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Words: Atoms  and Composed by Atoms

Theories of lexical decomposition assume that words are composed of smaller pieces, say the atoms and operators of Dowty's aspect calculus. We need decomposition for expressing certain regularities of argument selection and case assignment and so on (see the Düsseldorf school, the work of Rapp and many others). 

Decomposition theory has been criticised from the beginning on. The criticism has always been that verbs express relations that cannot be determined by the meaning of certain atoms plus a finite set of operators plus standard principles of semantic composition. There will always be a non-analysable residue: kill ≠ CAUSE to die (Green). As far as we know this problem has never been solved, but it did not bother semanticists working on the lexicon.

The aim of the talk is to restore the problem to its rights. We will discuss a class of semantically closely related verbs and demonstrate the ultimate difficulties a decompositional analysis has to face. 

We will then speculate what the consequences for theories of lexical semantics could be.

