
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Title: Lexical Organization: “Sound 

Emission” Verbs 
 

 

 

 

Author  

Salih Alzahrani 



 

Title: Lexical Organization: “Sound Emission” Verbs 

Dr. Salih Alzahrani 
2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 مجلة كلية الآداب ـ جامعة الزقازيق

8105ربيع  –58عدد    3 

1. Introduction 
Some verbs behave in the same way by occurring in 

the same diathesis alternations and expressing almost the 

same extended senses, but they preserve their idiosyncratic 

properties. The meaning of these verbs helps to determine the 

verbs‟ behaviors. As a result, linguists have organized verbs 

into various classes on the basis of shared meaning 

components, and the members of these classes have in 

common a range of properties concerning the expression and 

the interpretation of their arguments (Levin, 1991). One of 

these classes is “sound emission” verb class which includes 

verbs such as hiss, roar and ring. This paper focuses on this 

class of verbs according to Levin‟s works (1991 and 1993). 

This paper is divided into five sections. In the first 

section, the lexical knowledge of native speakers of English 

regarding some verbs will be discussed showing how 

complex the nature of this knowledge is. Further, the 

discussion will include Levin's case study (1991) concerning 

some syntactic and semantic aspects, focusing on „sound 

emission‟ verbs in which the interference between meaning 

and syntactic properties are explained. For example, to 

express a certain sense, one should use a specific syntactic 

structure. Moreover, there is a discussion of the extended 

meanings associated with a certain class which leads to the 

classification of other class of verbs. Section 4 is meant to 

explain the lexical knowledge base entry: verbs of sounds. 

Section 5 includes a case study- classification of various 

verbs (smile, laugh, cough, sneeze, talk, speak, cry, giggle, 

cackle, yell, shout, whisper and scream) according to two 

dictionaries. In this section, the discussion will involve nine 

different possibilities mentioned by Levin (1991) while 

dealing with the verbs by which general and brief 

observations about these verbs are provided in section 4. 
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2. Lexical knowledge 
Designing and creating a lexical knowledge base is 

based primarily on an understanding of what constitutes the 

lexical competence of a native speaker of a language. When 

it comes to the nature of lexical knowledge, it is obviously 

complex. One piece of evidence can prove that this 

complexity occurs while constructing natural language 

systems. For example, verbs- the most complex lexical 

items- can appear syntactically similar but semantically 

different as in (1) (Levin 1991, p: 207).   

(1) a. Speaker 1: Sally ate a peach. 

         Speaker 1: Did Sally eat? 

         Speaker 2: Yes 

     b. Speaker 1: Sally dressed the baby. 

         Speaker 1: Did Sally dress the baby? 

         Speaker 2: I don‟t know. 

In the above examples, the two verbs eat and dress 

occur in the same syntactic structure, both in the sentences 

and the questions, but they have two distinct interpretations 

by speaker 2 in (1-a) and (1-b). So, the intransitivity, both 

verbs (eat and dress) receive different interpretations. The 

relationship between transitive and intransitive uses of verbs 

is not indicated. This point shows us that verbs should be 

treated differently and cannot be uniform. 

Therefore, native speakers‟ knowledge about verbs 

including verbs of sound emission is not limited to their 

idiosyncratic word-specific properties. It goes further to 

involve phonological, morphological, syntactic and semantic 

knowledge. That is, they know how to pronounce the words 

and they can derive different parts of speech out of a word. 

However, according to Levin‟s case study, the focus is 

mainly on the syntactic and the semantic parts of the lexical 

knowledge. 
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3. Levin’s case study 
Levin‟s (1991) case study attempts to verify the 

perfection of verb entries in lexical knowledge by 

investigating lexical organization. The main goal is to come 

up with a clear picture of the form that the lexical knowledge 

associated with the subclasses or the members of a given 

verb class takes. The focus of the study is lexical knowledge 

of sound emission verbs that a native speaker of English has. 

Specifically, the semantic and the syntactic features of the 

verb whistle as a representative of sound emission verbs and 

some other relevant verbs. Levin‟s case study is expected to 

provide a holistic description of how lexical knowledge is 

linked to the members of a certain class of verbs.  

3.1  Syntactic Knowledge 

Sound emission verbs denote events which contain 

productions of a specific sound with an emitter. Because 

emitting a sound requires only one participant for producing 

this sound, all the sound verbs are one-argument verbs in 

their basic sense. That is, they are basically intransitive verbs 

as in (2). 

(2)  a. The girl whistled. 

b. “Be quite” he hissed. 

However, some of these verbs can take objects which 

represent different senses of the verbs as in (3).  

    a. The lorry driver honked his horn at me. 

b. *He hissed the baby. 

Verbs in (3) act differently in regard to the senses and 

the syntactic structure. Sentence (3.b) is not grammatical 

because the verb hissed does not allow the followed noun 

phrase due to intransitivity.  

Verbs of sound can participate in many different 

alternations which is part of native speakers‟ lexical 

knowledge. They can judge what alternations are acceptable 
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and what are not. Beside that, they know what verbs can 

occur in what alternations. Some examples which show some 

of the alternations where sound verbs can appear can be seen 

in (4) below (Levin, 1993).  

(3)   a. Locative Alternation (most verbs): 

i.  Birds sang in the trees. 

ii.  The trees sang with birds. 

             b. Locative Inversion (some verbs): 

i.  A grandfather clock ticked in the hallway. 

ii.  In the hallway ticked a grandfather clock. 

   c. There Insertion (some verbs): 

i.  A grandfather clock ticked in the hallway. 

ii.  In the hallway there ticked a grandfather clock. 

3.2  Semantic Knowledge 

It is obvious from the previous section, that “sound 

emission” verbs share one meaning which is the emitting of 

sound, but they still differ from each other in many ways. 

Levin (1991) claims that native speakers know what most 

obviously distinguishes one sound from another is the 

physical properties of the sound; the means of producing this 

sound; what emits the sound (a person, animal or any other 

entity) and if a person produces the sound, whether or not an 

instrument is involved. More details will be provided in the 

following sections.  

3.2.1 Meaning with syntax 
Another aspect of semantic knowledge is the ability to 

point out the different meanings associated with different 

diathesis alternations. For example, native speakers can tell 

the subtle meaning that results from an intransitive vs. 

transitive use of sound verbs in the causative alternation and 

how the subject can be the emitter of a sound or not as in the 

following examples: 

(4) a. The bell buzzed. 
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b. The girl buzzed the bell. 

It is clear from the above examples that the subject 

(the bell) in (5.a) is the emitter of the sound whereas it is not 

the case in (5.b). The subject in (5.b) is causing the emission 

of the sound to be produced. However, it is the bell (the 

object of the verb) the emitter of the sound, too. 

So, native speakers choose the syntactic structure of 

sentences according to the meaning they would like to 

communicate. Regarding sound verbs, it has been proposed 

that they have one basic sense and that they are basically 

intransitive verbs. However, it has been shown that they also 

do have a number of extended senses (related to their basic 

sense) and they can be transitive verbs. This happens due to 

syntax and the selectional restrictions on the arguments, as 

shown in example (3) above. 

 3.2.2 Selectional restrictions  

Native speakers are aware of the selectional 

restrictions on the choice of possible subject because “the 

participants (the subject for sound verbs) should be 

inherently able to produce the sound by having appropriate 

characteristics” (Levin 1991, p: 211). These tight restrictions 

impose a certain behavior or meaning on the verb. They even 

can determine the extended senses a sound verb can have in 

addition to its basic sense. The subject can be human, 

animate or inanimate entities, but abstract nouns cannot be as 

a subject for any verb of sound (* happiness whistled). 

Moreover, knowing the meaning components of each verb 

enables native speakers to use a verb of sound with a certain 

subject but not the other. That is, it is not any subject, but 

rather certain subjects can be allowed to appear with certain 

verbs of sound. For example, the verb whistle can be used as 

a verb of directed motion-“describing an object moving and 

simultaneously emitting a sound” as a rocket (Levin 1991, p: 
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212). In this case, the subject of the sound verb must be 

capable to produce a sound as a result of its movement as in 

(6.a), but no one can say a sentence as (6.b). 

(5) a. The bullet whistled through the door. 

b. * The dog barked down the street behind the jogger. 

Verbs of sound can show a number of additional 

meanings which are semantically related to their basic sense 

of sound emission. However, not all verbs can express all 

those extended senses due to expression of arguments, 

selectional restrictions on the arguments and other syntactic 

and semantic properties. The verb whistle will be an example 

to show these senses- where possible (Levin 1991, p: 

211,212): 

(6)  a. „emit a sound in  a particular way‟ 

          e.g. the boy whistled/hissed/grunted  

      b. „emit the sound as a reaction‟ 

          e.g. the boy whistled at the dog. 

      c. „utter by emitting the sound‟ 

          e.g. the boy whistled/ hummed a tune. 

      d. „signal by emitting the sound‟ 

          e.g. he whistled/hissed a warning 

      e. „express (an emotion) by emitting the sound‟ 

          e.g. he whistled/grunted his disgust 

      f. „communicate verbally by emitting the sound‟ 

           e.g. he grunted/hissed the meeting was over 

      g. „move while causing the sound to be emitted‟ 

           e.g. the rope whistled/ hissed through the air 

      h. „cause to emit the sound‟ 

           e.g. the boy buzzed/rang the doorbell 

      i. „(of a place) be full of the sound‟ 

            e.g. the air whistled / hum ed with the bullets 

According to Saeed (2003), in his discussion of Katz‟s 

semantic theory Katz (1972), the process of  amalgamating 
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individual words meanings into phrases meanings, and then 

into sentence‟s meaning, is governed by the compatibility of 

these single meanings to fit into larger structures. These 

conditions form „selection restrictions‟ which work as 

constraints on the amalgamating process to limit its final 

output.  

3.2.3 Verb’s membership of a class  
Verbs in general fall into different classes depending 

on their semantic components. Also, each class of them may 

have different subclasses where its verbs share the basic 

component and differ in the manner or means. Sound 

emission verbs are not exceptions since they have various 

subclasses with regard to their syntactic and semantic 

characteristics. However, these verbs show a wider range of 

extended senses since they are the only verbs which can have 

the extended senses associated with communication. 

A simplified list of classes of emission verbs is 

presented by Levin (1993) where the main class is divided 

into smaller subsets. The subset of sound emission verbs has 

a number of members which share the basic sense of emitting 

a sound. However, these verbs are likely to have a variety of 

meaning components and syntactic properties. As a result, 

they have different uses and different restrictions on the 

selection of subjects. 

Therefore, it is possible to predict most of the extended 

senses a verb may manifest as long as the user knows the 

semantic components of the verb. They can manipulate the 

verb and use it in different syntactic structures to express 

what they want. The verb hiss, for instance, knowing its basic 

meaning ( to emit a sound ), its meaning components and the 

selectional restriction on the subject, one can use it to express 

many other different senses as in (8) below: 

(7) a. the snake hissed.  = (sense 7a ) (basic sense) 
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            b. it hissed at me.  = (sense 7b) (using at phrase)      

            c. he hissed a word. = (sense 7c) (the subject is 

human) 

            d. he hissed a warning. = (sense 7d) (transitive verb) 

            e. he hissed his disgust. = (sense 7e) (transitive verb 

and the subject is human) 

            f. he hissed to me that the meeting was over. = (sense 

7f) (transitive verb, the subject is human; the verb semantic 

components allow such a sense) 

           g. the rope hissed through the air. = (sense 7g) 

(transitive verb, the subject is human; the verb semantic 

components allow such a sense) 

Thus, by knowing the semantic components of a certain verb 

and applying some rules, a speaker can predict other senses 

of the verb. There is further discussion on Levin‟s further 

meaning templates in the following section. 

1. Lexical knowledge base entry: verbs of sound  

Dictionaries, as mentioned earlier, should be a 

manifestation of a native speakers‟ linguistics competence.  

According to Levin (1991), as mentioned earlier in section 2, 

the design and creation of a lexical knowledge is based on 

understanding the constituents of the lexical competence of a 

native speaker. However, even the best dictionaries have 

their shortcomings. Not all words are given the same 

appropriate coverage due to time or space or the 

lexicographer‟s failure to recognize the pattern of a given 

verb in specific or word in general. So, most if not all 

dictionaries give merely hints of what native speakers have 

as lexical knowledge. 

On the other hand, other types of dictionaries such as 

those dictionaries for language learners depend on the 

learners‟ knowledge of the general properties of language. To 

some extent, they are better than the monolingual dictionaries 
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since they give fuller information about the syntactic 

properties as well as giving more example sentence which 

illustrate word use. 

According to Levin (1991), an ideal sound verb entry, 

which is similar to the one that native speakers have in their 

lexicon, must give a definition which consists of two parts. 

The first part is called a genus word- the part of the verb 

meaning that it shares with other hyponyms. In the case of 

verbs of sound, it is “emit a sound”. Furthermore, the second 

part is differentiae- what distinguishes the verb from the 

other hyponyms. The differentiae describes the type of the 

sound (shrill for whistle and high for bleep); the means of 

producing the sound (by blowing, vibrating, etc); what emits 

the sound (a person, an animal, a device, etc); and if a person 

produces the sound, whether or not an instrument is involved. 

Levin argues that each sense must give information and 

examples, when appropriate, about the following: 

(8) a. Semantic class, aspect, and arguments 

b. Selection restrictions on the arguments 

c. Syntactic properties and expression of the 

arguments 

d. Related extended senses 

e. Morphologically-related nouns, adjectives and verbs 

f. Related idiomatic uses 

g. collocates 

h. Pragmatic force 

But, in this essay, the focus is only on the first four (8-a)-(8-

d). A possible suggested template for the basic sound 

emission sense of verbs of sound (Levin 1991, p: 218) as 

follows: 

  genus emit sound 

  diff-1 sound type 

  diff-2 means 
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  diff-3 instrument 

  select-restrns subj - abstract 

  subcategorization + [ __ ] 

4.1 Subcategorization  

One more essential aspect should be taken into 

consideration while introducing verbs‟ entries is concerning 

their argument-taking properties and the syntactic expression 

of the arguments, as mentioned in the previous sections. So, 

since one, by now, knows that verbs of sound emission are 

basically intransitive verbs; there are various ways by which 

the syntactic argument-taking properties can be expressed. 

One of these ways is by a subcategorization frame 

(Chomsky, 1965). Such way of expressing the syntactic 

argument-taking properties can also be replaced by the 

different argument structure representations in recent work 

on syntax. One of them is achieved by the notion of external 

and internal arguments or the direct and indirect ones. In the 

case of the verbs of sound emission, they are known as 

taking only external arguments in their basic sense (the sound 

emission sense) as seen before. 

2. Case study  

The previous sections indicate that semantic class 

membership of a verb is crucial in order to understand the 

properties of a given word and to determine its relation to 

other words. Thus, one knows the properties of one type of 

verbs; it will be easy to place it in the organizational scheme 

of English verbs. Then, this will contribute to designing a 

template lexical knowledge base entry. So, “the properties 

common to all verbs of sound can be incorporated directly 

into a template lexical entry generated for such verbs”, 

(Levin 1991, p: 218). 
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5.1 Classification of verbs: verbs of sound emission senses  
This section is an attempt to classify a number of verbs 

(smile, laugh, cough, sneeze, talk, speak, wink, cry, giggle, 

cackle, yell, shout, whisper, scream, shiver, faint and blush) 

in terms  of their relation to the nine possibilities mentioned 

as the senses of  sound emission verbs (Levin, 1991). Two 

well-known monolingual dictionaries are used: The 

Australian Oxford dictionary and Macquarie dictionary. The 

definition of each sense of verbs of sound is given. All these 

verbs are checked first with regard to the nine defined senses. 

Not all verbs are applicable to these senses. If this is the case, 

then it is indicated in front of each verb. It is the verbs' 

semantic components that determine which sense is possible 

and which one is not. 

Table-1 : Classification of verbs: verbs of sound emission 

senses 

 

The senses 

 

verbs 

Dictionaries 

Oxford Macquarie 

a. „emit a sound in  a 

particular way 

Smile 

 
- - 

b. „emit the sound as a 

reaction‟ 

Laugh 

 
- - 

c. „ utter by emitting the 

sound‟ 

Cough 

a ( could be by 

inanimate e.g 

gun) 

a 

Sneeze A a(?g) 

d. „signal by emitting 

the sound‟ 

Talk c,f c,f,b 

Speak c,f c,f,(?a) 

e. „express (an emotion) 

by emitting the sound 

Cry a,b, f,e a,b,c,f 

Giggle - - 

f. „communicate 

verbally by emitting the 

sound‟ 

Cackle 
a,b,(e could be a 

reaction) 

a,b,(e could be 

a reaction) 

Yell a,b,c a,b,c (f:to tell) 

g. „move while causing 

the sound to be emitted‟ 

Shout a,f a,f (?e) 

Whisper a,f a,c,f 
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Scream a,b a,b,f 

h. „cause to emit the 

sound‟ 

- - - 

- - - 

i. „(of a place) be full of 

the sound‟ 
- - - 

In the above table, it is clear that some verbs of sound 

emission can have more than one basic sense. However, 

some other verbs are found to have no relation to this class of 

verbs (sound emission verbs), at least, according to the 

dictionaries where they are checked. 

5.2 Classification of verbs: other verb classes   

In the following table, some verbs, which do not fit in sound 

emission verb class, will be classified according to their 

properties and subclasses as mentioned in Levin (1993). 

        Table-2 : Classification of verbs: other verb classes 

 

verbs 

 

Other classes  

class Example  

laugh 

Verbs of nonverbal 

expression 

 

He laughed his 

excitement. 

smile 

(Similar sentence can be 

repeated with changing 

the verb to get a new 

expression/ meaning by 

having a new verb) 

cough 

sneeze 

giggle 

cry 

cackle 

blush 
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shiver 

Verbs of body-

internal states of 

existence 

She shivered from fear. 

faint 
Verbs of change of 

bodily state 
She fainted from hunger. 

wink 

Verbs of gesture / 

sign involving boy 

parts 

John winked. 

talk Verbs of instrument 

of communication 

(talk verbs) 

Rob talked to his 

students. speak 

In the above table, it is clear that there are classes of 

verbs needed to classify these verbs. Some verbs have no 

relation to verbs of sound, but some others can appear in both 

classes such as cry and cackle. Regarding other classes, there 

are three main classes: verbs of nonverbal expression, verbs 

of involving body; including other subclasses mentioned in 

the table and verbs of instrument of communication. 

5-3 General observations on the study  

It is obvious that the syntactic and the semantic 

properties of a word or a verb are linked together in some 

way. That is, semantically, there is a variety of meaning 

components for all these verbs regardless of their classes or 

subclasses. Most of these verbs fit in the verb of sound class 

as seen in Table 1. All of them share one basic sense- 

emitting a sound. The emitted sound differs in the nature and 

the ways of production. Nevertheless, other extended senses 

are available for each verb in different degrees.  

On the syntactic level, the composed verbs vary in their 

transitiveness depending on the meaning that each verb has. 

With regard to the argument-taking, the selection of the 

subject is restricted by the meaning the verb has. So, subject 
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must be controlled by the verb's meaning.  For example, one 

cannot say (* the dog smiled.) because the subject must be 

human. 

3. Conclusion  

This paper explores native speakers‟ knowledge as 

illustrated by their knowledge of senses associated with verbs 

of sound emission. Also, the complexity of the nature of that 

knowledge is proven by the transitiveness of verbs such as 

eat and dress. Two aspects of that knowledge have been 

discussed in Levin‟s case study (Levin 1991): the syntactic 

and the semantic knowledge. So, semantic knowledge is 

illustrated by including three parts: meaning with syntax, 

selectional restrictions and verb‟s membership of a class, 

which provides a clear evidence for the inter-dependency 

between meaning and syntax. 

Then, the discussion has been expanded to include 

lexical knowledge base entry in which verbs of sound class 

was the representative for other verbs‟ classes. This section 

involves a brief discussion of the subcategorization- the 

argument-taking properties.  

The last section has been an attempt to classify verbs 

(smile, laugh, cough, sneeze, talk, speak, cry, giggle, cackle, 

yell, shout, whisper and scream). This classification relies on 

Levin works (1991 and 1993). Two monolingual dictionaries 

have been used to investigate the meanings and the uses of 

these verbs in order to identify their class or place. The goal 

of this case study has been to explore how lexical knowledge 

is presented and how dictionaries differ from each other in 

considering the variant semantic component and the syntactic 

properties of these verbs. 
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