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1 Introduction

In our talk we will be concerned with German Non-Inflectional Constructions (NIC). Widely
used in web-based conversations like chat or (informal) email, NICs are syntactically indepen-
dent constructions consisting of verb stems potentially projecting internal structure but lacking
any inflectional morphology and overt subjects:1

(1) grins
smile-STEM

(2) dich
you-ACC

in
in

den
the

Arm
arm

nehm
take-STEM

Going beyond descriptive and terminological considerations rooting in diachronics and sociolin-
guistics (cf. Teuber 1998, Schlobinski 2001), we will show that NICs display typical properties
of separate performatives according to criteria as discussed e.g. in Potts (2007) and Portner
(2007). We will link the pragmatic function of NICs to their specific formal properties as bare
verbal structures and suggest a formal representation.

2 NICs as separate performatives

NICs’ belonging to a separate meaning dimension is indicated by their being nondisplaceable:
other than ordinary descriptive meaning which can undergo spatiotemporal shifts and change
the world they relate to, NICs are invariable predicates of the utterance situation, cf. the
following contrast:

(3) Yesterday, I had a date with my ex-boyfriend.

a. Ich
I-NOM

werde/würde/wurde
become-PRES/become-COND/become-PAST

rot.
red.

b. rot
red

werd
become-STEM

In case of continution (3a), the dating event and the blushing event can be freely related
in terms of worlds and time, while in (3b), blushing is necessarily situated in the utterance
time and world, i. e. the speaker turns red while speaking. (3b) thus also shows that NICs
are generally bound to the speaker’s perspective: the speaker is usually identified with the
implicit subject.2 Note that NICs’ semantic non-displaceability is reflected in their ruling out
embedding under that or in bare form.3

Potts (2007) shows for expressives that repeating them leads to strengthening rather than
to redundancy. The same holds for NICs, cf. (4):

1English does not have corresponding forms with modification and argument, so any close idiomatic translation
would suggest not intended similarities with full-fledged constructions. Therefore, we give only word-for-word
glosses.

2As suggested for non-speaker oriented expressives by Potts (2007), one can imagine an implementation of a
judge as well. Thereby the speaker would be allowed to play different ‘roles’.

3This contrasts with expressives like bastard, which are syntactically embedded though semantically separate,
cf. Potts (2007).
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(4) grübel
meditate-STEM

grübel
meditate-STEM

Finally, and most importantly, NICs are performative in the sense that uttering a NIC is an
act of performing something, thus true by utterance. Therefore, one can react to the NIC in
(5a) by a rejection like in (6b) but not by a denial like in (6a). In contrast, the assertion in
(5b) can be denied. Hence, as generally assumed for performatives, NICs are evaluated with
regard to felicity conditions and not to truth conditions.

(5) a. A: grübel
meditate-STEM

b. A: Ich
I

grübel.
meditate-FINITE

(6) a. B: You are not meditating, you are just pretending.

b. B: Stop it.

We propose to capture NICs as separate performatives following Portner (2007) in assuming
two interpretative functions, i.e. ordinary content (= [ ]c) and non-truthconditional content (=
[ ]c

C ). Compare the representation in (7):

(7) (a) [NIC]c = ∅

(b) [NIC]c
C = [λP.λw speaker(c) instantiates P in w]

P corresponds to the descriptive content of the verbal structure projected by NICs. Since
NICs lack any inflection, i. e. any potential anchoring to the ordinary meaning dimension, P
is situated in the non-truthconditional sphere. As desired, the non-displaceability property
of NICs follows immediately from their being mapped onto []c

C whereas []c remains empty.
Furthermore, the open argument of P (being of type <e,t>) can directly be identified with the
speaker.

The anchoring in w might come as a surprise as the corresponding actions are not really
performed in the actual world. However, the construction’s specific effect is to do things lin-
guistically which normally cannot be instantiated by linguistic expressions.4 In other words,
NICs allow verbs which are canonically not performative to come across as performatives.
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Teuber, Oliver (1998), fasel schreib erwähn - Der Inflektiv als Wortform des Deutschen. Ger-
manistische Linguistik. 141. 7-26.

4This reminds of Searle (1989) who argues that in virtual worlds you can fry an egg by saying it.
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