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The paper presents a detailed corpus-based analysis of the German 
prospective stehen vor NP light verb construction. The starting point of 
the analysis is the claim that the construction is restricted to change-of-
state nouns in the NP-internal position (Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag 
2019, Fleischhauer et al. 2019). Based on corpus data, I demonstrate that 
although the construction shows a strong preference for such nouns, 
other semantic types of nouns (such as state nouns or process nouns) 
occur in the construction as well. I argue that process nouns in particular 
require contextual support to be licensed within the construction. In the 
paper, I present an analysis of the prospective light verb construction in 
terms of current relevance. This analysis accounts for the observed 
preference for change-of-state NP-internal nouns as well as for the need 
to provide contextual support for process nouns. The notion current 
relevance is frequently employed in the analysis of the perfect aspect; 
the current paper represents the first attempt to extend this notion to the 
prospective aspect.* 

  
* The research was carried out as part of the research project Funktionsverbgefüge: 
Familien & Komposition (Light verb constructions: Families & composition; HE 
8721/1-1) funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG). I would like 
to thank Dila Turus and Niklas Wiskandt for sharing their language intuition and 
the participants of the workshop Encoding Aspectuality in Germanic Languages 
for their valuable feedback. I explicitly would like to thank the anonymous 
reviewers of JGL and Ilana Mezhevich from CUP for their very valuable 
comments, which helped to improve the analysis a lot. 
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1. Introduction. 
Grammatical, or viewpoint aspect is a grammatical category “concerned 
with different ways of representing the internal temporal constitution of a 
situation” (Comrie 1976:3). In a narrow sense, the category aspect consists 
of the two values perfective and imperfective and their subtypes, such as 
progressive or habitual. Most Germanic languages do not have obligatory 
expression of aspect within their verbal paradigms and therefore lack 
grammatical means for it. An exception among the Germanic languages is 
English, which has a grammaticalized expression of progressive aspect. 

Whether the perfect and the prospective should also be included under 
the label aspect is disputed in the literature (see the discussion in Ritz 
2012). It is often stated that the perfect (as well as the prospective) 
combine temporal and aspectual features (see, for instance, the discussion 
in de Swart 2012:762, Grønn & von Stechow 2020 and references cited 
therein). However, even those authors who subsume the perfect and the 
prospective under the label aspect admit that these types of aspect differ 
from the one encoding the perfective/imperfective opposition. Dik 
(1997:221) refers to the latter as “aspect proper” and speaks of the perfect 
and the prospective as instances of “perspectival aspect.” The meaning of 
neither the perfect nor the prospective can exhaustively be characterized in 
purely temporal terms (as I show below for the prospective), and therefore 
I refer to the two categories as aspectual in the wider sense of Dik 1997.1 

Although there exists an extensive literature dealing with the perfect, 
the prospective aspect has received considerably less attention. With 
respect to German, the prospective aspect is occasionally mentioned 
(Harweg 1976, Thieroff 1992, among others) but rarely discussed in detail. 
Two exceptions are Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag 2019 and Fleischhauer 
et al. 2019, which analyze the prospective stehen vor NP light verb 
construction. An example of this construction is shown in 1. The subject 

 
1 In German and Dutch, the perfect is also used in a purely temporal sense to 
express a past time reference (see Thieroff 1992; Schmuck 2013, chapter 5; 
Fischer 2018, among others). However, this does not necessitate a purely temporal 
analysis of the perfect in general. 
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referent die Firma ‘the company’ will, if nothing intervenes, undergo a 
change, namely, it will be handed over to a manager. 
 
(1) Die Firma stand vor der Übergabe 
 the company stood in_front_of the handover 

 an einen Manager. 
 to a manager 

 ‘The company was about to be handed over to a manager.’ 
 (Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag 2019:146) 
 
In their analysis of this construction, Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag as well 
as Fleischhauer et al. propose that in 1, the noun within the NP—Übergabe 
‘handover’—denotes a change of state. So far, this restriction has not been 
subject of any empirical investigation. In the current paper, I take up this 
issue and present the results of a corpus study on the prospective stehen 
vor NP construction. The corpus study has been carried out with the 
intention of identifying the range of nouns licensed within the 
construction. As I demonstrate in the paper, the prospective construction 
does not impose any lexical restrictions on the semantic type of the nouns 
realized within the vor PP. However, the construction is not entirely 
unconstrained. Examples such as 2 are judged as unacceptable by native 
speakers if presented without a proper context. 
 
(2) #Die Opfer stehen vor dem Bluten. 
 the victims stand in_front_of the bleeding 
 ‘The victims are about to start bleeding.’ 
 
I argue that the restrictions are of pragmatic rather than semantic nature. 
Adopting a suggestion by Fleischman (1982, 1983), I develop an analysis 
of these restrictions in terms of CURRENT RELEVANCE. I argue that a noun 
is only licensed in the prospective light verb construction if the eventuality 
denoted by the NP can be interpreted as being of current relevance. This 
analysis is supported by the fact—as I demonstrate in section 6—that some 
nouns (such as Spiel ‘game’) require contextual support to be licensed 
within the construction. I propose that based on context, an eventuality can 
acquire current relevance by virtue of being, for instance, important or 
challenging. Concerning the example in 2, I argue that a future event of 
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bleeding does not have current relevance without a wider context: 
Bleeding is a process noun that on its own does not entail any particular 
result; neither is the event of bleeding particularly challenging for the 
subject referent. The notions important and challenging are further 
discussed in section 6, where this issue is addressed. 

Current relevance is a central notion in the discussion of the 
(resultative) perfect, which portrays the result of a past event as being 
relevant for the current moment. To the best of my knowledge, so far, the 
notion current relevance has not been employed to account for properties 
of the prospective aspect. The present paper aims at filling this gap. I 
further explore this notion using the corpus data presented in the paper. 

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 starts with a general 
discussion of the prospective aspect before illustrating its different 
periphrastic realization patterns in German. In section 3, I present a corpus 
study of the construction illustrated in 1. The aim of the corpus study 
consists in identifying the range of nouns admissible within the 
construction’s NP slot. A semantic classification of the nouns found within 
the construction is provided in section 4. In section 5, I explore the 
question of whether different instances of the analyzed prospective 
construction have a unified interpretation. I argue that they do, if one 
separates the lexical meaning of the embedded nominal predicate and the 
meaning of the prospective construction as a whole. Finally, in section 6, 
I turn to a discussion of the notion current relevance. 
 
2. Prospective Aspect. 
The prospective aspect, sometimes also referred to as “proximative” (Heine 
1994, Kuteva 2001, Kuteva et al. 2019), expresses a relation between the 
subject argument’s current state and a subsequent eventuality (Comrie 
1976:64). An illustrative example is The ship is about to sail (Comrie 
1976:64), which presents the ship as being in a state preceding a sailing 
event. Kuteva (2001:92) states that this aspectual construction “defines a 
temporal phase located close before the initial boundary of the situation 
described by the main verb” (for a similar analysis, see König 2000:142). 

These definitions show that the notion of futurity is one of the central 
semantic components of the prospective aspect. This notion, however, 
needs to be kept distinct from future tense. The difference between the two 
is evidenced by the fact that the prospective aspect, unlike the future tense, 
is compatible with past time reference (Klein 1994:116, König 2000:149). 
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In 3, the English prospective construction to be about to V is in the simple 
past. The prospective event is described as being in the future relative to 
the subject referent’s past state. 

 
(3) […] in 1822 he was about to sail for India as governor‐general when 

Castlereagh’s suicide led to his appointment as foreign secretary. 
(https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/ 

oi/authority.20110803095546339; accessed on September 8, 2021) 
 
Although one is not dealing with a (purely) temporal notion, the 
prospective aspect does express a temporal relation between the (current) 
state of the subject argument and the eventuality introduced by the main 
verb. I am using eventuality as a cover term for both states and events 
(Bach 1986). The eventuality introduced by the main verb is not realized 
yet, and the subject referent is in a state that is temporally anterior to this 
eventuality. The state preceding the prospective eventuality is sometimes 
referred to as a “pre-state”, as it temporally precedes another eventuality 
(see, among others, Ritz 2012:901, Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag 2019, 
Fleischhauer et al. 2019). The prospective construction says that, if 
nothing intervenes, the subject referent will participate in the future 
eventuality. The construction, however, does not state that this will 
definitely be the case: The example in 3 does not entail that George 
Canning—that is, the subject referent—actually sailed for India. The 
meaning of the prospective aspect is the probable inception of a future 
eventuality. Thus, the construction also has a modal flavor. I elaborate on 
this issue in section 5 (see also Bogaards & Fleischhauer, forthcoming). 

German has developed at least two different periphrastic constructions 
for a predicative expression of the prospective aspect. The constructions 
in 4 and 5 represent a nominal and a verbal strategy, respectively. In both 
cases, the subject referent is reported to be close to exploding. The nominal 
strategy is to express the prospective eventuality as an NP complement of 
the preposition vor ‘in front of’, which itself is the complement of the 
(desemanticized) verb stehen ‘stand’. 
 
(4) Fast ein Dutzend Flüssiggasbehälter stand kurz 
 almost a dozen liquid.gas.container stood short 

 vor der Explosion. 
 in_front_of the explosion 
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‘Almost a dozen liquid gas containers were on the verge of 
exploding.’ (NUZ09/DEZ.02482) 

 
The verbal strategy is to express the prospective eventuality as an 
infinitival complement of the pronominal adverb davor ‘in front’. Just like 
the vor-PP in 4, the pronominal adverb is realized as the complement of 
stehen. What the two strategies have in common is that the referent of the 
subject argument of stehen is also a participant of the prospective 
eventuality. In 5, it is the subject referent that is close to exploding (for a 
more detailed discussion of the verbal strategy, see Boogards & 
Fleischhauer, forthcoming). 
 
(5) Der Planet Krypton steht kurz davor, zu explodieren. 
 the planet Krypton stands short in_front to explode 
 ‘The planet Krypton is on the verge of exploding.’ 
 (A15/NOV.02629) 
 

For the current paper, I adopt the analysis proposed in Fleischhauer & 
Gamerschlag 2019 and Fleischhauer et al. 2019 and treat the prospective 
stehen vor NP construction as a light verb construction (LVC). The reason 
is that this construction type shares properties with other LVCs. 
Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag (2019:141, 146) and Fleischhauer et al. 
(2019:81) propose the following definition of the prospective LVC: The 
subject referent is close to the change of state denoted by N, which is the 
noun occurring within the construction (Explosion ‘explosion’ in 4). 
Although this is not stated explicitly, they restrict N to change-of-state 
(CoS) nouns, which is evident from the definition. Based on this 
definition, the following initial hypothesis can be formulated concerning 
the lexical restrictions on the type of eventuality denoted by the noun 
within the prospective LVC: 
 
(6) Change of State (CoS) hypothesis: The expression of prospective 

aspect is restricted to CoS expressions. 
 
Although the CoS hypothesis is not explicitly defended within the 
literature, it is empirically verifiable and can be a good starting point for a 
corpus study of this construction. The hypothesis even gains some initial 
plausibility based on the existence of minimal pairs such as those in 7. 
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Whereas the noun Verbluten lit. ‘bleeding to death’ is attested within the 
prospective stehen vor NP construction, I have found no single attestation 
of Bluten ‘bleeding’ occurring within the construction. Presented to native 
speakers, the sentence in 7b—without any further context—has been 
evaluated as unacceptable. The difference between the two nouns in 7 is 
that Verbluten denotes a change of state—that is, the change from being 
alive to being dead, but Bluten does not. 
 
(7) a. Unermüdlich legte er Opfern, die kurz vor 
 tirelessly put he victims who short in_front_of 

 dem Verbluten standen, Druckverbände an. […]. 
 the bleeding_to_death stood pressure bandages PART 

‘Tirelessly, he applied pressure bandages to victims who were on 
the verge of bleeding to death.’ (NEW13/APR.00155) 

 
 b. #Die Opfer stehen vor dem Bluten. 
 the victims stand in_front_of the bleeding 
 ‘The victims are about to start bleeding.’ 
 

Similar restrictions are argued for with respect to prospective aspect 
constructions in other languages as well. According to Van Rompaey et 
al. (2015: 237), English prospective aspect constructions such as be on 
the/one’s way/road to are found in combination with transitional 
predicates, which express a change of state. Romaine (1999:332) reports 
that the prospective construction in the English-based Creole language 
Tok Pisin is restricted (at least with animate subject referents) to a few 
change-of-state verbs. König (2000:146) reports that Maa (Nilo-Saharan) 
shows a related albeit different restriction on one of its prospective aspect 
markers. All of these observations are captured by the CoS hypothesis in 6. 

However, despite the fact that the CoS hypothesis gains some initial 
support, I argue that it is too strong. The corpus study presented in the next 
section does indeed show that the prospective stehen vor NP construction 
has a clear preference for CoS nouns; yet other semantic types are possible 
in the construction as well, as long as they are licensed by context. Van 
Rompay et al. (2015) report similar results for the English prospective be 
on the/one’s way/road to construction. However, the authors propose that 
in this case, a transitional interpretation is imposed on the nontransitional 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198


378 Fleischhauer 

 

predicate. For state predicates, such as being able to in 8, for instance, they 
argue that the verb is converted into a dynamic predicate meaning 
‘acquiring the ability to do something’. 

 
(8) we are already well on the way to being able to manufacture 60mph 

cars (Van Rompay et al. 2015:256) 
 
I argue in section 5—contra Van Rompay et al.—that state nouns and 
process nouns are not shifted toward a transitional interpretation when 
used within the construction. Rather, the transitional meaning is 
contributed by the prospective construction itself. 
 
3. Corpus Study: Prospective Stehen vor NP Construction. 
Before turning to the details of the corpus study of the prospective stehen 
vor NP construction, different uses of the sequence stehen vor NP should 
be discussed. In particular, it is important to distinguish between the 
prospective interpretation (which is the focus of this paper) and the literal 
one. The two meanings of the construction are the topic of section 3.1. The 
corpus study is reported in section 3.2. 
 
3.1. Prospective and Nonprospective Interpretations of Stehen vor NP. 
A corpus study of the prospective stehen vor NP construction needs to take 
into account that the prospective reading is just one interpretation of the 
construction. Among other interpretations, stehen vor NP can have a literal 
interpretation as well, as shown in 9 (in section 3.2, I discuss another 
nonliteral interpretation of the construction). In its literal—or heavy—use, 
stehen is a posture verb that expresses that its subject referent is located at 
some spatial location in an upright posture. The verb contributes the 
posture information, whereas the exact spatial location of the subject 
referent is indicated by the verb’s PP complement, as in 9. 
 
(9) Der Hund steht vor dem Haus. 
 the dog stands in_front_of the house 
 ‘The dog is standing in front of the house.’ 
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In contrast, in the prospective construction, stehen is semantically 
reduced.2 The sentence in 10 does not make a statement either about the 
subject referent’s spatial location or about its posture. Rather, the main 
predicational content is contributed by the PP complement. The 
construction locates the subject referent of stehen in a temporal prephase 
of the event of bankruptcy. Dropping the PP forces a heavy interpretation 
of stehen, which affects the interpretation of the entire predication. 
Without the vor-PP, the sentence can only mean that the clinic building 
was still standing in 1996. 
 
(10) 1996 stand die Klinik Gais noch kurz vor dem 
 1996 stood the clinic Gais still short in_front_of the 

 Konkurs. 
 Bankruptcy 

 ‘In 1996, the clinic Gais was on the verge of bankruptcy.’ 
(A99/JAN.05681) 

 
The prospective interpretation of 10 results from a metaphorical 

interpretation of the originally spatial preposition vor ‘in front of’. In its 
spatial interpretation, vor designates a spatial region in front of an entity 
(Wunderlich & Herweg 1991:778). The conceptual metaphor time is space 
(for example, Boroditsky 2000) maps spatial relations onto temporal 
relations. As a result, vor comes to designate a phase preceding the 
eventuality denoted by the PP-internal noun (Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag 
2019:147). The prospective interpretation depends on the vor-PP alone. 
For example, in 11, vor der Explosion lit. ‘in front of the explosion’ alone 
has a prospective interpretation. 
 
(11) Zum ersten mal sind die Chancen sehr gut, herauszufinden, 
 to.the first time are the chances very good find.out 

 wie ein Stern vor der Explosion aussieht. 
 how a star in_front_of the explosion looks 

 
2 For another semantically reduced use of stehen as a quasi-auxiliary in aspectual 
pseudo-coordination constructions, see Proske, this issue. 
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‘For the first time, the chances to find out what a star looks like on 
the verge of exploding are very good.’ (Z87/MAI.00045) 

 
In 11, the vor-PP is realized as a modifier of the NP ein Stern ‘a star’ and 
syntactically functions as an adjunct. In contrast, the vor-PP in 10 is a 
complement of stehen. 

As mentioned above, Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag (2019) and 
Fleischhauer et al. (2019) analyze stehen as a light verb, and the 
prospective stehen vor NP construction as an LVC (German: 
Funktionsverbgefüge). Light verbs are semantically reduced and are 
frequently used for expressing aspectual notions such as stativity, 
inchoation or causation (for example, von Polenz 1987). As a light verb, 
stehen fulfills two functions in the prospective LVC. First, it licenses the 
vor-PP as its complement (just as the heavy verb stehen licenses the spatial 
PP complement). Second, it introduces a state predication (following 
Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag 2019:148, in examples such as 11, this state 
predication is expressed by the light verb stehen). As already mentioned 
in the introduction, prospective aspect expresses a relation between a current 
state and a prospective future eventuality. The prospective future eventuality 
is expressed by the vor-PP, while the state is contributed by the light verb 
(see Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag 2019 and Fleischhauer et al. 2019 for a 
semantically compositional analysis of prospective stehen vor LVCs). 

The discussion in this section of different interpretations of the stehen 
vor NP sequence as well as the brief consideration of LVCs provide the 
relevant background for the corpus study of the prospective construction 
presented in the next section. In the remainder, I use the terms prospective 
LVC and prospective stehen vor NP construction interchangeably. 
 
3.2. Identifying Prospective LVCs in the Corpus. 
To establish whether the prospective LVCs are indeed restricted to CoS 
nouns, it is necessary to identify the (semantic) range of PP-internal nouns. 
To achieve this aim, I searched the German Reference Corpus (Deutsches 
Referenzkorpus, DeReKo; Leibniz-Institut 2021), which consists of more 
than 50.6 billion words, using the online search tool COSMAS II (Leibniz-
Institut für Deutsche Sprache 2020). The search was carried out in the 
written language archive (Archiv W), which contains written texts of 
different genres, both printed and from the internet (for example, 
Wikipedia, chats). 
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LVCs cannot be easily identified within corpora since the two 
components, the light verb and the PP, are not necessarily adjacent but can 
be separated by various elements (Fleischhauer 2021:64). For example, in 
12, the PP vor der Explosion is separated from the light verb stehen by the 
subject NP der Motor ‘the engine’ and the two adverbial modifiers 
allerdings ‘although’ and kurz ‘short’. 
 
(12) Dabei stand der Motor allerdings kurz vor 
 while stood the engine although short in_front_of 

 der Explosion. 
 the explosion 

 ‘At the same time, the engine was on the verge of exploding.’ 
 (WPD11/F01.53827) 
 
The only restriction is that the light verb and the PP occur within the same 
sentence. Therefore, the search was carried out with the use of the string 
&stehen /s0 vor, which resulted in 1,241,876 hits.3 DeReKo internally 
restricts the extraction of hits to 10,000 sentences. For the current study, 
the maximal number of sentences was extracted and manually annotated 
by the author and a second native speaker. Nineteen sentences were 
incomplete and therefore excluded from the annotation process. Once the 
annotation procedure was set up as described below, the annotation 
process was completed independently by the two annotators.4 After all the 
sentences were annotated, the results were compared. In case of 
disagreement, a third annotator was consulted to reach a majority 
consensus for each sentence. 

The annotation procedure consisted of four steps. The first three steps 
are outlined in this section. They were used to identify prospective LVCs 
within the entire pool of tokens. The fourth annotation step applied to PP-
internal nouns within prospective LVCs only and is discussed in section 
4.1. In the first annotation step, the grammatical status of the vor-PP was 
annotated. Since the vor-PP is a complement of both heavy and light 

 
3 & yields all inflected forms of the verb; /s0 stands for ‘sentence distance 0’, 
which means the relevant material must appear in the same sentence. 
4 A similar annotation procedure is described for a different type of stehen-LVC 
in Fleischhauer 2021. 
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stehen, it was important to distinguish adjunct PPs (such as in 11 above) 
from complement PPs. The relevant criterion separating adjuncts from 
complements is whether the PP can be left out without affecting the 
interpretation of the verb or the acceptability of the sentence. In 13a, the 
vor-PP cannot be left out without resulting in an ungrammatical sentence; 
the PP is therefore classified as a complement of stehen. This is different 
for the vor-PP in 13b, which is used as a temporal adjunct and can be left 
out without affecting grammaticality. Examples such as 13b are not 
relevant for the present analysis. 
 
(13) a. Der Mond steht vor den Sternen. 
 the moon stands on_front_of the stars 
 ‘The moon is in front of the stars.’ (Kaufmann 1995:111) 
 
 b. Der derzeitige Botschafter […] stand bereits vor 
 the present ambassador stood already in_front_of 

 zehn Jahren in Verdacht, in […] Schleuseraktivitäten 
 ten years in suspicion in smuggling.of.immigrants 

 verwickelt gewesen zu sein. 
 involved been to be 

‘Ten years ago, the current ambassador was already suspected in 
being involved in the smuggling of immigrants.’ 

 (S18/NOV.00025) 
 
The results of the first annotation step are summarized in table 1. The 
3,870 sentences in which the vor-PP is not realized as the complement of 
stehen were excluded from further analysis. 
 

vor-PP complement of stehen ‘stand’ 6,111 
vor-PP not complement of stehen ‘stand’ 3,870 

 
Table 1. Results of the first annotation step: 

grammatical status of the vor-PP. 
 

In the second step, it was established whether stehen was used as a 
heavy verb or as a light verb. The criterion applied in this case was whether 
stehen could be substituted by a verb from the same semantic class. When 
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used as a light verb, stehen cannot be replaced by another posture verb, 
such as sitzen ‘sit’ or liegen ‘lie’, as shown in 14. 
 
(14) #Dabei saß/lag der Motor allerdings kurz vor 
 while sat/lied the engine although short in_front_of 

 der Explosion. 
 the explosion 
 
The verb stehen also has a purely locational use (Kaufmann 1995:111), as 
shown in 13a. In this use, there is no reference to the subject referent’s 
upright posture. To identify such locational constructions, the verb stehen 
was substituted with purely locational predicates such as positioniert sein 
‘be positioned’ and lokalisiert sein ‘be localized’. For example, sentence 
13a allows stehen to be replaced by one of the purely locational predicates, 
as shown in 15a. In contrast, sentence 14 does not allow such replacement, 
as shown in 15b. 
 
(15) a. Der Mond ist vor den Sternen positioniert. 
 the moon is on_front_of the stars positioned 
 ‘The moon is positioned in front of the stars.’ 

 b. *Dabei war der Motor allerdings kurz vor 
 while was the engine although short in_front_of 

 der Explosion positioniert. 
 the explosion positioned 
 
The results of the second annotation step are summarized in table 2. 
 

Heavy use of stehen ‘stand’ 3,222 
Nonheavy5 use of stehen ‘stand’ 2,889 

 
Table 2. Results of the second annotation step: 
heavy versus nonheavy use of stehen ‘stand’. 

 

 
5 At this stage, I refer to nonheavy uses of stehen ‘stand’ rather than light uses, 
since it is not clear whether all nonheavy uses qualify as light uses as well. 
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The third annotation step consisted in identifying the prospective 
LVCs among nonheavy uses of stehen, as not all of them have a 
prospective interpretation. Prospective LVCs can be paraphrased as “the 
subject referent is close to the eventuality denoted by N (if nothing 
intervenes)”. In contrast, LVCs such as vor dem Problem stehen ‘face a 
problem’, as in 16, cannot. This LVC is better paraphrased as “be 
confronted with the problem”. 

 
(16) Wir stehen einfach vor dem Problem, daß die Polizei 
 we stand simply in_front_of the problem that the police 

 alleine die Drogenfrage nicht lösen kann. 
 only the drug.question not solve can 

‘We are simply facing the problem that the police cannot solve the 
drug issue alone.’ (O99/OKT.100900) 

 
Fleischhauer & Gamerschlag (2019:141) term examples such as 16 
“challenge LVCs”. Prospective LVCs and challenge LVCs can be 
differentiated on the basis of the three criteria summarized in table 3. 
 

 Prospective LVCs Challenge LVCs 
Kurz as a temporal modifier yes no 
Substitution of stehen by sein yes no 
Causativization by stellen no yes 

 
Table 3. Criteria to differentiate prospective LVCs from challenge LVCs. 
 

First, only prospective LVCs license a temporal interpretation of 
spatial modifiers such as kurz ‘short’. In example 12 above, kurz specifies 
the time interval between the current state and the onset of the prospective 
event. Second, only prospective LVCs allow the substitution of stehen by 
light sein ‘be.’ As shown in 17a, stehen and sein can both be used in 
prospective LVCs. However, substituting stehen by sein in a challenge 
LVC results in an ungrammatical sentence, as shown in 17b (repeated 16). 
 
(17) a. Der Motor ist/ steht kurz vor der Explosion. 
 the engine is/ stands short in_front_of the explosion 
 ‘The engine is on the verge of exploding.’ 
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 b. *Wir sind einfach vor dem Problem, … 
 we stand simply in_front_of the problem 

 ‘We are simply facing the problem…’ 
 
Third, challenge LVCs can be causativized by the light verb stellen ‘put’, 
as illustrated by the pair of examples in 18. 
 
(18) a. Die Polizei steht vor einer großen Herausforderung. 
 the police stands in_front_of a huge challenge 
 ‘The police are faced with a huge challenge.’ 
 
 b. Die neuen Aufgaben stellen die Polizei vor 
 the new tasks put the police in_front_of 

 eine große Herausforderung. 
 a huge challenge 

 ‘The new tasks present the police with a huge challenge.’ 
 
In contrast, prospective LVCs cannot be causativized at all. Thus, there is 
no causative version of, for instance, vor der Explosion stehen ‘be on the 
verge of explosion’ meaning ‘to cause something to be on the verge of 
explosion.’ The sentence Sie stellten den Motor vor die Explosion lit. 
‘They put the motor in front of the explosion’ can only have a literal 
interpretation but not a prospective one. 

The combination of the three criteria allows us to identify 1,606 
sentences containing a prospective LVC. The results appear in table 4. 
 

Prospective LVCs (tokens) Prospective LVCs (types) 
1,606 305 

 
Table 4. Results of the third annotation step prospective paraphrase. 

 
As table 4 shows, the individual occurrences can be classified into 305 
types, based on the PP-internal noun: Prospective LVCs that belong to 
each type share the same PP-internal noun. A complete list of the nouns 
occurring within prospective LVCs can be accessed online.6 Thus, in 

 
6 The list of words has been uploaded onto the OSF platform: 
https://osf.io/e9muv/?view_only=b5bba88f3e65401b94abbe0571601f44 
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addition to identifying the prospective LVCs among constructions with 
nonheavy stehen, the third annotation step also yielded a list of individual 
PP-internal nouns within these LVCs. The majority of the remaining 
nonheavy uses of stehen represent instances of challenge LVCs, and the 
rest resist a clear classification and seem to be idiomatic constructions. As 
the focus of the current paper is on prospective LVCs, I do not go into further 
details concerning the nonprospective stehen vor NP constructions. 
 
4. The Semantic Type of the PP-Internal Nouns. 
Having identified the individual nouns occurring within prospective LVCs 
in the analyzed corpus sample, I now move to the fourth step and analyze 
the semantic type of these nouns. Recall that according to the null 
hypothesis, PP-internal nouns in the construction denote a change of state. 
To verify this hypothesis, I apply a number of tests to determine the 
semantic type of these nouns. 
 
4.1. Identifying CoS Nouns. 
CoS predicates, irrespective of whether they are verbal or nominal, express 
a change in a property of their theme argument. As such, all CoS nouns 
are eventive and dynamic. However, just like CoS verbs, CoS nouns vary 
with respect to durativity: Some of them are durative (accomplishment 
predicates), while others are punctual (achievement predicates). To 
identify nouns that belong to each category, different tests are required, as 
discussed below. 

For the purposes of this analysis, based on Ehrich & Rapp 2000:253, 
I adopt the following two criteria the authors propose for identifying 
durative CoS nouns. First, only durative CoS nouns license time-span 
adverbials such as innerhalb von drei Wochen ‘within three weeks.’ In 19, 
the time-span adverbial indicates that the result state—being ruined—has 
been achieved after a time span of three months. 
 
(19) der innerhalb von drei Monaten erfolgte Ruin der Bank 
 the within of three months happened ruin the.GEN bank 
 ‘the ruin of the bank, which happened within three months’ 

 
Second, only durative CoS nouns can be modified by incremental 

adjectives such as allmählich/schrittweise ‘gradual’ (for a similar analysis 
of the English adverb gradually, see Piñón 2000). In 20, the noun Ruin 
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‘ruin’ is modified by the incremental adjective allmählich, which results 
in the interpretation that the ruining of the house proceeded incrementally. 
 
(20) Mit Johannes Tod begann der allmähliche Ruin 
 with Johannes death began the gradual ruin 

 des Hauses. 
 the.GEN house.GEN 

 ‘The gradual ruin of the house began with the death of Johannes.’ 
 (WPD11/R12.89030) 
 

Unlike durative CoS nouns, punctual CoS nouns can be identified on 
the basis of their compatibility with time-point adverbials such as in der 
80. Minute ‘in the 80th minute’ or um Mitternacht ‘at midnight.’ Time-
point adverbials go best with achievement nouns but are considerably 
worse in combination with durative CoS nouns or non-CoS nouns (such 
as process nouns or state nouns; Asher 1993:23). For example, reporting 
on a soccer game, it is possible to say Der Ausgleich passierte in der 80 
Minute ‘The tie happened in the 80th minute’, which qualifies Ausgleich 
‘tie’ as an achievement noun. 

In contrast, Bluten ‘bleeding’ is a process noun, and as such is 
incompatible with a time-point adverbial. The sentence Das Bluten der 
Kuh passierte/ereignete sich um Mitternacht ‘The bleeding of the cow 
happened at midnight’ is odd. In combination with the durative CoS noun 
Verbluten ‘bleeding to death’, um Mitternacht ‘at midnight’ indicates the 
time at which the result state was attained and thereby focusses on the 
punctual final culmination. 

As the fourth annotation step, the above-mentioned criteria were 
applied to nouns occurring in the PP-internal position of the prospective 
LVCs. The results of the annotation are summarized in table 5. Roughly 
80% of the nouns are classified as denoting a change of state, which shows 
a clear preference for such nouns.7 These results weaken the CoS 

 
7 Bogaards & Fleischhauer, forthcoming report similar results for the verbal 
strategy to express prospective aspect in German and Dutch. Van Rompaey et al. 
(2015:256) report that within English prospective be on the/one’s way to 
constructions, 66,2% of the predicative complements express a change of state, 
with the remaining predicates classified as states or activities. 
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hypothesis significantly, since roughly one fifth of the nouns do not belong 
to this type. 
 

CoS nouns Non-CoS Nouns 
246 59 

 
Table 5. Results of the fourth annotation step CoS nouns. 

 
Among the most frequent non-CoS nouns are Spiel ‘game’ (29), Krieg 
‘war’ (11), and Title ‘title’ (6); the nouns Rente ‘retirement’, Rekord 
‘record’, and Unterschrift ‘signature’ appear 3 times each.8 In the 
remainder of this section, I concentrate on the non-CoS nouns, which 
account for almost 20% of the sample, and suggest a semantic 
classification for them. The two relevant semantic features underlying the 
classification are i) eventiveness and ii) stativity. 
 
4.2. Eventiveness. 
As argued in section 3.1, the main predicational content of prospective 
LVCs is contributed by the PP-internal noun. It is reasonable to suppose 
that the construction selects for an eventive noun in PP-internal position. 

To identify eventive nouns among non-CoS nouns two criteria were 
used. First, only eventive nouns can be targeted by temporal and aspectual 
modifiers such as gestrig ‘yesterday’s’, um fünf Uhr ‘at five o’clock’, and 
andauernd ‘continuous’. Second, only eventive nouns can be realized as 
the subject of a verb indicating a temporal duration, such as dauern ‘last’ 
(Fábregas et al. 2012:170f.). It is possible to say that a process, such as a 
game, or a state, such as marriage, lasts for a certain period of time, as 
shown in 21a. In contrast, one cannot say that a title has a temporal 
duration, as shown in 21b. In fact, nouns such as Titel ‘title’ do not denote 
an eventuality at all; for the purposes of this study, I refer to such nouns as 
“noneventive nouns”. 
 
(21) a. Das Fußballspiel / Ihre Ehe dauerte eine Stunde. 
 the football.game their marriage lasted one hour 
 ‘The football game/their marriage lasted for one hour.’ 
 

 
8 The numbers in parentheses indicate the token frequency of the nouns within the 
analyzed sample. 
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 b. #Der Meistertitel dauerte eine Saison. 
 the championship.title lasted one season 
 #‘The title of champions lasted one season.’ 
 
Punctual nouns denote events without any significant duration. Thus, they 
do not easily combine with dauern ‘last’ but can be realized as the subject 
argument of geschehen ‘happen’—which is a criterion for dynamicity—
and combine with time point modifiers, as already mentioned in the 
section 4.1. The results are presented in table 6. 
 
Noun N Noun N Noun N 
3 zu 3/3 zu 0 
‘3 to 3/3 to 0’ 

2 Kompromiss 
‘compromise’ 

1 Staatshaushalt 
‘national budget’ 

1 

Auftritt 
‘internet 
presence’ 

1 Kranz 
‘ring’ 

1 Strafe 
‘penalty’ 

1 

Double 
‘double’ 

1 Meisterschaft 
‘championship’ 

1 Titel  
‘title’ 

6 

Ergebnis 
‘result’ 

1 Mittlere Reife 
‘intermediate school certificate’ 

1 Tränen 
‘tears’ 

1 

Hattrick 
‘hattrick’ 

1 Rekord 
‘record’ 

3 Unterschrift 
‘signature’ 

3 

 
Table 6. Noneventive PP-internal nouns in prospective LVCs. 

 
As the table shows, 15 nouns within the sample do not denote an 
eventuality. They are listed along with their individual token frequency 
(N). The remaining non-CoS nouns are eventive and are discussed further 
in section 4.3. 
 
4.3. Stativity. 
The second relevant semantic feature for a classification of non-CoS nouns 
is stativity, which distinguishes event-denoting nouns from state-denoting 
ones. The term process noun refers to event-denoting nouns which do not 
express a change of state, whereas the term state noun refers to state-
denoting nouns. There exist a number of criteria for (nominal) stativity 
(see Fábregas & Márin 2012:38f. and Fábregas et al. 2012:172ff. for a 
detailed discussion of the different tests), but for reasons of space, I only 
use one test. Process nouns can be realized as the subject of predicates 
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such as geschehen/passieren ‘happen’, beenden ‘stop/finish’, and 
unterbrochen sein ‘be interrupted’, as in 22a, while state nouns cannot, as 
shown in 22b (Fábregas et al. 2012:170, Fleischhauer 2021:66). 
 
(22) a. Das Fußballspiel geschah unter schwierigen Bedingungen. 
 the soccer.game happened under difficult conditions 
 ‘The soccer game occurred under severe conditions.’ 
 
 b. #Die Rente geschah unter schwierigen Bedingungen. 
 the retirement happened under difficult conditions 
 
On the basis of this test, 13 nouns have been classified as state nouns and 
31 nouns have been identified as process nouns. The state nouns are listed 
in table 7, and the process nouns are listed in table 8. 
 
Noun N Noun N Noun N 
Ehe 
‘marriage’ 

1 Not 
‘poverty, need’ 

3 Rente 
‘retirement’ 

3 

Hochkultur 
‘advanced civilization’ 

1 Notlage 
‘desperate situation’ 

1 Ruhestand 
‘retirement’ 

3 

Karriere 
‘career’ 

3 Obdachlosigkeit 
‘homelessness’ 

1 Unfähigkeit 
‘incompetence/inability’ 

5 

Mangel 
‘shortage’ 

1 Panik 
‘panic’ 

1   

Mitgliedschaft 
‘membership’ 

1 Pension 
‘retirement’ 

1   

 
Table 7. State nouns occurring PP-internally 

in the LVCs of the prospective family. 
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Noun N Noun N Noun N Noun N 
Arbeiten 
‘work’ 

1 Heldentat 
‘heroic deed’ 

1 Pause 
‘pause’ 

1 Torschuss 
‘shot at goal’ 

1 

Aufstand 
‘rebellion’ 

1 Herzattacke 
‘heart attack’  

1 Reise 
‘travel’ 

1 Unruhe 
‘riot’ 

1 

Auftritt 
‘gig, 
performance’ 

1 Höhepunkt 
‘highlight’ 

9 Spiel 
‘game’ 

29 Verfahren 
‘process’ 

1 

Bedrohung 
‘threat’ 

1 Kampf 
‘fight’ 

4 Satzball 
‘set point’ 

1 Verhandlung 
‘negotiation’ 

2 

Besichtigung 
‘visiting’ 

1 Katastrophe 
‘catastrophe’ 

5 Schlaganfall 
‘stroke’ 

1 Wechseljahre 
‘menopause’ 

1 

Demonstration 
‘demonstration’ 

1 Krieg 
‘war’ 

11 Streik 
‘strike’ 

2 Zwangsverwaltung 
‘receivership’ 

1 

Einsatz 
‘use’ 

8 Panik 
‘panic’ 

1 Sturm (auf...) 
‘storm (of…)’ 

1   

Finale 
‘final’ 

2 Partie 
‘game’ 

7 Super-GAU 
‘ultimate MCA’ 

1   

Table 8. Process nouns occurring PP-internally 
in the LVCs of the prospective family. 

 
To summarize, the discussion in this section has revealed that four 

different semantic types of nouns are attested within the prospective 
LVCs. The relative frequency of the different types within the sample is 
presented in table 9. 
 

Semantic type Relative frequency of occurrence 
(%) 

CoS nouns  
(accomplishments / achievements) 

80.66 

Non-CoS nouns 19.34 
• eventive  
o Processes 10.16 
o States 4.26 

• noneventive 4.92 
 

Table 9. Relative frequency of the different semantic noun types 
within the sample. 
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These data show that the hypothesis that the prospective LVCs are 
restricted to CoS nouns must be rejected, if the restriction is interpreted as 
applying to the semantic type of PP-internal nouns. However, it may be 
suggested that this is a restriction on the type of eventuality that nouns 
denote when they appear in the construction. This would allow for 
mechanisms such as coercion to affect the interpretation of non-CoS 
nouns. Such a view has been expressed for the English prospective be on 
the way construction by Van Rompay et al. (2015), as I already mentioned 
in section 2. The authors propose that non-CoS predicates are shifted 
toward a transitional interpretation. I discuss this issue in the next section 
and propose a distinction between the transitional meaning contributed by 
the construction and the meaning of the PP-internal noun. 
 
5. Interpretation of the Prospective Stehen vor LVCs. 
In discussing how the interpretation of the prospective LVCs emerges, one 
needs to distinguish between the meaning of the light verb construction 
and the meaning of the embedded nominal predicate. The prospective 
construction has an inceptive meaning, which can be illustrated by an 
example such as 23. The construction contains the noun Abschluss 
‘completion’, which denotes a change of state from not completed to 
completed. The prospective construction entails that the jobs are not 
completed yet, as one cannot say #Die Arbeiten stehen unmittelbar vor 
dem Abschluss, sie sind sogar schon abgeschlossen ‘The jobs are close to 
completion; in fact, they are already completed’. This indicates that the 
event has not culminated yet, although the process that would result in 
completion might have already started. The construction in 23 expresses a 
probable future inception of a change of state, that is, if nothing intervenes, 
there will be a transition from non-N (incompletion) to N (completion). 
 
(23) Aktuell stehen die restlichen kleinere Arbeiten […] 
 currently stand the remaining smaller jobs 

 unmittelbar vor dem Abschluss. 
 immediately in_front_of the completion 

 ‘Currently, the remaining smaller jobs are close to completion.’ 
 (RHZ19/DEZ.08406) 
 

Note that the inceptive interpretation of the construction is 
independent of the semantic type of the noun. With state nouns, the 
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inceptive interpretation of the construction results in a CoS reading of the 
noun. A representative example of a prospective LVC containing a state 
noun is shown in 24. The subject referent is close to the state denoted by 
the noun Rente ‘retirement’. As the state does not hold at the reference 
time, the inception of the state constitutes a change of state. This does not 
mean that the state noun undergoes a semantic shift and becomes a CoS 
noun; instead, the inceptive interpretation of the construction triggers the 
CoS reading of the noun: The change from being not retired to retired 
results from the inceptive meaning contributed by the construction. 
 
(24) Viele der insgesamt 19 Arbeiter stünden kurz 
 many the.GEN altogether 19 workers stand.SUBJ short 

 vor der Rente […]. 
 in_front_of the retiremen 

 ‘Many of the 19 workers are close to retirement.’ 
 (NKU11/JAN.03902) 

 
When a prospective LVC contains a process noun, the inceptive 

meaning of the construction does not result in a CoS reading of the noun. 
For example, the construction in 25 contains the process noun Bürgerkrieg 
‘civil war’, and it is presupposed that the war has not yet started at the 
reference time; otherwise, the use of the prospective construction would 
be infelicitous. Yet there is still a change of state involved: Although 
Bürgerkrieg does not entail the attainment of a specific result state, it 
entails that the eventuality denoted by its antonym Frieden ‘peace’ ends. 
Krieg and Frieden form a pair of antonyms (for example, Davies 2012), 
and the beginning of one eventuality entails the ending of the other. 
 
(25) Im Jahr 2003 hatten die Salomonen kurz vor 
 in.the year 2003 had the Solomon Islands short in_front_of 

 einem Bürgerkrieg gestanden. 
 a civil.war stand 

 ‘In 2003, the Solomon Islands were on the brink of civil war.’ 
 (U06/APR.03005) 
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It should be pointed out that this does not hold for all types of process 
nouns. For example, Spiel ‘game’, the most frequent process noun within 
the analyzed sample, does not have an antonym. I return to this issue in 
section 6.2, as it plays a central role in determining current relevance of 
such eventualities. What is important for the moment, however, is that the 
construction focusses on the onset of the process. What the prospective 
construction in 25 expresses is not the probable future attainment of a 
specific result state, but the probable onset—or inchoation—of a future 
process. This is also supported by the fact that 25 can be paraphrased as 
“being close to the beginning of a civil war”. 

As discussed in sections 4.1 and 4.2, the construction also licenses 
noneventive nouns, such as Titel ‘title’. Since the prospective eventuality 
is contributed by the PP-internal noun, nouns such as Titel ‘title’ need to 
be coerced to an eventive interpretation, as shown in 26. 
 
(26) Möllersdorf steht vor dem Basketball-Titel! 
 Möllersdorf stands in_front_of the basketball-title 
 ‘Möllerdorf is about to win the basketball title!’ (O94/MAI.43522) 
 
A reasonable interpretation of the sentence is that the subject referent is 
close to receiving the title. In this particular case, the title is received upon, 
for instance, winning either the league or a decisive game. Thus, the 
sentence can be paraphrased as “the subject referent is close to winning 
the title”. Crucially, winning a title refers to a CoS event, which gives rise 
to an inferred CoS interpretation. 

A comparison of the example in 26 with the one in 27 reveals that the 
type of inferred eventuality depends on the concrete (contextual) 
interpretation of the noun. In 27, Titel ‘title’ refers to a doctoral degree, 
which is not obtained by winning a game but by successfully completing 
one’s doctoral studies. 
 
(27) Dann hatte ich ein großes Problem damit das Alter 
 than had I a big problem with.that the age 

 der beteiligten Personen einzuschätzen, vor allem bei Silas, 
 the involved persons judge especially by Silas 

 der kurz vor seinem zweiten Doktortitel steht. 
 who short in_front_of his second doctoral degree stands 
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‘Then I had a serious problem judging the age of the persons 
involved, especially with Silas, who will soon be receiving his second 
doctoral degree’. 

 (https://allesausserlyrik.de/kim-harrison-zeitspie/; 
 accessed on June 06, 2022) 
 

In the case of noneventive nouns such as Titel ‘title’, one is dealing 
with context-dependent inferences about an eventuality. This is clearly an 
instance of coercion as it involves “a shift from a predication involving an 
argument that is not an eventuality to a predication involving an argument 
of eventuality type” (Asher 2011:214). This does not mean that Titel 
becomes an eventive noun; rather, the coercion process “force[s] a 
predication over an eventuality that is related in some way to the 
denotation of the syntactically given argument” (Asher 2011:214). 
Depending on the context, different eventualities—that is, winning a game 
or completing one’s doctoral studies—are inferred. To be able to make the 
right inference, speakers need some reliable cues, since there might be 
different types of eventualities in which the referent of the noun (for 
instance, Doktortitel ‘doctoral degree’) can participate. I assume that the 
meaning of the prospective construction imposes restrictions on the type 
of eventuality that may be inferred, but I admit that this idea needs to be 
worked out in more details in future studies. 

At the end of section 4.3, I stated that the CoS hypothesis can be 
rescued if change of state is understood as referring not to the semantic 
type of the PP-internal noun but to its interpretation. Under this view, non-
CoS nouns are acceptable in the construction as long as they can have a 
CoS reading—either through pragmatic inference or through coercion. As 
argued in this section, coercion—that is, a shift between semantic types—
only happens in the case of nouns that do not refer to an eventuality; 
neither state nouns nor process nouns undergo coercion. The reason is that 
the prospective preposition vor needs an eventuality as its complement. 
Since state and process nouns denote eventualities, there is no type 
conflict. Coercion is therefore not required. In contrast, noneventive nouns 
such as Titel do not denote eventualities, which yields a type conflict that 
is resolved by coercion (as described above). 

To summarize the discussion so far, the prospective LVCs have an 
inceptive meaning: They express the inception of a prominent part of the 
eventuality denoted by the nominal predicate. In the case of state and CoS 
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nouns, as well as noneventive nouns after coercion, the prominent part is 
the onset of the (resulting) state; in the case of process nouns, the 
prominent part is the onset of the process denoted by this noun. In any 
case, the construction locates the subject referent in a state temporally 
preceding the appropriate transition. 
 
6. Current Relevance. 
Although I have shown that the prospective LVCs do not impose any 
lexical restrictions on the PP-internal noun, not all nouns are equally 
acceptable within this construction. Acceptability varies on two levels: i) 
semantic type and ii) meaning of individual nouns. On the level of 
semantic type, the construction shows a clear preference for CoS nouns. 
This raises the question of why such a preference exists. On the level of 
individual nouns, I demonstrate that some nouns require more contextual 
support than others when used within a prospective LVC. The preference 
for a specific semantic type and the need for contextual support can both 
be accounted for in terms of the notion current relevance. 

The analysis presented below builds on Fleischman’s (1982, 1983) 
claim that the function of prospective aspect is to portray a future 
eventuality as being of current relevance (for example, for the subject 
referent). She argues that there is a relationship between perfect (or 
retrospective) aspect and prospective aspect as both establish a link 
between some (past or future) eventuality and a present state. More 
specifically, both types of aspect convey that the past/future eventuality is 
of current relevance to the present. 
 
6.1. Current Relevance and Perfect Aspect. 
Current relevance is a central concept in the analysis of the perfect aspect. 
However, it is a vague notion and, as Depraetere (1998:599) states, it is 
usually either defined as “continuance of the result of the past event into 
the present” (Dahl & Hedin 2000:391) or not defined at all. I do not aim 
at articulating a precise definition of current relevance; instead, I discuss 
this notion in the context of my analysis of three types of nouns presented 
in the next section. 

The literature on the perfect aspect offers different definitions of the 
perfect, for instance, “resultative perfect”, “experiential perfect”, and “hot 
news perfect” (see Comrie 1976, Ritz 2012, among others for a discussion 
of the different takes on the perfect, and especially Thieroff 1992, chapter 
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6.5 for German data). The different views of the perfect aspect gave rise 
to different analyses, with the two most prominent being the current 
relevance approach and the “extended now” approach (see, for instance, 
McCoard 1978).9 The current relevance approach, on which I focus in this 
study, is usually formulated with reference to the so-called resultative 
perfect, as shown in examples such as Peter has arrived (and he is still 
there). The perfect in this sentence—as opposed to the simple past—gives 
rise to the implicature that the result state (that is, Peter being here) still 
holds at the reference time (see Anderson 1982:232, Thieroff 1992:175). 
The continuance of the result state into the present is a pragmatic inference 
licensed by the perfect aspect. 

Dahl & Hedin (2000) propose that current relevance is both a graded 
notion and a pragmatic concept (see Schaden 2013 for a similar view). 
Although a continuant result is the most salient way in which a past event 
can be of current relevance, it is not the only one. Imagine that John is at 
a party and is supposed to be picked up by Peter. If someone says “Peter 
has arrived”, Peter’s arrival is relevant as it signals that John is about to 
leave the party. Thus, as far as the speaker is concerned, it is not the 
continuance of the result state that is relevant at the reference time (Peter 
is here), but the consequences of this result state (John is leaving the party). 
A different example is provided by Carey (1995). She states that the 
sentence John has mowed the lawn so he can come to the movies indicates 
“that the past event (the completion of the lawn mowing) is related to 
John’s present ability to go to the movies” (p. 83). In this case, the relevant 
inference is explicitly stated. 

Yet the prototypical view of the notion current relevance is in terms 
of the continuance of a result, as mentioned above. This explains why there 
is a strong preference for telic predicates in resultative perfect 
constructions. However, it is obvious that current relevance may not have 
the same interpretation when it comes to the connection between present 
and future eventualities. Since a future eventuality has not been actualized 
yet, its prospective result cannot continue into the present moment. This 

 
9 Dahl & Wälchli (2016), among others, argue that these approaches should not 
necessarily be seen as competing but could be combined for the purposes of 
developing a comprehensive analysis of the entire range of interpretations of the 
perfect aspect. 
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means that the notion current relevance requires different approaches 
depending on whether it applies to a past or to a future eventuality. 
 
6.2. Current Relevance and Prospective Aspect. 
In this section, I analyze three types of nouns that occur in prospective 
LVCs: CoS nouns, process nouns that have antonyms (such as Krieg 
‘war’), and process nouns that do not have antonyms (such as Spiel 
‘game’). Based on this analysis, I propose a definition of current relevance 
that makes it applicable to both, perfect and prospective constructions. 

The first type of noun to be discussed here denotes a change of state. 
This is the most frequent type of noun within the analyzed data. As 
discussed above, at first glance, the notion current relevance is not 
applicable to prospective constructions. Unlike perfect constructions, 
which express the continuation of the result of a past event into the present, 
prospective constructions describe events that have not yet happened, and 
so their results may not hold at the reference time. To extend the notion 
current relevance to prospective constructions, I propose that in this case, 
what is relevant for the present is not the result of a past event but the 
future change of state. Prospective constructions with CoS nouns describe 
a future event in which the subject referent undergoes a change of state. 
Intuitively, this change definitely has current relevance for the subject 
referent, as it will affect him or her directly. However, if the referent is 
inanimate, as in 28 (repeated 23), it seems strange to say that the 
prospective change has any current relevance. 
 
(28) Aktuell stehen die restlichen kleineren Arbeiten […] 
 currently stand the remaining smaller jobs 

 unmittelbar vor dem Abschluss. 
 immediately in_front_of the completion 

 ‘Currently, the remaining smaller jobs are close to completion.’ 
 
The prospective completion of the remaining smaller jobs is definitely not 
relevant for the jobs themselves. However, the context of the example 
suggests that the completion is relevant for other event participants. The 
sentence following the one in 28 says that it would allow one to move on 
to the next step in the development project. Thus, the prospective change 
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of state is of current relevance for the project managers and the investors 
who participate in the development project. 

Under this approach, in case of prospective LVCs, what has current 
relevance is the prospective change of state. This change may be perceived 
as relevant either for the subject referent or for other event participants 
who benefit in some way from the change affecting the subject referent. 
Note, however, that in either case, current relevance is predicated upon a 
prospective attainment of some result state. I use the term prospective 
result to capture the idea that it represents the mirror image of the 
continuous result expressed by perfect constructions. 

Based on the data that contain prospective LVCs, the most common 
interpretation of current relevance is in terms of prospective result. The 
preponderance of this interpretation explains the clear preference of 
prospective LVCs for CoS nouns. As these nouns lexically specify a result, 
they provide a natural basis for this interpretation. 

The second type of noun addressed in this study denote processes that 
are logically incompatible with some other eventuality. The beginning of 
the process denoted by such a noun entails the end of the opposite 
eventuality. As discussed in section 5, the noun Krieg ‘war’ has an 
antonym, Frieden ‘peace’. In 29, Krieg appears in a prospective LVC: 
Two countries—Russia and Turkey—are about to go to war with each other. 
 
(29) Vor drei Jahren standen Russland und die Türkei noch kurz 
 for three years stood Russia and the Turkey still short 

 vor einem Krieg. 
 in_front_of a war 

 ‘Three years ago, Russia and Turkey were on the brink of war.’ 
 (SOL18/NOV.01882) 
 
The event denoted by the noun war has two or more participants. One can 
think of different ways in which a prospective war might be of current 
relevance to them. For example, a physical war—as opposed to, for 
instance, a trade war—is a violent event that causes damage and suffering.  
However, the noun Krieg does not specify a result state, and it is possible 
for two enemies to declare war but not end up fighting at the end. 
Nonetheless, current relevance of the prospective result is applicable in 
such examples as well. I propose that in this case, the prospective result is 
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achieved by ending the eventuality denoted by the noun’s antonym—in 
the case of 29, peace. 

Finally, I have also analyzed process nouns that do not have antonyms, 
such as Spiel ‘game’. A result-based interpretation of current relevance 
seems less obvious for such nouns: They do not lexically specify a result 
state; neither do they denote a process whose beginning entails the ending 
of some other eventuality. Within the analyzed sample, Spiel is the most 
frequently occurring noun from this category. As a starting point, consider 
the sentence in 30. 
 
(30) Die Mannschaft steht vor einem Spiel gegen Brasilien. 
 the team stands in_front_of a game against Brasilia 
 ‘The team is facing a game against Brasilia.’ 
 
If this sentence is presented without any context, native speakers are 
unsure as to whether or not to accept it. However, as soon as one provides 
an appropriate context, the acceptability of the sentence increases. Such 
context can be provided, for instance, by common knowledge that the 
Brazilian team is one of the best teams in the world, and that playing 
against the Brazilians is either very challenging (for the team) or very 
exciting (for the team and/or the fans). To be able to interpret this sentence, 
the listener needs a context that would make this particular event of 
gaming relevant for its participants. 

Additional evidence for the view that examples such as 30 require 
contextual support to gain current relevance is provided by the fact that 
within the analyzed sample, Spiel is always accompanied by an attributive 
modifier. These modifiers frequently express an evaluation of the 
prospective event, as shown in 31 and 32. The sentence in 31 reports on a 
football game, and the modifier conveys the importance of the game for 
the subject referent. It is clear from the context that the subject referent is 
a football team, which is facing the finals in the national football league 
for the very first time. 
 
(31) Wir stehen vor dem größten Footballspiel überhaupt, 
 we stand in_front_of the greatest football.game at.all 

 das in unserer Region stattfinden wird […] 
 which in our region happen will 
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‘We are about to have the greatest football game that has ever taken 
place in our region.’ (SOZ12/JUN.06150) 

 
In 32, the event is evaluated as challenging for the subject referent, which 
is conveyed by the modifier schwer ‘difficult’. From the context of this 
sentence, it becomes clear that the team is about to play against teams that 
so far have been more successful in the ongoing season. 
 
(32) Vor zwei schweren Auswärtsspielen stehen in der 
 in_front_of two difficult away.game stand in the 

 Landesliga die […] Fußballer der TSG Neustrelitz. 
 regional.league the footballer of.the TSG Neustrelitz 

‘The footballers of the TSG Neustrelitz are facing two difficult away 
games in the regional league.’ (NKU12/NOV.00525) 

 
Unlike the evaluative interpretation in 30, which is based on context alone, 
the evaluative interpretation in 32 arises based on the overt modifier. 
However, in both examples, the prospective event is being evaluated. I 
propose that by evaluating the prospective event as challenging or 
important the speaker signals current relevance for its participants. 

Besides modifiers that convey the difficulty degree or the importance 
of an event, the noun Spiel also occurs with enumerating modifiers such 
as erst- ‘first’, fünfzigst- ‘fiftieth’ or Final- ‘final’. Enumerative modifiers 
mark the number of occurrences of an event. This could be the first or the 
last occurrence of an event in a series that include a specified number of 
such events—for instance, the first/last game of a season. Alternatively, 
this can be a one-off occurrence that would count as important in a given 
context—for instance, an anniversary. An example is shown in 33: The 
next game will be the 50th game in the coach’s career, which is explicitly 
referred to as an anniversary. 
 
(33) Jubiläum: Düsseldorfs Coach Norbert Meier steht 
 anniversary Düsseldorf’s coach Norbert Meier stands 

 vor seinem 50. Bundesligaspiel als Trainer. 
 in_front_of his 50 Bundesliga.game as trainer 
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‘Anniversary: Düsseldorf’s coach Norbert Meier is about to celebrate 
his 50th Bundesliga-game as a trainer.’ (KIC/B13.00063) 

 
“Having completed 50 games as a coach” is a new property of the subject 
referent gained after the competition of the prospective gaming event. 
Although Spiel is not a CoS noun, the enumerating modifier gives rise to 
a prospective result interpretation of the prospective LVC. 

Note that changing the modifier in 33 may affect the interpretation of 
the prospective result. For example, if fünfzigsten ‘fiftieth’ is replaced with 
letzten ‘last’, the sentence would mean that after the game the subject 
referent will no longer be the coach with the German Bundesliga. 
Furthermore, using a different modifier may cancel the prospective result 
interpretation all together. For example, using wichtigsten ‘most 
important’ rather than fünfzigsten ‘fiftieth’ would give rise to an evaluative 
interpretation of the prospective LVC. The interpretation would be that the 
prospective game is the most important one in the subject referent’s career 
as a Bundesliga coach. For example, it might decide whether this would 
be his first victory as the coach. 
 
6.3. Ways to Convey Current Relevance. 
I am now in a position to provide a tentative answer to the question of how 
a prospective eventuality gains current relevance. Based on the analysis of 
three types of nouns presented in section 6.2, I have identified two ways 
in which potential future eventualities may become relevant for an 
eventuality participant. First, a prospective eventuality is of current 
relevance if there is some prospective result associated with that 
eventuality. The result may be inferred based on the lexical semantics of 
the noun, the inceptive meaning of the construction (as with noneventive 
and state nouns) or derived from the context. If the result interpretation 
arises from lexical meaning, it can be based either on the lexically 
specified result (CoS nouns) or on the entailed change from the eventuality 
denoted by the noun’s antonym to the eventuality denoted by the noun 
(nouns such as Krieg ‘war’). This analysis provides a natural explanation 
for the high frequency of CoS nouns, since such nouns give rise to the 
prospective result interpretation due to their lexical meaning. Second, a 
prospective result of some eventuality is of current relevance if it is 
evaluated as important or challenging for the participants of that 
eventuality. 
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The discussion of the noun Spiel in the previous section is particularly 
revealing as it highlights the role of context in establishing current 
relevance. It has been demonstrated that there exist (lexical) cues that 
trigger the current relevance interpretation. In particular, adnominal 
modifiers allow inferring a prospective result or—more often—trigger an 
evaluative interpretation of the prospective eventuality. Such cues are 
more important in case of nouns such as Spiel than CoS nouns, since the 
latter license a prospective result interpretation by virtue of their lexical 
meaning. In case of nouns such as Spiel, a result inference does not arise 
on the basis of their lexical meaning alone. Although the discussion of 
process nouns has been restricted to Krieg and Spiel, they are 
representative of a broader category of nouns showing a similar behavior. 
For example, one of the nouns in the sample that are similar to Krieg is 
Unruhe ‘riot’, whereas nouns similar to Spiel include Partie ‘game’ and 
Einsatz ‘use’. What is especially remarkable is that all of the Spiel-type 
nouns in the sample occur with the same adnominal modifiers. 

Finally, the discussion has shown that current relevance is not 
necessarily judged from the perspective of the subject referent of the 
prospective LVC. Rather, a prospective eventuality can be of current 
relevance to some other individual who might somehow be affected by it. 

Before closing this section, I come back to the examples in 7 repeated 
below as 34. 
 
(34) a. Unermüdlich legte er Opfern, die kurz vor 
 tirelessly put he victims who short in_front_of 

 dem Verbluten standen, Druckverbände an. […]. 
 the bleeding_to_death stood pressure bandages PART 

‘Tirelessly, he applied pressure bandages to victims who were on 
the verge of bleeding to death.’ 

 
 b. #Die Opfer stehen vor dem Bluten. 
 the victims stand in_front_of the bleeding 
 ‘The victims are about to start bleeding.’ 
 
As mentioned in section 2, Verbluten ‘bleeding to death’ is attested within 
prospective LVCs, but the noun Bluten ‘bleeding’ is not. Verbluten 
denotes a change of state, and so its occurrence in the construction is not 
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surprising, especially as it expresses the potential death of the subject 
referent. In contrast, the example in 34b is infelicitous, as expected. The 
noun Bluten denotes a process. Without an appropriate context, the future 
event of the victim bleeding does not necessarily have any current 
relevance. The noun does not entail the attainment of a result. Therefore, 
a prospective result interpretation is not available for 34b. Without any 
supporting context, bleeding is also neither particularly challenging for the 
subject referent. However, this does not mean that such a context might 
not exist but it just shows that if it exists, it is hard to find. 
 
7. Conclusion. 
In this paper, I took up the idea that prospective aspect is the mirror image 
of the perfect aspect. Following the proposal in Fleischman 1982, 1983, I 
have extended the notion current relevance, which is central to many 
analyses of the perfect, to prospective aspect. A current relevance 
approach to prospective LVCs provides an answer to a number of 
questions. First, prospective LVCs show a strong preference for CoS 
nouns: By virtue of their meaning, these nouns trigger a prospective result 
interpretation of the construction, which seems to be the dominant way of 
making the eventuality they denote currently relevant. Second, some 
nouns require more contextual support when used in a prospective LVC 
than others. In particular, the noun Spiel ‘game’ and similar process nouns 
require a specific context or a linguistic cue to establish the current 
relevance of the eventuality they denote. Adnominal modifiers have been 
identified as particularly useful cues for guiding the search for current 
relevance. The use of such modifiers is possible because the eventive 
predicate (or the predicate from which the eventuality is inferred) is 
realized as a noun. 

The current paper presents the first attempt to explore the notion 
current relevance in relation to the prospective aspect. Pending questions 
for future research include i) Are there any other ways to interpret the 
notion current relevance (of a prospective eventuality)? Is it possible to 
formalize this notion, for example, along the lines of Schaden’s (2013) 
proposal? ii) Is it possible to identify other cues that would facilitate the 
interpretation of a particular eventuality as currently relevant? iii) Can the 
results reported in the present paper be extended to other prospective 
aspect constructions in German as well as in other languages? 
 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198


 German Prospective Stehen vor NP Light Verb Construction 405 

 

REFERENCES 
 
Anderson, Lloyd. 1982. The “perfect” as a universal and as a language-specific 

category. Tense-aspect: Between semantics and pragmatics, ed. by Paul 
Hopper, 227–264. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Asher, Nicholas. 1993. Reference to abstract objects in discourse. Dordrecht: 
Kluwer. 

Asher, Nicholas. 2011. Lexical meaning in context. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Bach, Emmon. 1986. The algebra of events. Linguistics and Philosophy 9. 5–16. 
Binnick, Robert (ed.). 2012. The Oxford handbook of tense and aspect. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 
Boogards, Maarten, & Jens Fleischhauer. Forthcoming. Prospective aspect 

constructions in West Germanic. A comparative corpus study of German and 
Dutch. Leuvense Bijdragen 104. 

Boroditsky, Lera. 2000. Metaphoric structuring: Understanding time through 
spatial metaphors. Cognition 75. 1–28. 

Carey, Kathleen. 1995. Subjectification and the development of the English 
perfect. Subjectivity and subjectivisation, ed. by Dieter Stein & Susan Wright, 
83–102. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Comrie, Bernard. 1976. Aspect. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Dahl, Östen, & Eva Hedin. 2000. Current relevance and event reference. Tense 

and aspect in the languages of Europe, ed. by Östen Dahl, 385–402. Berlin: 
Mouton de Gruyter. 

Dahl, Östen, & Bernhard Wälchli. 2016. Perfects and iamitives: Two gram types 
in one grammatical space. Letras de Hoje 51. 325–348. 

Davies, Matt. 2012. A new approach to oppositions in discourse: The role of 
syntactic frames in the triggering of noncanonical oppositions. Journal of 
English Linguistics 40. 41–73. 

Depraetere, Ilse. 1998. On the resultative character of present perfect sentences. 
Journal of Pragmatics 29. 597–613. 

Dik, Simon. 1997. The theory of Functional Grammar, part 1: The structure of 
the clause. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.   

Ehrich, Veronika, & Irene Rapp. 2000. Sortale Bedeutung und 
Argumentstruktur. ung-Nominalisierungen im Deutschen. Zeitschrift für 
Sprachwissenschaft 19. 245–303. 

Fábregas, Antonio, & Rafael Marín. 2012. The role of Aktionsart in deverbal 
nouns. State nominalizations across languages. Journal of Linguistics 48. 35–
70. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198


406 Fleischhauer 

 

Fábregas, Antonio, Rafael Marín, & Louise McNally. 2012. From psych verbs 
to nouns. Telicity, change, and state, ed. by In Violeta Demonte & Louise 
McNally, 162–184. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Fischer, Hanna. 2018. Präteritumschwund im Deutschen. Berlin: de Gruyter. 
Fleischhauer, Jens. 2021. Light verb constructions and their families. A corpus 

study on German stehen unter-LVCs. Proceedings of 17th Workshop on 
Multiword Expressions (MWE 2021), ed. by Paul Cook, Jelena Mitrović, 
Carla Parra Escartín, Ashwini Vaidya, Petya Osenova, Shiva Taslimipoor, & 
Carlos Ramisch, 63–69. Stroudsburg, PA: The Association for Computational 
Linguistics and the Asian Federation of Natural Language Processing. 
Available at https://aclanthology.org/volumes/2021.mwe-1/, accessed on 
April 25, 2023. 

Fleischhauer, Jens, & Thomas Gamerschlag. 2019. Deriving the meaning of 
light verb constructions. A frame account of German stehen ‘stand’. Yearbook 
of the German Cognitive Linguistics Association, vol. 7, ed. by Constanze 
Juchem-Grundmann, Michael Pleyer, & Monica Pleyer, 137–156. Berlin: 
Mouton de Gruyter. 

Fleischhauer, Jens, Thomas Gamerschlag, Laura Kallmeyer, & Simon Petitjean. 
2019. Towards a compositional analysis of German light verb constructions 
(LVCs) combining Lexicalized Tree Adjoining Grammar (LTAG) with frame 
semantics. Proceedings of the 13th International Conference on 
Computational Semantics—Long Papers, ed. by Simon Dobnik, Stergios 
Chatzikyriakidis, & Vera Demberg, 79–90. Stroudsburg, PA: The Association 
for Computational Linguistics. 

Fleischman, Suzanne. 1982. The future in thought and language. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Fleischman, Suzanne. 1983. From pragmatics to grammar. Diachronic 
reflections on complex pasts and futures in Romance. Lingua 60. 183–214. 

Grønn, Atle, & Arnim von Stechow. 2020. The perfect. The Wiley Blackwell 
companion to semantics, ed. by Daniel Gutzmann, Lisa Matthewson, Cécile 
Meier, Hotze Rullmann, & Thomas Ede Zimmermann, 1–30. New York, NY: 
John Wiley. 

Harweg, Roland. 1976. Aspekte als Zeitstufen und Zeitstufen als Aspekte. 
Linguistics 181. 5–28. 

Heine, Bernd. 1994. On the genesis of aspect in African languages. The 
proximative. Proceedings of the Twentieth Annual Meeting of the Berkeley 
Linguistics Society: Special session on historical issues in African linguistics, 
ed. by Kevin E. Moore, David A. Peterson, & Comfort Wentum, 35–46. 
Berkeley, CA: BLS. 

Kaufmann, Ingrid. 1995. Konzeptuelle Grundlagen semantischer 
Dekompositionsstrukturen. Tübingen: Niemeyer. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198


 German Prospective Stehen vor NP Light Verb Construction 407 

 

Klein, Wolfgang. 1994. Time in language. London: Routledge. 
König, Christa. 2000. Der Proximativ. Neu und verwirrend? Probleme der 

Interaktion von Lexik und Aspekt, ed. by Walter Breu, 141–158. Tübingen: 
Niemeyer. 

Kuteva, Tania. 2001. Auxiliation. An inquiry into the nature of 
grammaticalization. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Kuteva, Tania, Bas Aarts, Gergana Popova, & Anvita Abbi. 2019. The grammar 
of “non-realization”. Studies in Language 43. 850–895. 

McCoard, Robert. 1978. The English perfect: Tense-choice and pragmatic 
inferences. Amsterdam: North-Holland. 

Piñón, Christopher. 2000. Happening gradually. Proceedings of the Twenty-
Sixth Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society, ed. by Lisa 
Conathan, Jeff Good, Darya Kavitskaya, Alyssa Wulf, & Alan Yu, 445–456. 
Berkeley, CA: BLS. 

Polenz, Peter von. 1987. Funktionsverben, Funktionsverbgefüge und 
Verwandtes. Vorschläge zur satzsemantischen Lexikographie. Zeitschrift für 
germanistische Linguistik 15. 169–189. 

Proske, Nadine. This issue. Pseudo-coordinated sitzen and stehen in spoken 
German: A case of emergent progressive aspect? 447–486. 

Ritz, Marie-Eve. 2012. Perfect tense and aspect. Binnick 2012, 881–908. 
Romaine, Suzanne. 1999. The grammaticalization of the proximative in Tok 

Pisin. Language 75. 322–346. 
Schaden, Gerhard. 2013. Formalizing current relevance. Proceedings of Sinn 

und Bedeutung 17, ed. by Emmanuel Chemla, Vincent Homer, & Grégoire 
Winterstein, 491–508. Paris: ENS. 

Schmuck, Mirjam. 2013. Relevanzgesteuerter verbalmorphologischer Umbau. 
Hildesheim: Olms. 

Swart, Henriëtte de. 2012. Verbal aspect. Binnick 2012, 752–780. 
Thieroff, Rolf. 1992. Das finite Verb im Deutschen. Tübingen: Narr. 
Van Rompay, Tinne, Kristin Davidse, & Peter Petré. 2015. Lexicalization and 

grammaticalization. Functions of Language 22. 232–263. 
Wunderlich, Dieter, & Michael Herweg. 1991. Lokale & Direktionale. 

Semantik. Ein internationales Handbuch zeitgenössischer Forschung, ed. by 
Arnim von Stechow & Dieter Wunderlich, 758–785. Berlin: de Gruyter. 

 
CORPORA 

 
Leibniz-Institut für Deutsche Sprache. 2020. COSMAS II (Corpus Search, 

Management and Analysis System). Available at https://cosmas2.ids-
mannheim.de/cosmas2-web/, accessed in October 2022.  

Leibniz-Institut für Deutsche Sprache. 2021. DeReKo-2021-I (Deutsches 
Referenzkorpus/Archiv der Korpora geschriebener Gegenwartssprache [the 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198


408 Fleischhauer 

 

German Reference Corpus/Archive of the corpora of written contemporary 
language]; released February 2, 2021). Available at https://www.ids-
mannheim.de/digspra/kl/projekte/korpora/, accessed in October 2022. 

 
 
Department of General Linguistics 
Heinrich-Heine University Düsseldorf 
Universitätstraße 1 
40225 Düsseldorf 
Germany 
[fleischhauer@phil.uni-duesseldorf.de] 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1470542722000198

	Titelblatt_Fleischhauer_final
	Fleischhauer_Prospective



