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SYNTACTIC AND SEMANTIC CHARACTERISTICS
OF ENGLISH VERBS WITH THE PREFIX OUT-

GEDIMINAS LANKAUSKAS

1. Verbs with the prefix out-, such as out-stay, out-laugh, output, etc.,
have been chosen for the analysis because of their relatively high productivity
and comparatively heterogeneous semantics.

The prefix out- when added'to the base verb modifies its meaning, which
determines the changes in syntactic ‘properties and lexical combinability of
the derivative.

The aim of the present paper is to describe outverbs in opposition with
base verbs from the viewpoint of their syntactic and semantic properties.

The analysis is corpusbased. The corpus is a complete list of 107 out-
verbs registered in Webster’s New International Dictionary (W) and A. S. Hom-
by’s Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (H).

2. Syntactic characteristics of verbs with the prefix out-.

Two derivational synta«tic models can be distinguished from the viewpoint
of transitivity/intransitivity of verbs in the derivative opposition: Vj—=V¢
and V""Vt. .

The model Vj—V; indicates that the prefix out- derives a transitive verb
from an intransitive base, i. e. an intransitive verb is transitivized, as in reign’
(Vi) —out-reign (Vi), cf. (1) a. The king » igned for fifty years (cf. H. 710)
=b. The king outreigned his father (cfw. 1531), whereas no changes in tran-
sitivity are reflected by the model Vi—>V¢, where both the base verb and the
derivative ar. transitive, as in flank (Vt)->out-flank (Vt), cf. (2) a. The troops
flanked the enemy (cf. H. 325) — The troops outflanked the eaemy (cf. H.
595).

The two models can be subdivided into syntactic oppositions in which
the relations of verbs and dependant elements ure reflected.

2.1.The model Vij—V} covers two types ot logically possible syntactic
structure changes:

1.Nly, —NlvN2;
2.Nlv; —N2vyNL,

However, only the syntactic opposition N1V; —»>NIVi{N« js registered
in the corpus. It indicates that V; (the rredicate) when transitivized opens
a valency position for N2, the subject (N1) remuining unchanged, as in (3) a.
He worked—»b. He outworked his neighbour, cf. c. *He worked his neigh-
bour.
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The following verb pairs conform to the syntactic opposition under consi-
deration: dare (Vi) 'to meet defiantly’ (W. 568)—outdare. (Vy) 'to surpass
sb in daring’ (W. 1529), stare (V}) "to look eamestly at’ (W. 2034) —outstare
(Vi) 'to excel or overcome sb in staring’ (W. 1532), live (Vj) be, remain
alive” (H. 496)—outlive (V) 'live longer than’ (H. 596), etc.

Approximately 63% of verbs in the corpus change their syntactic structure
in this way.

22.Tl¥e model V¢i—>V¢ covers six logically possible syntactic structure
changes:

1.N1VyNZ —NIv;N3;
2. NlviN2 —N1vN2Z;
3. NIVyNZ —N2v¢N3;
4. N1ViN2 —N3v;N4;
5. N1v;N? —N3v;NI;
6. N1V{N2 —N2V;N1,

Howe er, only syntactic oppositions (1), (2), and (3) are registered in
the corpus. The oppositions indicate retained transitivity whereas combina-
bility relative to the syntactic position is changed.

2.2.1.1n the syntactic opposition (1) NIV¢(NZ—=NIV{N3 the derivative
takes the same subject (N1) as the base verb whereas the direct object position
is filled in by a nominal element (N3) which is lexically different from NZ,
The prefix out- changes the meaning of the base verb (see 3.1.). The following
examples illustrate this instance: )

(4) a. She soid apples (cf. W. 1916) ~» b. She outsold everyone (cf. W.
1531), cf. c. *She outsold apples;

(5) a. He wrote novels (cf. H. 997) — b. He outwrote other novelists (cf.
W. 1532), cf. c. *He outwrote novels.

Approximately 24% of verbs in the corpus conform to the syntactic. change
in question.

222.In the syntactic opposition (2) NIVth-—> N]VtN2 the nominal
elements of the derivative are identical with those of the base verb. However,
the meaning of thc derivative changes (see 3.2.2.). The following example
illustrates this instance:

‘(6) a. They lawed the killer (cf. W. 1222)—b. They outlawed the killer
(cf. W. 1530). .

Approximately 11% of verbs in the corpus conform to the syntactic change
in question.

223.1n the syntactic opposition (3) NIV{N2—N2V,N3 the direct object
of the base verb (N2) is promoted to the subject position of the derivative,
its subject being deleted, whereas the direct object position of the derivative
is occupied by the nominal element N3 which belongs to the same lexico-
semantic class as the subject N2. The following example illustrates this in-
stance:

(8) a. He sharped the knife (cf. W. 1936)—b. The knife outsharped the
axe (cf. W. 1531), cf. c. *He outsharped the knife.
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‘Approximately 2% of verbs in the corpus conform to the syntactic oppo-
sition in question.

:3. Semantic characteristics of verbs with the prefix out-,

As has been mentioned above, in the process of prefixation syntactic
and semantic properties of the base verb undergo a change. In order to show
the correlation between the syntactic properties and meaning verbs conforming
to the four syntactic oppositions registered in the corpus (see 2.1. and 22)
are described in terms of semantic changes marked by the prefix out-.

3.1. The model V;—V; covers the syntactic opposition N'Vi —oN]V’th.
In the verbs conforming to this opposition the prefix out- adds the component
of meaning ’longer than’, ’more than’ which can be generalized as *surpassing’,
’gaining advantage over’ [see Eroposa, 1958. C. 12). The following examples
illustrate this instance:

(9) a. He stayed at home (cf. H. 844)—>b. He outstayed the other guests
(" 597); where stay (V;) 'be, remain 1n a place or condition’ (H. 844)—out-
stay (V) ’stay longer than’ (H. 597).

The combinability relative to the subject position is preserved whereas Vy
opens a valency position for N4, in this case a human noun.

. (10) a. The sun shines (cf. H. 788)—b. The sun outshines the moon (cf.
W. 1531), cf. c. *The sun shines the moon; where shine (V;) ’emit rays of
light’ (H. 788)—»outshine (Vy) "shine more brightly than’ (H.596).

In this instance valency -positions are filled in by nouns both denoting
inanimate objects, viz. the sun and the moon, (see also (1), (3)).

Special mention should be made of the verbs outhector and outherod.
Their derivation can be illustrated by the following chains: Hector (N)—hector
(V) —>outhector (V;), Herod (N)~=herod (V;)—woutherod (Vy).

The second constituent of the two derivative chains (V;) is derived from
proper nouns (from the names of literary (Hector) and Biblical (Herod) char-
‘acters) by means of grammatical conversion,

The combinability of these two derivatives is extremely limited as the
direct object position is filled in exclusively by the proper noun (N) from
which V; is derived, as in to outhector Hector, to outherod Herod.

The meanjng of the derivatives can be generalized as *surpassing’, ‘exceeding’
those qualities which are denoted by the, base verb [see Meuncon, 1976.
€.101), as in herod (V) 'be cruel o: violent like Herod’ (W. 1008) — out-
herod (V) "be more cruel and violent than Herod’ (H. 593).

3.2. The model Vi—=V; covers three syntactic oppositions registered in
the corpus (see 2.2.). In the majority of verbs conforming to these syntactic
oppositions the prefix out- adds the component of meaning ’longer than’,
*more than’ (see 3.1.), or the component of meaning ’ol.ut,; ‘g'om’ (see323)

3.2.1. The syntactic opposition (1) NthNz—-N VN~ The following
example illustrates this instance: .

(11) a. He generaled the army (cf. W. 900) —= b, He outgeneraled the
enemy (cf. W, 1530), ¢f. c. *He outgeneraled the army; where general (V)
"act as general of’ (W. 900)—» outgeneral (V) ‘gain advantage over (enemy)’

“(W. 1530).

50



In this instance the direct object position of the base verb is filled in by the
noun @rmy whereas the verb outgeneral takes the noun enemy in the same
position. .

3.22. The syntactic opposition (2) NthNz—’N‘Vth. The following
example illustrates this instance:

(12) a. He braved the storm—b. He outbraved the storm (cf. H. 595);
where brave (V) 'face, go into, meet without showing fear’ (H. 100)—=out-
brave (V) 'defy, resist openly’ (H 595).

The phrase to outbrave the storm can be paraphrased as 'to be braver
(stronger) than the storm® [see Eroposa, 1958. C.11].

3.23. Verbs such as output, outset, etc. conform to the syntactic oppo-
sition in question. It should be pointed out that instead of these obsolete
verbs where the prefi. adds the component of meaning ‘out’, *from’ their
synonyms — materially identical phrasal verbs with the postverbal particle
out — are used in Modern English (cf. put out, set out) [see Eropopa, 1958.
C.12].

Tl!e process of ousting prefixed derivatives by phrasal verbs began in the
Middle English period (11—15th cc.) at the end of which the number of
prefixed verbs in the language decreased considerably [see Hiltunen, 1983.
P.99]. The great number and wide use of pk asal verbs in Modern English
makes it unique among other Germanic languages where verbal prefixation
is still highly developed [see Ammkos, 1961.C.247-248; KnuroHaiite, 1986.
C.15-17].

3.2.4. The syntactic opposition (3) NthN2—>N2VtN3 The following
example illustrates this instance:

(13) a. He sharped the knife (cf W. 1936)—=b. The luque outsharped the
axe (cf. W. 1531), cf. c. *He outsharped the knife; where sharp (Vy) ‘make
sharp, sharpen’ (H. 786) — outsharp (V¢) 'exceed in sharpness’ (W. 1531)
(see also 2.2.3)).

4. The findings of the present analysis can be summed up as follows:

4.1. Verbs with the prefix out- can be derived both from intransitive and
transitive bases; if the base verb is intransitive the prefix out- always converts
it into a transitive one; when added to a transitive verb the prefix out- does
not change its valency.

42. Lexico-semantic combinability of ftransitivized derivatives ulways
undergoes a change.

43. If the transitivity of the devived verb is retained its combinability
can undergo a change. b

44. The meaning of the derivative is always different from that of the
base verb. The derivatives acquire the meaning ‘exceed’, "surpass’, ’gain ad-
vantage over’, as in outlaugh, outsail, outstay, etc,, or 'out’, 'from’, as in
output, outset, etc.
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