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A Judgment Study on Aspectual  
Diagnostics in Japanese 
KENTARO NAKATANI AND NATSUNO AOKI* 
Konan University 

1.  Durative and Terminative Temporal Adverbials 
Since Vendler (1957), aspectual properties of predicates have been exten-
sively studied through various syntactic diagnostics. Among the most uti-
lized are tests involving the attachment of temporal adverbials: Predicates 
compatible with durative adverbials (such as for 30 minutes) but not with 
terminative ones (such as in 30 minutes) are regarded as atelic, while those 
compatible with terminative but not with durative adverbials are regarded as 
telic. For example: 
(1)  a.  She ate an apple in five minutes. (Telic + Terminative Adv.) 

b. *She ate an apple for five minutes. (Telic + Durative Adv.) 
(2) a.  *She ate apples in five minutes. (Atelic + Terminative Adv.) 

b.  She ate apples for five minutes. (Atelic + Durative Adv.) 

                                                             
* We are indebted to Nigel Duffield and the audience at the 22nd Japanese/Korean Linguistics 
Conference at NINJAL for their valuable comments on earlier versions of this paper.  
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The judgments, however, are not as straightforward as one may wish. 
This is particularly true in the case of durative adverbials attached to VPs 
headed by an accomplishment verb. An example such as (1b) has been 
judged in quite diverse ways in the literature: Vendler (1957) states that 
such a combination is “somewhat queer”; Dowty (1979: 56) claims that 
accomplishment predicates “only very marginally” take durative adverbials; 
however, in the table provided in Dowty (1979: 60), the same combination 
is marked “OK.” Smollett (2005) and Piñón (2008) among others argue that 
an example like (1b) improves with a proper context. The following is 
judged acceptable by Smollett (2005: 50):  

(3) Becky ate an apple for a couple of minutes while talking on the phone. 
The judgments on an example like (2a) are not entirely unproblematic either. 
Krifka (1998: 218) points out that a VP headed by eat is sometimes ac-
ceptable with a terminative adverbial even when the object NP is a bare 
plural: 

(4) Mary is an incredibly fast eater. Yesterday she ate peanuts in 0.43 
seconds! 

Japanese raises some interesting questions with respect to these issues, 
because it lacks determiners and a grammatical number system. This has the 
consequence that bare nominals in Japanese are always ambiguous between 
definite and indefinite, singular and plural interpretations. The present paper 
sheds some light on the aspectual properties of predicates in Japanese by 
reporting the results from a questionnaire study on the acceptability of tem-
poral adverbial attachments. We also present a meta-analysis examining the 
correlation between our data and those of Aoki & Nakatani (2013), which 
concernes telicity cancellation.  

We shall conclude that there are two types of telicity: lexically-encoded 
telicity and pragmatically-induced one. Because of this ambiguity, the ter-
minative adverbial diagnostic cannot by itself provide firm evidence of lex-
ical telicity, at least in Japanese. By contrast, lexically telic predicates tend 
to resist atelic interpretations, so the durative adverbial test, which is a test 
for atelicity, is actually useful as a diagnostic of lexical telicity. Aoki & 
Nakatani’s (2013) cancellation data can also be interpreted this way: Telici-
ty cancellation provides a reliable diagnostic of atelicity, which in turn 
points to the degree of lexically-encoded telicity. We also argue, following 
Krifka (1998), that lexically encoded telicity is a concept that is inde-
pendent of the duration of the event. 
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2.  Previous Studies on Accomplishment Predicates 
This section reviews previous theoretical studies on telicity. We first see 
how telicity emerges in accomplishment predicates, and then review prior 
treatments of the exceptions to the temporal adverbial attachment tests. 
2.1.  Incremental Verbs and Quantized Objects 
It is widely accepted in the literature that the telicity in an accomplishment 
predicate stems from the interaction between (i) the incremental properties 
of the verb and (ii) the delimitedness in the object NP.  

Regarding (i), verbs that can trigger telic interpretations are called by 
various names, including the verbs of the MEASURING-OUT class (Tenny 
1994), the verbs with an INCREMENTAL THEME (Dowty 1991), DEGREE-OF-
CHANGE verbs (Kennedy and Levin 2002), and ACCOMPLISHMENT verbs 
(Vendler 1957). Formally, Krifka (1989, 1992, 1998) characterizes this type 
of predicate as one enforcing a mapping relation between the proper parts of 
the event it denotes and the proper parts of the entity its direct object de-
notes. For example, eat is such a predicate because if eat x is true, the 
subevents of eat corresponds to the bits of x. This leads to incrementality, 
because the progress of the eat event in a time course implies incremental 
changes in x. Such characterization does not apply to push the cart because 
the subevents of push do not correspond to the bits of the cart.  

Regarding (ii), it is known that in English-type languages “delimiting” 
NPs are those with an overt determiner or quantifier, while nondelimiting 
NPs are bare nominals (Dowty 1979, etc). Krifka (1989, 1992, 1998) char-
acterizes the former as quantized objects and the latter as cumulative objects. 
For example, wine is cumulative because parts of wine are also wine and the 
sum of the entities each of which is wine is also wine. By contrast, a glass 
of wine is quantized because a proper part of the entity denoted by a glass of 
wine is not a glass of wine (it is less than that). Krifka (1998: 200) formally 
defines cumulative and quantized predicates as below: 

(5) ∀X ⊆ UP [CUM(X) ↔ ∃x, y [X(x)∧X(y) → ¬x = y] 
     ∧ ∀x, y [X(x)∧X(y) → X(x ⊕p y)]] 

(6) ∀X ⊆ UP [QUA(X) ↔ ∀x, y [X(x)∧X(y) → ¬y <p x]] 
According to (5), if a cumulative predicate X applies to x and y, it applies to 
the sum of x and y as well. According to (6), if a quantized predicate X ap-
plies to x, x never has a proper part y such that X(y). Telic predicates can 
then be defined as quantized event predicates.1  

                                                             
1 Although Krifka’s (1998) definition of telicity is slightly different from his definition of the 
quantized property shown above, this difference is irrelevant to the present study, so we take 
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Note that incremental verbs are generally not telic by themselves: If e is 
a drink event, its proper parts can be said to be drink events as well; thus 
drink by itself does not fit the definition given in (6). The same applies to 
drink wine. By contrast, drink a glass of wine is quantized because a glass 
of wine is quantized: If drink a glass of wine applies to an event e, it does 
not apply to its proper parts, because they each involve an amount of wine 
smaller than a glass of wine.  

Another type of potentially telic verb is one denoting a degree of change 
(Kennedy and Levin 2002, Piñón 2008). For example, cool x is clearly not 
incremental in Krifka’s sense because there is no one-to-one mapping be-
tween the subevents of cool and the subobjects of x, but is incremental in 
different sense in so far as x changes its state along with the progress of the 
event. We adopt Kennedy and Levin’s term degree-of-change verbs for this 
class of incremental verbs. We call incremental verbs in Krifka’s sense in-
cremental mapping verbs. 

Some verbs are inherently telic without being incremental. Vendlerian 
achievement verbs roughly correspond to this type. Find, for example, is 
not incremental: If find applies to an event e, it does not apply to any small-
er parts of e. Note that the lack of incrementality does not necessarily lead 
to punctuality, which such authors as Verkuyl (1972) and Egg (1995) criti-
cize as a trivial aspectual feature. An achievement predicate (i.e., an inher-
ently nonincremental, quantized predicate) can be nonpunctual. Kill is such 
a predicate: a killing event may span, for example, an hour, but the predi-
cate kill does not apply to any proper parts of the event.  
2.2.  Durative Adverbials 
Let us now discuss the compatibility issues between telicity and temporal 
measure adverbials. First, it is well known that durative adverbials generally 
require the event predicates to which they adjoin to be atelic, as shown in 
(1b) above. Krifka (1998) argues that the reason for this is that durative 
adverbials quantize an event, and thus require nonquantized events. This is 
taken to be analogous to a more general constraint against double quantita-
tive measuring: two kilograms of apples is fine, whereas two kilograms of 
seven apples is awkward (Krifka 1998: 202).  

If this is true, however, why are telic predicates sometimes compatible 
with durative adverbials, as in (3)? According to Krifka (1998: 215), such 
cases emerge when the telic predicates optionally allow “incomplete” inter-
pretations, in which case they are regarded atelic. Smollett (2005), by con-
trast, argues in the opposite direction: She hypothesizes that all the accom-

                                                                                                                                 
the above definition as the definition of telicity as well, provided X is an event predicate and x, 
y are of event type.  
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plishment predicates are atelic by default, thus allowing durative adverbials 
to be attached to them; for Smollet, telic interpretations are instead derived 
from pragmatic inferences we can get from the world knowledge concern-
ing the quantized object NPs in question. For example (Smollett 2005: 48): 

(7) Thomas mixed the batter {for five minutes / in five minutes}. 
Smollett (2005: 51) argues that the telic interpretation in the above is “op-
tionally established by world knowledge”: A certain point may optionally 
be set at which the ingredients are mixed sufficiently that they can be re-
garded as forming a batter. Although Smollett’s approach appears to be 
very different from Krifka’s, they share one crucial assumption, namely, 
that inferences based on world knowledge play a role in determining the 
telicity of a predicate.  
2.3.  Terminative Adverbials 
Let us now turn to the question of why terminative adverbials require the 
predicates to which they adjoin to be telic. Krifka (1998: 216–217) argues 
that terminative adverbials require telic predicates due to scalar implicature, 
the details of which we cannot review here because of space limitations. 
The question relevant to the present study is why a case like (4) is accepta-
ble, even though the predicate is atelic. Krifka (1998: 200, 217–218) again 
resorts to pragmatics: Although eat peanuts and eat apples are both atelic 
by default, it is possible to set a plausible minimal “atomic” event in the 
former case but not in the latter. This is probably because when we talk 
about peanuts, we usually talk about peanuts, rather than a peanut. This 
makes it possible for us to set a minimal amount of peanuts when it comes 
to fast eating competition. Because of the availability of this “atomic” inter-
pretation of eating peanuts, this eventive predicate gains a possible telic 
interpretation.  

Although Krifka’s theory is a formal one, the availability of the atomic 
interpretation relies on what we can infer from world knowledge. Curiously, 
this situation is similar to that observed in the acceptable cases of durative 
adverbials paired with telic predicates. These studies suggest that the role of 
pragmatic inference on the emergence of (a)telicity may be greater than 
what has been traditionally assumed. We could even ask this question: If the 
(a)telicity can be pragmatically determined in certain contexts, can we not 
assume that (a)telicity is always pragmatically determined? We address this 
through a questionnaire study on Japanese. 

3.  Three Hypotheses on Japanese Bare Nominals 
As mentioned earlier, Japanese lacks both determiners (Fukui 1995) and a 
grammatical number system, although it has demonstratives as well as ad-
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nominal and adverbial numeral expressions. Thus, bare nominals in Japa-
nese are ambiguous between definite and indefinite, singular and plural in-
terpretations, especially when there is no preceding context: 

(8)  kare-wa ringo-o tabe-ta  
he-TOP apple-ACC eat-PAST 
‘He ate an apple / apples / the apple / the apples.’  

Our concern here is with the aspectual status of such a sentence. The verb 
tabe ‘to eat’ is incremental, just like English eat. How about ringo ‘apple’? 
According to Krifka’s definitions given in (5) and (6), ringo is clearly cu-
mulative: If x is ringo and y is ringo, then the sum of x and y is also ringo. 
Based on this fact, we can make at least three types of competing prediction 
regarding the temporal adverbial attachment.  

First, it could be predicted that this type of sentence is always compati-
ble with durative adverbials and not with terminative ones, because its ob-
ject ringo by itself is cumulative by definition.  

Alternatively, it could be predicted that (8) is equally compatible with 
both durative and terminative adverbials, because ringo is interpretatively 
ambiguous between definite and indefinite, and between singular and plural.  

Finally, we could hypothesize that the telicity of (8) is brought in by 
nonlexical, pragmatic inferences on the object itself or the event as a whole 
(Smollett 2005). If this were the case, compatibility judgments on temporal 
adverbials would vary depending on individual cases.  

4.  Telicity Cancellation 
A less-studied diagnostic related to aspect is telicity cancellation (Ikegami 
1985, Kageyama 1996, Tsujimura 2003), which is exemplified below: 

(9) otiba-o  moyasi-ta-kedo  moe-nakat-ta.  
fallen_leaf-ACC burn(tr)-PAST-but burn(intr)-NEG-PAST 
‘I burnt the fallen leaves but they didn’t burn.’  

Here, in the first half of the sentence the burning of the leaves is asserted, 
while it is negated in the second half. It is often claimed that this type of 
cancellation is acceptable in Japanese, unlike in English. On the basis of 
this fact, Tsujimura (2003) argues that in Japanese, telicity is not lexically 
entailed but rather is conversationally implicated, and thus cancellable. Ao-
ki & Nakatani (2013; henceforth A&N) tested this hypothesis through a 
questionnaire study, and found that Tsujimura’s cancellation examples were 
rated significantly lower than the ones with their result events not logically 
entailed, which A&N call fake telic predicates, such as (10a) below (note 
that the English translation is perfectly acceptable here), but still higher than 
the cancellation of the telicity of typical achievements, such as (10b). See 
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Figure 1 for the mean rating scores of the three types of predicates cited 
from A&N. 

(10) a. te-o arat-ta-ga kireini nara-nakat-ta.  
 hand-ACC wash-PAST-but clean become-NEG-PAST. 
 ‘He washed his hands but they didn’t become clean’ 
b. mizu-o mitasi-ta-ga hanbun-sika haira-nakat-ta.  
 water-ACC fill-PAST-but half-only(NPI) go_in-NEG-PAST 
 ‘She filled (it) with water but it was filled only halfway’ 
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Figure 1.  Mean rating scores of A&N’s telicity cancellation study 

A&N thus hypothesize (i) that eventive telicity is actually entailed even in 
Japanese, and (ii) that the cancellation is acceptable depending on how easi-
ly one can infer the process component in the denoted event.  

Before proceeding, we must briefly mention the relation between Tsu-
jimura’s hypothesis and Smollett’s (2005). Although both argue for a prag-
matics-based theory of telicity, they do not share the same explanatory goal. 
Tsujimura’s hypothesis is intended to explain the lack of telicity in Japanese 
as opposed to its presence in English (implying that she is arguing that the 
telicity in English is not pragmatically induced), whereas Smollett applies 
her theory of pragmatically-induced telicity to English. A&N (2013: fn.3) 
argue that the contrast between English and Japanese stems from the differ-
ence in the degree of leniency that the two languages show in repairing log-
ical contradictions, not from any difference in how the telicity is encoded. 
This means that one can without inconsistency adopt Smollett’s pragmatics-
based theory of telicity while rejecting Tsujimura’s. The fact that Tsuji-
mura’s examples showed varied cancellability judgments in A&N’s study 
could probably be explained along the lines of Smollett’s assumption on 
pragmatically induced telicity.  

In this study, we shall present a meta-analysis of the correlation be-
tween A&N’s results from the cancellation survey and our results from 
temporal adverbial diagnostics.   



8 / KENTARO NAKATANI AND NATSUNO AOKI 

5.  Questionnaire Study 
A questionnaire study was conducted to address the questions outlined 
above: (i) How varied are judgments on sentences involving the attachment 
of temporal adverbials, especially when the direct objects are bare nomi-
nals? (ii) To what extent do pragmatic inferences influence the availability 
of telic vs. atelic interpretations? (iii) How are judgments on telicity cancel-
lation reported in A&N associated with those on temporal adverbials?  
5.1.  Method 

5.1.1.  Materials and Predictions 
35 sentences were prepared, of which 31 were based on items in A&N’s 
study. For each item, two versions were constructed, one with a durative 
adverbial (e.g., 3-pun-kan ‘for 3 minutes’) placed between the direct object 
and the verb, and the other with a terminative one (e.g., 3-pun-de ‘in 3 
minutes’) in the same position. A sample example involving an incremental 
mapping verb is shown below; in the translation, the direct object is itali-
cized without being associated with any determiners or plural morphemes, 
to show that it is a bare nominal in the actual item: 

(11) Incremental mapping:  
takasi-wa ringo-o {3-pun-de / 3-pun-kan} tabe-ta. 
Takashi-TOP apple-ACC {in 3 minutes / for 3 minutes} eat-PAST 
‘Takashi ate apple in 3 minutes / for 3 minutes.’ 

Among the 35 items, 31 contained direct objects, of which 18 were 
simple bare nouns (such as ringo ‘apple’) and five were bare NPs consisting 
of two words (such as omoi tukue ‘heavy desk’ and kami-no ke ‘head’s hair 
(as opposed to body hair)’). The remaining direct objects (eight items) con-
tained either demonstratives (e.g., sono otoko ‘that man’), possessives (e.g., 
mina-no iken ‘everybody’s opinion’), or a quantified NP (1 rittoru-no 
gyuunyuu ‘a liter of milk’).  

Regarding the predicate types involved, 13 items included two kinds of 
incremental predicates, namely, incremental mapping predicates (such as 
tabe ‘to eat’) and degree-of-change predicates (such as kawakas ‘to dry 
(transitive)’). A sample sentence of the former type is shown above in (11) 
and the latter in (13). The effects of an overt quantifier in Japanese could be 
tested by comparing (11), where the direct object was a bare nominal, with 
(12) below, with an overt quantifier:  

(12) Taroo-wa 1-rittoru-no gyuunyuu-o {3-pun-de / 3-pun-kan} nonda. 
Taro-TOP a_liter_GEN milk-ACC {in / for 3 minutes} drink-PAST 
‘Taro drank a liter of milk in / for 3 minutes.’ 
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 (13) Degree of change: 
obasan-ga sentakumono-o { 10-pun-de / 10-pun-kan } kawakasi-ta. 
lady-NOM laundry-ACC { in 10 minutes / for 10 minutes } dry-PAST 
’The lady dried laundry in 10 minutes / for 10 minutes.’ 

Closely-related to the incremental items were fake telic items such as 
those in (10a) and (14): 

(14) ueetaa-ga kanbiiru-o zyokki-ni {5-byo-de / 5-byo-kan} sosoi-da. 
waiter-NOM canned_beer-ACC mug-DAT {in / for 5 sec} pour-PAST 
‘The waiter poured canned beer into mug in / for 5 seconds.’ 

Verb sosog (conjugated as sosoi above) ‘to pour’ by itself is cumulative and 
incremental, and can be quantized either by the locatum (‘beer’) or by the 
location (‘mug’). However, an incomplete interpretation seems to be readily 
available even in English (e.g., The waiter poured a bottle of beer into the 
glass just for a few seconds). A similar observation applies to araw ‘to 
wash’ in (10a), which is a cumulative predicate, not an incremental map-
ping one (though it is not clear if it qualifies as a degree-of-change predi-
cate), and does not fit Krifka’s definition of quantization given in (6) above. 
However, a telic interpretation may be pragmatically induced, even in Eng-
lish (e.g., He washed his hands in 3 seconds). The question relevant to the 
present study was how such fake telic predicates in Japanese would behave 
with respect to temporal adverbial attachment.  

Two types of nonincremental predicates were also included, namely, 
nonincremental quantized predicates (such as mitas ‘to fill’), which are in-
herently telic, and cumulative activity predicates (e.g., nagame ‘to look at’), 
which are inherently atelic. We prepared 14 items of the former type and 
two items of the latter type.2 Sample items are shown below: 

(15) Nonincremental, quantized (achievement): 
ueetoresu-ga koppu-ni mizu-o {3-byo-de / 3-byo-kan} mitasi-ta. 
waitress-NOM glass-DAT water-ACC {in / for 3 seconds} fill-PAST 
‘The waitress filled glass with water in / for 3 seconds.’3 

 (16) Cumulative (activity): 
watasi-wa sono e-o {30-pun-de / 30-pun-kan} nagame-ta. 
I-TOP that painting-ACC {in / for 30 minutes} look-PAST 
‘I looked at that painting in / for 30 minutes.’ 

                                                             
2 Unfortunately, we failed to balance the number of each predicate type, because we used 
slightly different criteria for the verb classification when preparing the items.  
3 In Japanese, mitas ‘to fill’ is an alternating verb, capable of taking a locatum or a location as 
its direct object. 



10 / KENTARO NAKATANI AND NATSUNO AOKI 

We were also interested in examining the effect of adding semantically 
different objects to the same verb (adapted from A&N’s study):  

(17) zyukensee-ga sono rensyuumondai-o {10-pun-de / 10-pun-kan} toi-ta. 
student-NOM that exercise-ACC {in / for 10-minutes} solve-PAST 
‘The student solved the exercise in / for 10 minutes.’ 

(18) kookoosee-ga sono nanmon-o {10-pun-de / 10-pun-kan} toi-ta. 
high_school_student-NOM that hard_problem-ACC {in / for 10 
minutes} solve-PAST 
‘The high school student solved the hard problem in / for 10 minutes.’ 

(19) kanozyo-wa karesi-no gokai-o {2-ka-de / 2-ka-kan} toi-ta. 
she-TOP boyfriend-GEN misunderstanding-ACC {in / for 2 days} solve-
PAST 
‘She resolved her boyfriend’s misunderstanding in / for 2 days.’ 

All of the above examples (17–19) involve the same verb tok (conjugated as 
toi in the above) ‘to solve,’ while the direct objects are varied in each case. 
Our predictions were as followings: First, we assumed that tok is a nonin-
cremental, quantized predicate. However, comparing (17) and (18), the 
former were expected to be more permissive of the durative adverbial at-
tachment than the latter, because we know as a matter of world knowledge 
that ‘exercise’ often involves a set or series of problems, while ‘hard prob-
lem’ is often singular. The plural reading of the object available for ‘exer-
cise’ could yield an iterative, atelic reading. Second, comparing (18) and 
(19), the former would be relatively more compatible with a durative adver-
bial than the latter, because we can infer that solving a hard problem (in ten 
minutes) involves a more contiguous activity than solving a boyfriend’s 
misunderstanding (in two days). Our assumption was that durative adverbi-
als could measure an interval of the event more readily when it was contig-
uous than when it was not.  

The total of 70 sentences (35 items x 2 conditions) items were split into 
two lists, such that the two conditions (the Durative Adverbial and the Ter-
minative Adverbial conditions: D and T in short) of each item appeared in 
separate lists, with each list including the same amount of D and T. In each 
list, the D and T conditions alternated, so that the participants could easily 
predict which of the two conditions would come next and would not mis-
take the crucial temporal markers, -kan ‘for’ and -de ‘in.’ The materials in 
each list were pseudo-randomized.  
5.1.2.  Participants and Procedure 
48 native speakers of Japanese participated, all of whom were undergradu-
ates. Participants were handed an instruction sheet together with three 
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sheets of paper containing the test materials. It was explained on the instruc-
tion sheet that all the sentences contained temporal adverbial expressions. 
Participants were instructed to rate the naturalness of each sentence on a 
five-point scale, by circling one of five numbers on the scale. ‘5’ on the 
scale corresponded to ‘most natural,’ and ‘1’ corresponded to ‘most unnatu-
ral.’ The participants were instructed to rate each item quickly, following 
their immediate intuitions. They were asked to rate one list first, and then, 
roughly one hour later, were asked to rate the other list, meaning that every 
participant rated all the 70 sentences. 
5.2.  Results and Discussions 
The data from the three subjects who failed to complete the experiment 
were excluded from the analyses. The data points from one item (x2) were 
also excluded due to a typographical error in the item.  

The grand mean of the 34 items (x2) was 3.4 (SD 1.5). Although the 
majority (23 items) of all the 34 items contained bare object NPs, the mean 
rating of condition T was higher than that of D (4.0 (SD 1.3) vs. 2.8 (SD 
1.5)): Pearson’s χ2 test revealed this difference to be statistically significant 
(χ2 = 484.2, df = 4, p < .001). Histograms of these two conditions (Figure 2) 
clearly show that the judgments on D were much more varied than those on 
T, whose distribution was skewed rightward, suggesting that telic interpre-
tations were more readily available than atelic ones. This overall tendency 
does not seem to support the first two hypotheses mentioned in Section 3 
regarding the aspectual properties of predicates with bare nominals in Japa-
nese: That is to say, the tendency supports neither the hypothesis that the 
incremental predicates with bare nominals are always cumulative, nor the 
hypothesis that they always allow both telic and atelic interpretations with 
equal ease. By contrast, this result seems to suggest that telicity was made 
available through pragmatic inferences in many cases, improving the over-
all acceptability of T, while atelic interpretations were harder to obtain. 
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Figure 2.  Histograms of the judgments on D (left) and T (right) 



12 / KENTARO NAKATANI AND NATSUNO AOKI 

The results from the items with the three potentially telic verbs, namely, 
the incremental mapping verbs, the degree-of-change verbs, and the fake 
telic verbs, are summarized in Table 1. Because the number of the items per 
verb type was limited, it is not possible to draw any strong conclusion, but it 
is at least obvious from these results that all of these three types of verbs 
were highly compatible with T. As for the degree-of-change items and the 
fake telic items, where the direct objects were always bare nominals, the D 
condition was also highly acceptable, showing that bare nominals allowed 
nonquantized interpretations as well.  

Table 1.  Mean ratings (SDs) of the potentially telic verbs 

Type (number of items) D T 
Incremental mapping (6) 3.0 (1.3) 4.5 (0.9) 
Degree of change (5) 3.9 (1.2) 4.0 (1.2) 
Fake Telic (2) 4.4 (1.0) 4.2 (1.0) 

What was somewhat unexpected was the lack of the effect of an overt 
quantifier. The relevant results are shown in Table 2. Here, we can see that 
‘ate apple (bare noun)’ was rated almost identically as ‘drank a liter of milk 
(overtly quantified)’ both in the D and T conditions, although we had ex-
pected that the D condition would have been rated higher when the direct 
object was a bare noun than when it was quantified. This lack of the effect 
of quantification might be due to the fact that ringo ‘apple’ is a count noun 
with a clear physical boundary in the real world, thus it strongly induces a 
quantized reading. An interesting comparison could have been made be-
tween bare count nouns and bare mass nouns with incremental verbs, which 
we did not test and leave for future research. 

Table 2.  Effect of an overt quantifier 
 D T 
ringo-o tabe-ta ‘ate apple’ 2.7 (1.1) 4.8 (0.4) 
1-rittoru-no gyuunyuu-o nonda 
‘drank a liter of milk’ 2.7 (1.1) 4.7 (0.5) 

Let us turn to the results from the nonincremental, cumulative verbs 
(such as nagame ‘to look’  (16)), which were inherently atelic, vs. the non-
incremental, quantized verbs (such as mitas ‘to fill’ (15)), which were in-
herently telic: These are summarized in Table 3.4 These results show that 
                                                             
4 The reader may notice that the sum of the items with incremental and nonincremental verbs 
shown in Tables 1 and 3 would count only 29, which is less than the total number of the items, 
34. The reason is that we excluded the items with verbs whose aspectual status was not clear to 
us, such as ku ‘to come,’ ik ‘to go,’ and ugokas ‘to move.’  
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the former type of verbs were compatible with D and less so with T, while 
the latter type showed the opposite pattern. For these verbs, it seems diffi-
cult to induce (a)telic interpretation through pragmatic cueing.  

Table 3.  Mean ratings (SDs) of the nonincremental verbs 

Type (number of items) D T 
Nonincremental, cumulative (2) 3.9 (1.3) 2.7 (1.5) 
Nonincremental, quantized (14) 1.9 (1.1) 3.7 (1.5) 

This point is especially important for the nonincremental, quantized 
verbs, because for these verbs, it was sometimes easy to pragmatically infer 
a certain duration in the process. For example, sosog ‘to pour’ (14) and mi-
tas ‘to fill’ (15) denote very similar events, according to our world 
knowledge. However, these two verbs showed a sharp contrast as seen in 
Table 4. This clearly suggests that the unavailability of atelicity in mitas ‘to 
fill’ cannot be accounted for in terms of our world knowledge. We must 
assume that the telic property of mitas is linguistically determined, thus 
blocking any effects of pragmatics. 

Table 4.  sorog ‘to pour’ vs. mitas ‘to fill’ 
 D T 
sosog ‘to pour’  4.0 (1.1) 4.2 (0.9) 
mitas ‘to fill’  1.8 (0.9) 3.7 (1.3) 

The same point applies to the contrast between araw ‘to wash’ and kireeni 
su ‘to clean,’ summarized in Table 5.  

Table 5.  araw ‘to wash’ vs. kireeni su ‘to clean’ 
 D T 
te-o araw ‘to wash hand’ 4.7 (0.9) 4.2 (1.0) 
heya-o kireeni su ‘to clean room’ 2.5 (1.2) 4.8 (0.5) 

Finally, we conducted a correlation analysis between our D ratings and 
A&N’s ratings, to test the hypothesis that the cancellation judgments are a 
function of the ease in inferring a process component in the event, which is 
associated with the concept of duration. A simple regression analysis of all 
the 30 items containing the predicates shared between the two studies5 
failed to reveal a correlation between D and cancellation (R2 = .097, p > .09). 
However, a closer look at the data revealed that the top three items with the 
highest cancellation scores constituted outliers in the regression analysis.6 
                                                             
5 One item was removed from the analyses due to a typographical error, as noted earlier. 
6 These items showed very high cancellability and very low D compatibility. The verbs in 
these items were okur ‘to send’ (the cancellation score 4.8 vs. the D score 1.8), age ‘to give (to 
a nonspeaker)’ (4.4 vs. 1.7), and kure ‘to give (to the speaker)’ (4.4 vs. 1.5). They all involved 
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When these three outliers were removed, the correlation between A&N’s 
cancallation ratings and our D ratings turned out to be statistically signifi-
cant (R2 = .431, p < .001; see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3.  Correlation between the D diagnostic and A&N’s cancellability 
Our predictions were also supported by the results from the varied di-

rect objects condition with tok ‘to solve’ (17)–(19) and their comparison 
with A&N’s cancellation results, summarized in Table 6. In this case, the D 
diagnostic was a strong predictor of the cancellability judgments, while the 
T diagnostic was not.  

Table 6.  The mean ratings (SDs) of tok ‘solve’ with varied objects 

 Cancellation D T 
sono rensyuumondai-o  
‘the exercise’ 3.6 (1.4) 3.6 (1.4) 5.0 (0.1) 

sono nanmon-o  
‘the hard problem’ 2.8 (1.4) 2.9 (1.4) 4.9 (0.3) 

karesi-no gokai-o  
‘boyfriend’s misunderstanding 2.0 (1.1) 1.8 (1.0) 4.0 (1.1) 

 

6.  Conclusions 
We have reported here the results of a questionnaire study on the compati-
bility between verbs of various aspectual types and durative/terminative 
adverbials in Japanese.  

It has been shown that incremental verbs, whether they were incremen-
tal mapping verbs (Krifka 1998) or degree-of-change verbs (Kennedy and 
                                                                                                                                 
a dual event, which was comprised of a giving activity of the giver and a receiving activity of 
the recipient, both of which were quantized/telic.  
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Levin 2002), were highly compatible with terminative adverbials even 
when their direct objects were not explicitly quantized. This shows that 
telicity could be induced by pragmatic inferences for the incremental verbs. 
Unlike the degree-of-change verbs, however, the incremental mapping 
verbs showed more resistance to an atelic reading even when the direct ob-
ject was a bare noun. This contrast may reflect the differences in the types 
of direct objects (i.e., count vs. mass nouns) or in the aspectual properties of 
these two types of verbs (i.e., the degree-of-change verbs might be more 
open-ended than the incremental mapping verbs), or both. Further research 
is required to settle this.  

It was also found that the inherently nonincremental verbs (inherently 
cumulative and inherently quantized verbs) tended to resist the introduction 
of (a)telicity through pragmatic inferences. This was true for the nonincre-
mental, quantized verbs such as mitas ‘to fill,’ kireeni su ‘to clean,’ and 
koros ‘to kill’ (T 4.2; D 1.2), for which certain duration could be easily in-
ferred based on world knowledge. These results show that (a)telicity is not 
exclusively determined pragmatically. This necessitates the distinction be-
tween accomplishment and achievement verbs, contra Verkuyl (1972) and 
Egg (1995). Note that our definition of achievements is based on Krifka’s 
criteria on incrementality, cumulativity and quantization, and has nothing to 
do with the property of instantaneity, which these authors criticize. 

Finally, we conducted a meta-analysis on the relation between our re-
sults from temporal adverbial diagnostics and A&N’s on telicity cancella-
tion. It was found that telicity cancellation judgments were significantly 
correlated with the compatibility with durative adverbials, as A&N had pre-
dicted. This implies that the telicity cancellation test is better regarded as a 
diagnostic for atelicity, rather than for telicity. That is to say, to the extent 
that atelic interpretation is acceptable, cancellation is acceptable. Once 
again, it should be noted that this characterization is based on the definition 
of telicity according to Krifka, rather on the duration of the denoted or in-
ferred event. Although A&N’s was correct in arguing that telicity cancella-
tion was not really about telicity, their characterization of atelicty based on 
the “inferred process component of the event” was probably misleading, 
because inherently telic predicates may be associated with certain activities 
in the real world. 
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