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Events as representational devices have been the focus of research among linguists of different traditions. This conceptual development can be dated back to Davidson’s influential paper (1967) in which he proposed that predicates of natural languages predicate over events. Central to the study of natural language predicates is verb semantics. One approach to the study of verb meaning assumes that events are complex and may be decomposed into smaller sub-events. Also, it has long been proposed in the linguistics literature that predicates of natural language take an event as one of their arguments (Davidson 1967, Parsons 1990), and Tenny and Pustejovsky (2000) go further to argue that an event may be perceived as a grammatical object having internal parts, organized around change, causation and temporal elements.  That an event has internal temporal properties is not new: Vendler (1967) identified four classes of verbs based on internal temporal structures: temporal duration, temporal termination, existence of a temporal structure or the lack of it. They are States, Activities, Accomplishments, and Achievements, each having its own internal temporal characteristics. In recent analysis, aspectual properties of an event are discussed in the context of verb phrase or clause rather than the verb alone, that is, the verb and its related arguments characterize the internal structure of an event and its related aspectual properties. In the spoken language literature, adverbial modifications and properties of the direct object, for instance, interact with the aspectual properties of the verb they start out with. One issue central to the discussion is the semantic property of telicity. A situation is said to be telic if it has an inherent endpoint, a corollary issue is whether the endpoint is associated with a change of state. In the current literature, according to Tenny and Pustejovsky (op.cit), telicity and change of state are associated with an inner event, while causation and agency are associated with an outer event, assuming a complex, decompositional nature in the event structure. 

The paper examines how telicity is coded grammatically in Hong Kong Sign Language. Preliminary data were taken from the Frog Story (Frog, Where are you?) narrated by two native deaf signers of Hong Kong Sign Language. The data were transcribed and analyzed with the assistance of the native deaf signers. Based on Padden (1990), we classified the verbal predicates of HKSL according to plain verbs, agreement verbs and spatial verbs. We then examined the intrinsic aspectual properties of verb types and how their interaction with the objects and spatial-temporal adjuncts brings to bear on telicity in the different types of eventualities. 

Preliminary results suggest that telicity in HKSL is associated with the movement component of the sign, the spatial locus assigned to the grammatical object, and the overt argument as represented by the handshape component of the classifier constructions. Specifically, spatial verbs that denote an activity will select a random path movement which does not end up at a specific locus, hence denoting the durative, but atelic property of the event. So far, we have focused on a few verb types in HKSL; it is hoped that when more verb types are brought into the analysis, we will be able to achieve a better understanding of this fundamental semantic property in the event structure in HKSL.

