4 5 3 4   21/30  3,5 ? 

19 5 3 3 4 5   20/30  3,5 ? 

20 5 2 3 1 6   17/30  1,6 ? 

21 5 4 6 3 5   23/30  3,6 ? 

23b 6 5 4 2 2   19/30  2,6 ? 
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