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chapter 4

Habituality and va-Verbs in Czech: A Fresh Take on

an Old Approach

René Genis, Magda van Duijkeren and Paula Kyselica

1 Introduction*

1.1 Setting the Scene

The West-Slavic languages Czech and Slovak allow for both perfective and

imperfective verbs in expressions of habituality, i.e. expressions referring to

situations that are characteristic for an entity relative to a period of time.1 The

current investigation concerns the imperfective side of the habituality spec-

trum inCzech,makinguse of native speaker input and corpus/Internet sourced

examples. More in particular we will address the functioning of a particular

class of imperfective verbs that include the suffix ‑va‑, also in opposition with

the also imperfective verbs they are derived from. Example (1) is of such a base

verb and ‑va‑derivation.

(1) a. Anna

Anna

kouř-í /

smoke-prs.3sg /

kouři-l-a.

smoke-pst-f.3sg

i. ‘Anna is / was smoking.’

ii. ‘Anna smokes / smoked [(ir)regularly].’

iii. ‘Anna is / was in the habit of smoking (used to smoke) [(ir)regu-

larly].’

iv. ‘Anna is / was (has been) a smoker.’

* This chapter is a part result of the project “Slavic habituality” of the research group “Com-

parative Slavic Verbal Aspect” of the Amsterdam Center for Language and Communication,

University of Amsterdam. (https://aclc.uva.nl/content/research-groups/comparative-slavic-v​

erbal-aspect-and-related-issues/comparative-slavic-verbal-aspect.html).

1 Cf. for an overview of past tense expressions of habituality in all Slavic languages Genis, Bar-

entsen et al. (2021) which is based on among others Barentsen (2008). Cf. in particular our

earlier discussion of examples of this verb class in Genis, Barentsen et al. (2021, 27ff.). An

important study is also Dickey (2000, 49–94).

https://aclc.uva.nl/content/research-groups/comparative-slavic-verbal-aspect-and-related-issues/comparative-slavic-verbal-aspect.html
https://aclc.uva.nl/content/research-groups/comparative-slavic-verbal-aspect-and-related-issues/comparative-slavic-verbal-aspect.html
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b. Anna

Anna

kouří-vá /

smoke-va.prs.3sg /

kouří-va-l-a.

smoke-va-pst-f.3sg

v. ‘Anna smokes / smoked sometimes.’

vi. ‘Anna is / was in the habit of sometimes smoking.’

vii. ‘Anna * / used to smoke sometimes.’

[Cz: native informant]

In (1)a we have the simple (non-prefixed) imperfective verb kouřit ‘smoke’ in

both present and past tense and possible default native speaker readings i–iv

that are, of course, context-dependent. In (1)b the verb kouřívat ‘smoke’, with

default readings v–vii, includes the suffix ‑va‑, which we have simply glossed

as “‑va-”.2 Our list of readings is not intended to be exhaustive, just indicative

of the functioning. For the non-va-verb in (1)a we have the usual functions for

the regular imperfective verb in Czech: it may be used in expressions referring

to single, ongoing situations (i), to regular or irregular iterative situations (ii,

iii), or indeed, situations (iv), with the smoking habit presented as a charac-

teristic of Anna rather than as episodes of smoking. As indicated for (1)b the

va-verb has a clear function in expressing unquantified iterativity that is, cer-

tainly without further context or adjustment, irregular (v). Native informants

indicate that the re-occurrences of the episodes of smoking outweigh the sense

of smoking being Anna’s characteristic habit, although the sense of habituality

is also there, perhapsdeduced.3Then there is the strongly habitual-iterative (vi)

with a distinct notion of irregularity and for the past tense also reading viiwith

used to, which latter lacks a present tense equivalent in English, but strongly

indicates that the smoking episodes no longer occur at the moment of speak-

ing: the erstwhile characteristic no longer holds true. Note that va-verbs are not

applicable for situations like in i: ongoing present or ongoing past, which is a

very prominent characteristic.4

Va-verbs, as we will continue to call them, have been qualified as expressing

iterativity, frequentativity and habituality and these terms have been defined

2 Note that the formation of va-verbs is usually considered to be a productive process. Native

speaker input and corpus data seem to contradict, though, that verbs are freely formed. The

underlying restrictions as well as quantificational considerations concerning the place of va-

verbs in the system of habituality fall outside the scope of this chapter for reasons of space.

3 Indeed, Dickey speaks of “the class of specifically habitual verbs” (2000, 86).

4 Kopečný (1965, 24) phrases it as follows: “And just as the perfect present cannot express the

true present, the action unfolding before our eyes at the moment of speaking, it also cannot

be expressed by iteratives like dělávat ‘do’, or chodívat ‘walk’ …And it is precisely this inability

of the iterative class of verbs to express the current present that I call “non-actuality”.”
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in various ways.5 Clearly va-verbs are, then, of prime importance when study-

ing expressions of habituality—a term we will define below in 2.1.1. In this

basic confrontation, though, it may already also be noted that the non-va-verb

counterpart may also be used in contexts of habituality (here interpretations

ii–iv). There is—to the point of being confusing for native speakers—a certain

amount of competitionbetween va-verbs and their non-va-counterpart.On the

face of it, it seems that the va-verb ismarked for explicit (but irregular) iterativ-

ity implying habit, where the non-va-verb lacks suchmarking. But va-verbs are

not restricted to expressions of iterativity: cf. (2).

(2) a. Stoj-í /

stand.ipfv-prs.m.3sg

Stá-l

stand.ipfv-pst.m.3sg

tam

there

dům.

house

viii. ‘A/the house is / was standing there.’

ix. ‘A/the house * / stood there.’

x. ‘A/the house * / has stood, been standing there.’

xi. ‘A/the house * / used to stand there.’

b. *Stá-vá /

stand.ipfv-va-pst-m.3sg

Stá-va-l

stand.ipfv-va-pst-m.3sg

tam

there

dům.

house

xii. ‘A/the house * / stood there.’

xiii. ‘A/the house * / used to stand there.’

[native informant]

Of course, the kind of standing that involves a house is not really one that one

could associate with iterativity.6What remains is a sense of continuity that one

may also qualify as habituality: a characteristic feature of the house relative to

an implied period of time.7 Strikingly, the va-verb here is restricted to past tense

usage, as is English used to. Translationsmentioning ‘habit’ (cf. iii and vi above)

are not possible here as the subject is inanimate. (2)b signals the inability of va-

verb states to function in an actual present tense, and so simultaneously with

5 The Czech tradition tends to use the terms iterativní slovesa, iterativa, frekventativní slovesa,

frekventativa, násobená slovesa and individual authorsmaydifferentiate (cf. Nübler 2017). The

va-verbs are also dealt with in terms of habituality, but they do not seem to be called “habitual

verbs” (cf. Karlík 2017). Kopečný (1962, 21) mentions that both terms had been used for these

verbs, frequentative earlier than iterative.

6 It is not inconceivable that in particular English contexts other translations are possible. Our

aim here is to render the meaning of Czech, and we think that is covered by i–xiii.

7 Mønnesland refers to situations with repeatable events as in (1)b as frequentative ha-

bitual and sets them apart from stative habitual, i.e. propositions such as in (2)b (1984,

59).
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the moment of speaking. Furthermore, in the past tense application, the va-

verb strongly implies that the house in question is (asserted to) no longer stand

there at the relevant reference point in time, for instance themoment of speak-

ing, whereas in the past tense in (2)a there is no such implication. Note that

the sentence Ten dům tam vždycky stával a stále stojí ‘That house has always

been standing there and it is still standing [there]’ is not incorrect, but should

be seen as a correction. Changing the first verb to stál also leaves us with a

correct sentence, one in which the addition needs not be seen as a correc-

tion.

The above discussion is intended as a first inventory and all points men-

tioned here will be discussed in more depth below.

1.2 “Va-Verbs” Included in This Study: Morphological Note

In this chapter we have, pending our evaluation of the core function(s) of verbs

of this class, purposely refrained fromreferring to themby theirmoreusual, tra-

ditional designations as “iterative”, “frequentative” etc. The class traditionally

referred to includes verbs that concur in meaning type, but do not necessar-

ily actually contain the suffix ‑va‑, such as slýchat (< slyšet) ‘hear’, jídat (< jíst)

‘eat’ and čítat (< číst) ‘read’. Interestingly, not infrequently these verbs have a

va-variant as well: slýchávat, jídávat, čítávat.

Although our data-set contains almost exclusively verbs that sport the suf-

fix, we realise that our term “va-verb” is not precise and readers should note

that in principle our discussion covers verbs of this class that are derived from

simple (non-prefixed) imperfective verbs, such as the two already presented in

(1) and (2): kouřívat < kouřit ‘smoke’ and stávat < stát ‘stand’. All of these are

imperfective verbs and the simple verbs they are derived from are inherently

non-terminative (cf. Genis 2022a).

Note that, confusingly, the suffix ‑va‑ appears also in a function to derive reg-

ular imperfective counterparts to perfective verbs, in particular prefixed and

so terminative verbs, e.g. pro-pracovat pfv > pro-praco-vá-vat ipfv ‘work [sth.]

out’. Imperfective verbs of his type (usually called “secondary imperfectives”),

also have as their main function to express unbounded repetition, as do all

imperfective verbs belonging to aspectual pairs (cf. e.g., Genis 2022b, Padučeva

1996, 88–90). They lack, however, some of the marked features we isolated as

inherent to true va-verbs, as mentioned in 2.1. As such, they are not part of that

verb class and are not discussed in this chapter.

Also, there are va-verbs that are derived from secondary imperfective verbs,

e.g. přepisová-va-t ipfv‑va-verb < přepisovat ipfv < přepsat pfv ‘rewrite’. We

have to date not detected differences in function and behaviour compared to

simple imperfective derived va-verbs, but their semantic make-up explicitly
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includes terminativity on account of their prefixes, and closer inspection may

reveal that this is relevant. This requires further research.

1.3 Aims, Research Topics

In our research we return to an approach of dealing with the va-verbs by oper-

ating with semantic features, such as was first done by Kopečný (1965; 1966),

who posited “non-actuality” as their core feature. To our knowledge, he, nor

indeed anybody else, ever followed through his take nor did he produce a full

feature-based analysis including the nature of va-verb iterativity, their appar-

ent non-regularity etc. Danaher (2003, 24) notes this lacuna andmentions that

others working in different account types, (Filip 1993, Širokova 1963) rightly

considered contextual matters to approach this. Stunová (1986; 1993) goes on

to do so in terms of discourse analysis. In his semiotic and cognitive linguistic

approach based on corpus material, Danaher exposes a fair number of usage

characteristics and also a notable complexity and perceived facultativity in the

application, the usage of verbs from this class, in spite of their usually more

or less immediate identification and interpretation within the spheres of iter-

ativity and/or habituality by native speakers. In this chapter we pick up this

point and take our feature-based analysis further, including contexts with jux-

taposed va-verbs and non-va-verbs, combinatory adverbials, and (apparent)

(non‑)simultaneity, whilst also considering the opposition with counterpart

non-va-verbs and so the imperfective part of the system of habitual expres-

sions in Czech. We have found the native speaker input of the co-authors cru-

cial.

1.4 Structure of the Chapter

In section 2 we will present the basic semantic features we have found to be

relevant for Czech verbal habitual expressions. The list of features is followed

by a detailed confrontational discussion of a set of constructed examples of

oppositions between va-verbs and non-va-verbs and native speaker interpret-

ations in order to illustrate our definitions. We have chosen kouřit : kouřívat

‘smoke’ and stát : stávat ‘stand’ as prototypical cases. We will propose a hier-

archy for the basic features, respectively for non-va-verbs as opposed to va-

verbs within the habituality domain. As the native speaker sense of irregular

iterativity lies at the surface of the meaning of these verbs, this is taken as a

starting point.

In order to further explore the issue, we have selected and interpreted fur-

ther corpus examples in section 2.5. These illustrate and indeed test our basic

features and our proposed hierarchy in clarifying the functioning of va-verbs

in more complex sentences, in which the context may complicate interpret-
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ation, adding further semantic considerations: (non‑)simultaneity with other

predicates, adverbial “interventions” and such like. It goes without saying that

a collection of this kind might include many more examples, but with our

present selection we think we have addressed the primary issues concerning

the va-verbs, minimally demonstrating that this approach is useful.

Finally, in section 3 we present our concluding remarks and attempt to

define Czech habituality and the place of va-verbs in the system of its expres-

sion.

2 Basic Semantic Features

2.1 Feature List

We operate with the following basic features, which we will present here in a

“quick” first definition. In the ensuing sections wewill apply these to particular

examples and so further define them.

2.1.1 [Hab] Habituality

By habituality we mean the presentation of a situation (state, event) as char-

acteristic for an entity (be it person, object, fact etc) and for (relative to) a

(discrete) period of time. Our chapter is on [+hab] situations and so includes

e.g. meanings such as in examples (1)ii–vii (so not i and such like) and (2)ix–xiii

(so not viii and such like).

2.1.2 [Actual] Actuality

This is a slightlymore complex notion and it refers to the relation of the presen-

ted situation relative to the deictic centre expressed by the utterance, often

the moment of utterance itself. Single ongoing events are typically [+actual],

whereas [‑actual] situations are not necessarily taking place concurrent with

the deictic centre.8Va-verbs are excluded from referring to an actual (ongoing)

present, as strictly speaking the ongoing present excludes repetition.9We have

8 Habituality has often been associatedwith the non-actuality of the presented situation.Most

notable is perhaps Comrie, who mentions the “claim” that “the situation described [by the

past habitual expression exemplified by English] no longer holds”. E.g., Bill used to be a mem-

ber of a subversive organizationwould imply that Bill is no longer amember. Comrie goes on to

falsify this claim but settles in there being a case of implicature (rather than implication) and

that the default reading of past tense habituality would indeed be about the non-actuality of

the situation, but that the non-actuality can be denied (… and he still is).

9 In fact, Kopečný (1965) coined the term “neaktuálnost” ‘non-actuality’ for this prime charac-
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already posited above that non-iterative state va-verbs are also excluded from

present tense use.

2.1.3 [Iter] Iterativity

In this chapter we define the feature [iter] as the presentation (assertion) of

a situation as repeated, re-occurring. More specifically, we apply it in cases of

so-called “open”, “unbounded” and “unquantified” repetition.

2.1.4 [Reg] Regularity

This feature concerns the “regularity” of (the rate of) the re-occurrence, the

repetition of the situation presented. [+reg] refers to situations that are presen-

ted (asserted) as frequent and regular (relative to presupposition, convention

etc.). [-reg] is for situations where the re-occurrence is presented (asserted to

be) irregular, from time to time, including those situations in which the regu-

larity is out of focus and so (asserted) irrelevant.

Our ensuing presentation and discussion of basic native-speaker examples

form our argumentation for the following definition of non-va-verbs as op-

posed to va-verbs according to these features.

non-va-verbs: [+/-hab] [+/-actual] [+/-iter] [+/-reg]

va-verbs—events: [+hab] [-actual] [+iter] [-reg]

va-verbs—states: [+hab] [-actual] - -

So, va-verbs are marked for these features, whereas non-va-verbs are not. Note

that [reg] is a feature that in non-va-verbs is only relevant in cases of [+iter].

Moreover, as shown in (1) as opposed to (2), we need to differentiate between

verbs denoting events and states: the latter’s non-repeatable denotation ex-

cludes them from expressing [iter] (and so also [reg]), which is a lexical se-

mantic restriction.

Finally, please note that we use these features also to describe adverbials.

2.2 Native Speaker Input: Event—kouřit : kouřívat ‘smoke’

As mentioned, the native speaker perception of va-verbs is primarily in their

functioning on the level of [iter] within the domain of [+hab]. In the simple

present tense conversations in (3) the context is one in which an inquiry is

teristic of va-verbs; cf. fn. 5. Thematter received some further attention in relation to va-verbs

by Czech linguists, notably also Chloupek (1973).
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made as to Anna’s smoking (but in this context not whether she is smoking

at the moment of speaking) and so actually her smoking habit.

(3) a. Anna

Anna

kouř-í?

smoke- prs.3sg

–

–

Kouří-vá.

smoke-va.prs.3sg

‘Does Anna smoke (is she a smoker)?—She smokes sometimes / a bit

(she is not a heavy smoker).’

b. Anna

Anna

kouří-vá?

smoke-va.prs.3sg

–

–

Kouř-í!

smoke- prs.3sg

‘Does Anna sometimes smoke?—She smokes [a lot]!’

In (3)a the strong sense of [+iter][-reg] of the va-verb contradicts the presup-

posed nature of more regular frequency of smoking that is conventionally asso-

ciatedwith the (true) habit, here takenas the startingpoint in thequestionwith

the non-va-verb, which here is used [+hab] and further in the background the

implication [+iter][+/-reg]. In (3)b the situation is reversed, starting from the

va‑verb and the assumption that Anna smokes sometimes, kouří picks up on

the explicit occasionality in the va-verb and in fact contradicts it. In this con-

text we can say kouří is triggered to convey [+iter][+reg].

The following are further reactions to either the question Anna kouří? or

Anna kouřívá?

(4) a. – Anna

– Anna

?kouří-vá /

smoke-va.prs.3sg /

kouř-í

smoke- prs.3sg

jen

only

výjimečně.

occasionally

‘– Anna only smokes occasionally.’

b. – Anna

– Anna

*kouří-vá /

smoke-va.prs.3sg /

kouř-í

smoke- prs.3sg

opravdu

really

často.

often

‘– Anna smokes really often.’

Native speakers indicate that the combination of an adverbial of [‑reg] as in

(4)a is not unimaginable with the va-verb, but it sits better with the non-va-

verb and the former is felt as superfluous and in fact does not actually add

much to the presented situation on account of its inherent [+iter][-reg]. The

example would already be slightly more acceptable with near-synonym but

vaguer adverbial někdy ‘sometimes’ in a non-stressed position, although even

then kouří is preferred.When pushed to define a difference, native informants

indicate that the va-verb seems to ever so slightly emphasize [-reg] as opposed

to the non-va-verb. It would seem there are slight variations in the effect res-
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ulting from combinations with particular [-reg] adverbials. In all cases native

informants sense that the use of the va-verb seems to focusmore on the occur-

rences of the smoking episodes implying the habit, whereas the non-va-verb

focusses more on Anna having a habit that by implication consists of smoking

episodes. In this example the [-actual] relates (on a deeper level) to a smoking

episode aspart of thehabit—which is not (necessarily) ongoing.Their [‑actual]

sense makes va-verbs the less obvious choice when talking about the as-it-

were ongoing fact of Anna’s having a habit (within which smoking episodes

occur).10

The adverbial of strongbut unspecified [+reg] in (4)b does not combinewith

the va-verb at all, contradicting as it does the latter’s inherent [-reg]. The same

goes for an adverb like stále ‘continuously’.11 We take this as an indication that

va-verbs are not about [+iter] per se, but about [+iter][‑reg], inwhich the [-reg]

is perceived as ‘a lesser (than conventionally assumed etc.)’ amount of times, as

we already notedwhen discussing (1)b. Onemight expect that, if taken literally,

adverbials of specified [+reg] like každý den ‘every day’ or denně ‘daily’ also do

not combine well with va-verbs. However, combinations are not thought of as

impossible, exposing an interesting interaction, cf.:

(5) a. – Anna

– Anna

kouří-vá

smoke-va.prs.3sg

denně.

daily

‘– Anna smokes daily [but might sometimes skip a day or so].’

b. – Anna

– Anna

pravidelně

regularly

večer

evening

kouří-vá.

smoke-va.prs.3sg

‘– Anna smokes [and she does so] regularly in the evening.’

The perceived notion conveyed in (5)a is that Anna “might sometimes skip a

day or so”; in other words: the va-verb again conveys [-reg], albeit very subtly

in the interplay with the adverbial, rendering the situation almost as “in prin-

ciple” it occurs daily, but in fact, we know it doesn’t (and the habit would be

none the less a habit for missing a day.). Subtle in this respect is also (5)b in

which the va-verb occurswith the [+reg] adverb pravidelně ‘regularly’. Here too,

10 And so the non-va-verb might present the smoking episodes (together) as a generic prop-

erty relating to Anna. Further research might show that genericity is [+actual].

11 Note that stálemay also be usedwith themeaning ‘still’, whichmay scope over the va-verb.

E.g., a sentence like Anna stále kouřívá na balkoně should actually be interpreted: ‘Anna

still takes her smokes on the balcony sometimes’ which may be extended by something

like “even though she’s been told not to do so.”



habituality and va-verbs in czech 87

the re-occurrence [+iter] of the smoking is [-reg] as per the va‑verb. Of course,

perhaps here we must also consider that ‘regularly’ might typically already by

itself suggest “but not really every time”. If we replace the va-verb with the

equivalent non-va-verb, bothof these situations but especially (5)a becomecat-

egorical.

Adverbials like those in (6) may also be found to refer to a temporal

aspect—and so [+iter], in which case they may function much as in (4)ab

respectively. However, when interpreted strictly referring to quantity—their

default –, (6)b with the va-verb conveys the sense that Anna’s smoking is

[+iter][‑reg] and that the amount she smokes is sometimes small jen tro-

chu respectively large opravdu hodně. In (6)a with the non-va-verb the notion

[+iter][‑reg] is lacking, and Anna’s smoking is implied to usually consist of a

small respectively large amount; the focus again being on the [+hab]. We take

this to indicate that va-verbs have no restrictions when it comes to this kind of

quantification of the “volume” as they inherently deal only with iterativity and

regularity of a situation.

(6) a. Anna

Anna

kouř-í

smoke- prs.3sg

jen

just

trochu /

little /

opravdu

really

hodně.

a lot

– ‘Anna smokes just a little / really a lot [quantity].’

b. Anna

Anna

kouří-vá

smoke-va.prs.3sg

jen

just

trochu /

little /

opravdu

really

hodně.

a lot

– ‘Anna sometimes smokes just a little / really a lot [quantity].’

This shows that opting for or against the va-verb alternative is not always obvi-

ous relative to (polysemic) adverbial meaning, leaving native speakers with a

feeling of hesitation and unclarity about their options, perhaps especially in

such contexts with subtle interplay of repetitions on different levels. In sec-

tion 2.5 we will return to these issues.

We have so far mainly discussed [+hab] situations relative to the features

[iter][reg]. For (1) we already mentioned that the va-verb is not suited for use

to refer to a single ongoing event as a result of its inherent feature [-actual]—

a feature that is on a more abstract level and native informants are not usually

aware of the usage restrictions this property entails. In (7), (8) and (9)webriefly

explore the feature [actual] a little further.

Situations of simultaneity like in (7) cannot be constructed using a va-verb

on account of the [-actual] feature; this point was mentioned already above,

but not yet explicitly demonstrated.
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(7) Kde

Where

je

be.prs.3sg

máma?

mama

–

–

*Kouří-vá /

smoke.ipfv-va.prs.3sg

kouř-í

smoke.ipfv-prs.3sg

na

on

balkóně.

balcony

‘Where is mummy?—She is smoking on the balcony.’

So, in complex sentences as in (8), va-verbs do not express simultaneity.

(8) a. Vstoupi-l-i

enter.pfv-pst-m.an

jsme

aux.prs.1pl

do

(in)to

pokoje,

room

kde

where

Anna

Anna

*kouří-va-l-a /

smoke.ipfv-va-pst-f.3sg

kouři-l-a.

smoke.ipfv-pst-f.3sg

‘We entered the room, where Anna was smoking [at the time we were

entering].’

b. Vstoupi-l-i

enter.pfv-pst-m.an.pl

jsme

aux.prs.1pl

do

(in)to

pokoje,

room

kde

where

Anna

Anna

kouří-va-l-a.

smoke.ipfv-va-pst-f.3sg

i. ‘We entered the room,whereAnna (had) used to smoke [but didn’t

have the habit of smoking there any longer].’

ii. ‘We entered the room,whereAnnawould [sometimes] smoke [but

wasn’t smoking when we entered].’

c. Vstoupi-l-i

enter.pfv-pst-m.an.pl

jsme

aux.prs.1pl

do

(in)to

pokoje,

room

kde

where

před

before

chvílí

moment

Anna

Anna

*kouří-va-l-a /

smoke.ipfv-va-pst-f.3sg

kouři-l-a.

smoke.ipfv-pst-f.3sg

‘We entered the room, where Anna had been smoking a moment

before.’

d. Vstupuje-me

enter. ipfv-prs.1pl

do

(in)to

pokoje,

room

kde

where

Anna

Anna

kouří-vá.

smoke.ipfv-va-prs.3sg

‘We are entering the room, where Anna [sometimes] smokes [but not

now].’

When verbs in both main and secondary clause are in the past tense as in (8)a,

the va-verb cannot beused to render situations of simultaneity, and (8)b shows,
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that the immediate effect is one of anteriority of the event expressed by the va-

verb. (8)b is very clear in defining that the smoking situation is [-actual] at the

moment of entering. Without further context the level of the [-actual] sense

may be either that of the habit as a whole as rendered by (8)bi, or the single

smoking episode within he habit (8)bii. The non-appropriateness of the va-

verb is also apparent in (8)c, whereAnne is explicitly not smoking at the timeof

entering, but where a single smoking episode had just been the case and is still

relevant for the situation described (perhaps the room is still stale).12 Clearly,

this is not a situation describing a habit, so the va-verb is excluded, or seen

from a slightly different perspective, the va-verb in this sentence cannot refer

to a single [-actual] episode as part of a smoking habit, because the smoking

episode is still relevant and so belongs to the domain of [+actual] from which

va-verbs are excluded. In (8)d the situation is also non-simultaneous but is here

taken to the present tense. We can point out, that here the va-verb denotes

[-actual] on the level of the single smoking episode as part of a habit.

This effect of the [-actual] feature of va-verbs is also there as a very explicit

assertion according to native informants in (9).

(9) Anna

Anna

kouř-í?

smoke-prs.3sg

–

–

Kouří-va-l-a.

smoke.ipfv-va-pst-f.3sg

‘Does Anna smoke (is she a smoker)?—She used to smoke (sometimes)

[but does not smoke any longer]’

In unelaborated predicates like this the [-actual] feature of the va-verb relates

to the habit per se, as Anna no longer smokes. It turns out to be rather diffi-

cult to establish the explicit [-actual] nature of events in simple examples as

it is readily backgrounded in contexts and/or combinations with adverbials, in

which [-reg] then surfaces. Compare e.g.:

(10) Anna

Anna

kouř-í?

smoke.ipfv-prs.3sg

–

–

Kouří-va-l-a

smoke.ipfv-va-pst-f.3sg

a

and

stále

still

kouří-vá.

smoke.ipfv-va.prs.3sg

12 Plungian andVanderAuwera (2006) discussmatters related towhat theydub “discontinu-

ous past tensemarking” and characterize such presentations as “past andnot present” and

also “past with no present relevance”. They demonstrate that typologically speaking spe-

cialized means for this expression are not rare in the languages of the world. On account

of their functioning, it would seem Czech va-verbs might be classed as potentially such

means.
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‘Does Anna smoke (is she a smoker)?—She (has) smoked sometimes and

she still smokes sometimes.’

Although backgrounded, the feature [-actual] is present on the level of the

single smoking episode (as part of Anna’s habit), which is not necessarily taking

place at the moment of speaking.

In section 2.5 we will explore further examples like this, but first we need to

pick up the feature [‑actual] in verbs denoting states.

2.3 Native Speaker Input: State—stát : stávat ‘stand’, ‘be

situated/located/present’

Va-verbs denoting states—temporally protracted single situations by nature—

cannot refer to situations of [+iter] let alone further specified [-reg], as there are

no re-occurring episodes of e.g. smoking interspersed with episodes without

smoking like there are for kouřit. The only feature left for va-verbs to mark is

[-actual] as is confirmed by the alreadymentioned impossibility to apply them

to situations in the present tense (cf. (2)). Indeed, va-verbs referring to states

only occur in the past tense and their inherent feature [-actual] indicates that

the situations they refer to are explicitly not true anymore at the deictic center,

moment of utterance etc. As discussed for event va-verb kouřívat in (8), native

informants likewise sense that va-verbs of state are not right to refer to situ-

ations of simultaneity such as in the following example.13

(11) Čeka-l-i

wait.ipfv-pst‑m.an.3pl

jsme

aux.prs.1pl

na

on

ně

them

na

on

místě,

place

kde

where

stá-va-l /

stand.ipfv-va-pst-3sg.m /

stá-l

stand.ipfv-pst-m.3sg

kamenný

stone

kříž.

cross

i. with stával: ‘Wewaited for them at the placewhere a stone cross used

to stand.’ [Simultaneity not possible]

ii. with stál: ‘We waited for them at the place where a stone cross stood

/ was standing.’ [Simultaneity possible]

The translations are a little unnatural but serve the purpose here of pointing

out the difference inmeaning: stával explicitly indicates anteriority to ‘waiting’

13 We have selected the verb stávat ‘to stand’ for our examples. Please note that in a sentence

like Policista stával na rohu ‘A/The policeman used to sometimes stand on the corner’ we

are not dealing with a state, but with an activity and so an event, repeatable at that. As

such it is not barred from the present tense and Policista stává na rohu ‘A/The policeman

sometimes stands on the corner’ is perfectly possible.
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as the va-verb explicitly excludes simultaneity in this kind of situation with a

parallel (continuous) event. In 2.8 we shall briefly return to state va-verbs and

simultaneity.

As with the events discussed in examples (9) and (10) it is hard to prove the

[-actual] nature of state va-verbs in non-simultaneous situations. We have to

go by native speaker assertion that (12) may only be uttered when the situation

it presents no longer holds.

(12) Tam

there

u

by

toho

that

kostela

church

stáva-l-a

stand.ipfv-va-pst-f.3sg

škola.

school

‘There used to stand a school there next to that church.’

We would argue that used to in the translation is wholly appropriate as this

English habitual is also restricted to past tense usage and also signals that the

situation presented no longer holds true.14

2.4 Hierarchy of Features

By way of an interim evaluation of the above discussion it may be hypothes-

ized that within the realm of [+hab] non-va-verbs are more suited to focus

on the [+actual] presence of a habit per se, be it event or state. Whereas va-

verbs denoting events primarily feature [+iter][-reg] with the [+hab] as a kind

of secondary consideration, a logical consequence: “when a situation occurs

[+iter][-reg] it therefore is [+hab].” Describing true habituality one might say

that the truth of the existence of the habit denies the necessity to associate

it with an ongoing (single) episode of the habit—in case of events. When we

assert that “Anna smokes, but is at themoment not smoking”, we have [-actual]

on the level of the single episode of smoking (i.e., the “non-ongoingness” of

such an episode). When we say “Anna used to smoke” we have [-actual] on the

level of the habit as a totality, including all the implied smoking events. Va-

verbs can be seen to operate on both levels as we will further point out in the

discussion below. State va-verbs operate [‑actual] only on the level of the habit

as a totality as there are no constituent re-occurring episodes.

All in all, we posit that [-actual] is the prime inherent semantic feature of

va-verbs, which leads us to the following hypothetical hierarchy of the other

inherent features:

14 Note that Binnick (2006) rejects this kind of English proposition with used to as habitual,

arguing that the non-actuality it presents rather likens it to the pluperfect.
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va-verbs—events: [-actual] [+iter] [-reg] [+hab]

va-verbs—states: [-actual] [+hab]

In non-va-verbs used for habitual expressions, none of these features are inher-

ent in the verb:

non-va-verbs: [+hab] [+/-actual] [+/-iter] [+/-reg]

This overview concerns [+hab] situations only and of course, it needs to be

noted that va-verbs are not used outside this realm. Of course, non-va-verbs

are used also outside the realm of [+hab] and so the above hierarchy concerns

usage with appropriate context or adverbials etc.

We will now take these hypotheses forward in our presentation and discus-

sion of examples sourced from aspac, čnk, and some from the Internet.

2.5 Corpus Samples

We have for this study screened several hundreds of corpus-sourced examples

and made the following selection. The purpose of the subsections here is to

demonstrate operation with our three proposed features within the domain of

[+hab] to analyse examples of va-verbs (as opposed to non-va-verbs) in vari-

ous slightly wider contexts, which we think expose particular usage and usage

restrictions.We will address adverbials of [+reg] used with va-verbs, situations

in which va-verb and non-va-verb counterpart appear together, and situations

of simultaneity. Please note that we do not pretend to have dealt with all pos-

sible issues and complexities concerning the va-verbs.We do think that we can

deal with the matters selected and will in the future test our methodology fur-

ther, although to date we have not found contentious issues.

We have applied an abbreviated annotation of the examples: relevant items

are picked out in roman type and glossed, followed by full translations to

provide the often necessary context.

2.6 Combination with Adverbials of [iter][reg]

In our discussion of examples (4) and (5) in 2.2 we touched upon the func-

tioning of va-verbs with adverbials of [reg]. This led us to propose three kinds

of adverbials depending on their meaning and acceptability in combinations

with va-verbs, cf. table 4.1.

As type B adverbs of strong but unspecified regularity have already been

“rejected”, they are left out from our further discussion here.

It turns out to be quite complex to actually provide quantificational data

on this or indeed to source good examples from the corpora as va-verbs can-
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table 4.1 Three adverbial types combining with va-verbs

Ex. Adv type Example Native speaker judgement

va-verb non-va-verb

A (4)a [+iter][-reg] někdy, jen výjimečně superfluous, less

good

fine, better than

va-verb

B (4)b [+iter][+reg] opravdu často, stále unacceptable fine

C (5) [+iter][+reg] každý den, denně unacceptable,

unless as “softener”

towards [-reg]

fine: adverbial

meaning remains

“categorial”

not specifically as a class be included in queries in čnk. In our present chapter,

which revolves verymuch around native speaker input, we can, however, relate

their impressions fromgoing through the corpusmaterial.Oneof those impres-

sions is that examples of va-verbs in combinations with type A adverbs of

[+iter][‑reg] such as někdy ‘sometimes’, občas ‘sometimes’, nepravidelně ‘irreg-

ularly’ do not occur all that often in our extracted dataset of va-verbs, even

thoughour initial tests discussed in esp. 2.2, didnot dismiss themas impossible,

just superfluous. They do appear occasionally though as in (13).

(13) Nejstarší syn Jakub (16) bydlívá občas u dědy.

live.ipfv-va.prs.3sg; sometimes.

‘The eldest son Jakub (16) sometimes lives with his grandfather.’ (čnk:

SYNv8)

When such combinations appear, they are judged to be quite acceptable in

spite of our earlier expresseddoubt, and the fact that theymight be superfluous

is generally not sensed as particularly strange or disturbing.

Much more frequent than expected are examples of type C. adverbs that

seem to present the situation as categorically [+iter][+reg] were it not for the

va-verb that “softens” the effect and allows room to interpret the presented situ-

ation as [-reg]. Cf.:

(14) a. Jídá-vá-m tvaroh každý den před spaním.

eat.ipfv-va-prs.1sg; every day

‘I eat tvaroh [+/– cottage cheese] every day before going to sleep.’
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b. Sem chodí-vá-m vždycky jen sama.

go/come.ipfv-va-prs.1sg; always

‘I always come here all on my own.’(čnk:SYNv8)

In (14)a the adverbial should then not be taken literally, but only means some-

thing like “in principle”. The perhaps slightly less regular event of example

(14)b may be read to indicate ‘I come here sometimes, and when I do, I am

always alone’, and so, with the adverbial not actually relating to the verb. Nat-

ive informants indeed interpret these as less strongly regular than the adverb

in fact indicates, and certainly would indicate had the counterpart non-va-verb

been used instead. Please note that example (24) presents a similar case.

2.7 va-Verb and Non-va-Verb in Close Proximity

When va-verb and non-va-verb counterpart are used in close proximity to each

other, the differences in meaning appear exposed.

Example (15) is of the verb of motion nosit / nosívat ‘carry/wear’.

(15) Glum svůj prsten napřed nosi-l na prstě, dokud ho nezačal tlačit; pak ho

nosí-va-l ve váčku na holém těle, dokud mu prsten neodřel kůži; a teď jej

obvykle skrýval v jedné skalní dutině na svém ostrově a vždycky se na něj

chodil dívat.

carry/wear.ipfv-pst.m.3sg; carry/wear.ipfv-va-pst.m.3sg

‘Gollum used to wear it [on his finger] at first, till it tired him; and then he

kept it in a pouch next his skin, till it galled him; and now usually he hid

it in a hole in the rock on his island, and was always going back to look at

it.’ [Original English] (aspac: Tolkien, The Hobbit)

In this example a distinction may be pointed out between the va-verb and

its non-va-counterpart: whereas the non-va-verb does not exclude the possib-

ility that Gollum initially had been wearing the ring the whole time on his

finger, the va-verb describes the second phase as consisting of episodes that

cannot have been regular and for which the regularity is certainly not obvious

or in fact relevant—and so [+iter][-reg]—of wearing it in a pouch, presum-

ably interspersed with wearing it elsewhere, perhaps on his finger (as actu-

ally is explained in detail in the narrative directly following this sentence).

This [-actual] nature of that situation makes the use of the va‑verb quite

appropriate—“now” Gollum explicitly does not carry it in a pouch any

longer—although the clear description of the phases does not make it impos-

sible for nosi-l to have been used without relinquishing this sense, the va-verb

is sensed as more explicit as to the fact that the [+hab] episode as a whole had
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ended and was not “now” current. Now, here, in spite of not being presented

by nosil, a non-va-verb, the first situation is also [-actual], at the reference time.

Native speakers indicate that that notion could also be interpreted here, with

the single va-verb scoping over the non-va-verb, taking it along in its [-actual]

sense. Our dataset contains a very small number of examples like (15), and (22)

below is also of this type.

The next sentence too, concerns the past tense.

(16) Hrá-l-i jsme nejdřív naše nejoblíbenější písničky, ty, které jsme hrávali ještě

na gymnáziu. Potom nějaké nové, které jsme objevili v zapadlých podhor-

ských dědinách.

play.ipfv-pst-m.an. aux.prs.1pl; aux.prs.1pl play.ipfv-va‑pst-m.an.

pl

‘We played our most favorite songs first, the ones we used to play in high

school. Then some new ones that we discovered in remote foothill vil-

lages.’(čnk:SYNv8)

The first refers to the reference time of the narrative and has the non-va-verb

presenting a single [+actual] episode. The second with the va-verb refers to

[+iter][‑reg] multiple episodes and quite explicitly to [-actual] on the level of

the whole [+hab] period as characterised by the repeated episodes of playing.

This is sensed almost as a past-in-the-past reference and adds a notion of nos-

talgia.15 Native speakers indicate that especially on account of the adverbial

ještě ‘still’ the va‑verb might be exchanged for the non-va-verb, leaving the ref-

erence equally understandable but less explicit, without the marked effects of

the va-verb. Without the adverbial, too much is lost when used with the non-

va-verb but the va-verb would still cover the whole range of meaning.

In (17) the [-actual] nature needs a different explanation.

(17) Viděla jsem, že tahle cikánka má ráda doktora, viděla jsem, že už spolu

spa‑l‑i a spá‑va‑l‑i, ale tahle cikánka měla doktora ráda tak nějak jinak, …

sleep.ipfv-pst-m.an.3pl; sleep.ipfv-va-pst-m.an.3pl;

‘I saw that this gypsy-girl liked the doctor, I saw that they had already slept

together and were [still] sleeping [together], but this gypsy liked the doc-

tor in a different way, …’ (čnk:SYNv8)

15 It is probably the sense of [-actual] that in this kind of situation prompted researchers to

speak of the function of “remote/distant past”, e.g. Danaher (2003, 62) speaks of “a con-

ceptually distant situation.” We think that the non-truth of the proposed situation at the

time of reference is more the issue, rather than the fact that it is perceived as “farther

away in time.” For our analysis it comes down to the same and the “nostalgia” of particular

situations like this is an important notion.
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Here, the non-va-verb conveys the notion that before the reference time of the

narrative the doctor and the gypsy-girl had už ‘already’ slept minimally once

together, or even had already been sleeping together, and so a [+hab]. The va-

verb explains that the episodes of sleeping together as a habit are still going on

[+iter][-reg] (and so at irregular times, or rather: the regularity is explicitly not

the focus here although certainly assumed, just the fact of the repeated epis-

odes). Also, had the non-va-verb been used instead of the va-verb here, that

could havemeant that the doctor and the girl would at the time of the narrative

exactly have been engaged in executing (an individual episode) of the denoted

action, although that sentence would have been quite odd. Other than in (16),

this is, then, [‑actual] on the level of the episode, the level of the single occur-

rence as part of the [+hab], and so the habit itself is still true.

This takes us to the more general issue of simultaneity.

2.8 Simultaneity and va-Verbs

As posited above, especially concerning examples (7) and (8), regarding events,

and (2)b and (11) on states, native informants indicate that va‑verbs are difficult

to imagine in clearly simultaneous situations.When, as in (11)i, a va-verb is used

together with a non-va-verb in the past tense, the va-verb typically signifies a

situation that is anterior to that of the non-va-verb. Corpus examples teach

us, however, that although this generally seems to hold, there are instances

in which va-verbs nevertheless seem to be involved in simultaneity, in various

ways depending on the combining verb and its form. The following are among

really quite rare instances of this sort of thing sourced from čnk.

(18) Když jsme sedá-va-l-i před domem, to bylo většinou po večeři, kouří-va-l

granulovaný čínský tabák.

aux.prs.1pl sit.ipfv-va-pst-m.an.pl; smoke.ipfv-va-pst.m.3sg

‘When we used to sit (/be sitting) outside the house, it was usually after

dinner, he would smoke / used to smoke (/be smoking) granulated Chi-

nese tobacco.’ (čnk:SYNv8)

Sedávat ‘be sitting’ is derived from non-va-verb sedět.16 It is here juxtaposed

with kouříval ‘he smoked’, also a va-verb. This may be interpreted as

[+iter][-reg] episodes during each of which the sitting and smoking takes place

simultaneously and therefore at the same rate, although a reduced amount of

16 Sedávat / sedět ‘be sitting’ are atelic imperfective activity verbs that shouldnot be confused

with imperfective telic sedat (si) ‘sit down’which is the aspectual partner of perfective sed-

nout (si).
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smoking ([-reg] within the [+iter][-reg] episodes of the sitting) might also be

intended. Note that the sense of [-actual] of the whole situation with all its

episodes (and so on the level of [+hab]) is quite strong.

Whilst (18) presents two va-verbs, in (19)wehave, a combination of a va-verb

and a non-va-verb, which seems to be even rarer.

(19) Ošoupaná křesla a pohovky, zpřeházené polštáře, malá stolička na nohy

potažená zeleným sametem, na které jako dítě sedá-va-l-a, zatímco otec jí

čet-l něco před spaním.

sit.ipfv-va-pst-f.3sg; while, at the same time; read.out.ipfv-pst.m.3sg

‘Shabby armchairs and sofas, jumbled cushions, a small footstool covered

in green velvet, on which she had sat as a child while her father read to

her before [going to] sleep.’ (čnk:SYNv8)

Although there is a va-verb for ‘read’—čítávat—this has not been selected by

the author of this sentence. Perhaps s/he did not feel the need and we inter-

pret this situation as one in which the ‘sitting’ of the va-verb scopes over the

non-va-verb ‘reading’ and so “taking it along” in the rate of [+iter][-reg]. Nat-

ive informants indicate that the ‘reading’ was always the case when the ‘sitting’

took place, something that is made explicit by the conjunction zatímco which

is very much about simultaneity. Perhaps the explanation for not opting for

čítávat is that that verb is quite uncommon and/or that it simply is not the

intention to allow the interpretation e.g. that there were various reading epis-

odes within the sitting episodes.

It is not unthinkable that in (20) the combination of a single event presen-

ted by a non-va-verb is able to scope over the event presented by the va-verb on

account of the former being clearly durative, spanning a considerable amount

of time, during which it is quite possible to imagine [+iter][-reg] episodes of

the latter.

(20) Později, když v táboře bydle-l-i Jugoslávci, hrá-va-l-i fotbal a chodi-l-o se

sem na divadlo.

live/reside.ipfv-pst-m.an.3pl; play.ipfv-va-pst-m.an.3pl; go.ipfv-pst-

n.3sg refl (=imprs)

‘Later, when the Yugoslavs lived in the camp, they [on occasion] played

football and people came to the spectacle.’ (čnk:SYNv8)

In this example the form chodilo se is of a verb of indefinitemotion that in com-

bination with the fixed goal—the theatre—also reads as an explicitly repeated

event.
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Example (21) is perhaps less clear as to the stretch of time being a single

event set as background to the va-verb episodes.

(21) Párance jsou tradičním a nejoblíbenějším jídlem banskoštiavnického regio-

nu. “Naši dědové je vaří-va-l-i v lese, kde pracova-l-i.”

cook.ipfv-va-pst-m.an.3pl; work.ipfv-pst-m.an.3pl

‘Párance are the traditional and most popular food of the Banská Štiavn-

ica region. “Our grandfathers used to cook them in the forest where they

worked.” ’ (čnk:SYNv8)

Whether interpreted as a single situation or not, the ‘cooking’ is certainly inten-

ded to mean [+iter][-reg] simultaneously with the ‘working’ event. The sense

of [-actual] is here clearly on the level of the whole period [+hab], not an indi-

vidual episode.

Example (22) is of a state va-verb that may possibly be interpreted as used

to denote a simultaneous situation.

(22) Chtěli bychom dostat zámecký park a okolí obchodního domu zhruba do té

podoby, v jaké by-l-o, když tu stá-va-l zámek.

be.ipfv-pst-n.3sg; stand.ipfv-va-pst.m.3sg

‘We would like to restore the castle park and the surroundings of the

department store to roughly the form itwas inwhen the castle stood here.’

(čnk:SYNv8)

If true simultaneity is the case in this example, then it is of two states. Sound

examples of state plus event have not been found, for example in narratives—

where, indeed, we would think them unlikely. Here the strongly retrospect-

ive situation might not be conveying a focus on simultaneity, but on the fact

that very clearly, the state of the “castle standing” has ceased to be, in other

words [‑actual]. Similar to (15), there is only one va-verb, stával that takes along

the non-va-verb bylo in its denoting [-actual]. Finally note, that two state va-

verbs within one sentence have, as such not been encountered, but that native

informants would allow bývalo here.

Had va-verbs really been excluded from partaking in rendering simultan-

eous situations, it would probably have been impossible to use them in their

gerund forms, as these primarily function to express simultaneity. For Czech,

it must be said, that gerunds are anyway usually considered to be bookish or

to belong to the past, although they are not quite archaic: they appear even

in recent texts in čnk, albeit quite rarely.17 Their use seems to correspond

17 In fact, in spite of the impossibility of selecting va-verbs as a class for searches in čnk,
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pretty much to that pointed out before in this section. In the following exam-

ples we have non-italicized all annotated forms and additionally bolded the

gerund.

(23) Svatý Vojtěch také bý-va-l na Štědrém—hoře u Vrčeně, spá-va-je tu na

kameni pleskatém, na němž se prý tělo jeho vytisklo.

stay/live.ipfv-va-pst-m.3sg; sleep.ipfv-va-ger.m.sg

‘St. Adalbert also used to stay on Štědrý—a mountain near Vrčeň, sleep-

ing on a flat stone on which his body is said to have been imprinted.’

(čnk:SYNv8)

Here, the scene is set by the conjugated va-verb bý-va-t ‘stay’, which is specific

in pointing out that this is a habitual occurrence consisting of [+iter][-reg]

episodes. The ‘sleeping’ expressed by the gerund is to be understood as sim-

ultaneous to each of the ‘stay’-episodes. We have found that most of the time

va-verb gerunds appear in the vicinity of other, conjugated va-verbs to which

they link their simultaneous episodes.

The presence of two va-verbs in each other’s vicinity is however not a guar-

antee for these to also be simultaneous, even when one is a gerund, at least in

example (24) of a sentence from the 16th century, this is hard to actually envis-

age.

(24) […] nebo on také kázá-va-l každou neděli arciknížeti, na zámek chodí-va-je

[…]

preach.ipfv-va-pst-m.3sg; walk/go.ipfv-va-ger.m.sg.

‘[…] or he also preached every Sunday to the archduke, going to the castle

[…]’ (Internet18)

The following example, also sourced from the Internet, is interesting as the ger-

und explicates, further specifies the meaning of the imperfective main verb.

we managed to check that a number of otherwise fairly common va-verbs do not appear

in gerund form. This includes: bouchávat, brávat, bydlívat, bývat, bývávat, chodívat, čítávat,

dělávat, hovořívat, jezdívat, jídat, jídávat, končívat, létávat,mluvívat,myslívat, napadávatno-

sívat, patřívat, psávat, říkávat, scházívat, slýchávat, snívat, stávat, vracívat, zdávat, znávat,

zpívávat. The verb in (23) sedá-va-t ‘sit’ appears four times in gerund form in čnk, other

verbs we checked, like čeká-va-t ‘wait’ up to three times or less.

18 https://mirekcejkaa.files.wordpress.com/2011/05/historia-pravdivc3a1pdf.pdf (a text from

the 16th century).

https://mirekcejkaa.files.wordpress.com/2011/05/historia-pravdivc3a1pdf.pdf
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(25) Pověst vypráví, že zde svatý Prokop chodí-va-je od Sázavy do Prahy slouži-l

svatou mši.

walk.ipfv-va-ger.m.sg; celebrate/serve.ipfv-pst.3sg.m

‘Legend has it that St. Prokop celebrated Holy Mass here travelling [walk-

ing] from Sázava to Prague’ / ‘[… here on those irregular but repeated

occasions that he travelled [walked] from Sázava to Prague].’ (Internet19)

Native speakers indicate that without the gerund, this sentence likely indic-

ates that St. Prokop served Holy Mass once or perhaps repeatedly as a habit,

but not explicitly [+iter][-reg] as is now the case, pointing to the interpretation

we have given as translation. Dissecting this situation a little further, we may

note that the ‘serving Mass’ and the ‘travelling’ expressed as ‘walking’ in this

case do not actually occur simultaneously. Meant here is of course the wider

stretch of time of each travelling episode that then includes the ‘saying Mass’

episode, probably once each time St. Prokop travelled. Curiously, the gerund

presents here the time-frame against which the ‘serving Mass’ occurs, rather

than the other way around. Be that as it may, none of these considerations

detract from the fact that the situation as a whole is [+iter][-reg] by way of the

va-verb.

We have amongst the handful of examples of va-verb gerunds in relatively

recent texts in the sources not encountered other constellations, for instance

in which the event of the va-verb is projected against the background of the

event or state set by another verb.

Finally in this section, we present an example with a non-va-verb gerund

accompanying a va-verb conjugated verb.

(26) Martin čítá-va-l, sed-ě na pařezu v Hrubých dílech, docela beze strachu.

read.ipfv-va-pst.3sg.m; sit.ipfv-ger.m.sg

‘Martin sometimes read, sitting on a tree stump in Hrubé díly, quite

without fear.’ (čnk:SYNv8)

Here in sitting and the reading may be envisaged as simultaneous: whenever

the [+iter][‑reg] reading took place, the sitting also took place. This type is less

infrequent than examples with va-verb gerunds.

So,wewill end this subsection by concluding that the very limited va-gerund

material nevertheless points to va-verbs not being barred from simultaneity

19 https://www.cestlice-obec.cz/obec-cestlice/historie-a-symboly-obce/historie-obce/

Retrieved 22020708.

https://www.cestlice-obec.cz/obec-cestlice/historie-a-symboly-obce/historie-obce/
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with parallel events as long as they are events: it almost goes without saying

that true state va-verbs do not form gerunds.

As Kopečný’s (1965) notion of non-actuality is based on his observation con-

cerning the inability of va-verbs to refer to the actual, ongoing, present (cf.

(7)), we feel the need to point out that it also concerns the past (cf. (8), (9),

(11)i) as tested for simultaneity. However, va-verbs are not restricted to non-

simultaneous situations as has been shown by the examples in this subsection.

Va-verbs take part in “jointly repeated” simultaneous situations (cf. (18), (19)) or

situations in which the non-va-verb sets a single (as in (20)) background event

or multiple background events (cf. (21)) against which the [+iter][-reg] epis-

odes of the va-verb take place.

3 Concluding Remarks

3.1 The Function of va-Verbs

We have analysed the examples in this chapter to demonstrate the core inher-

ent features of va-verbs and we think this shows that the hierarchy of those

features hypothesized hold.

va-verbs—events: [-actual] [+iter] [-reg] [+hab]

va-verbs—states: [-actual] [+hab]

Va-verbs are, then, primarily used for situations in which there is [+iter][‑reg],

but the lexical restriction posed by state va-verbs prohibits their use to express

these core functions, leaving only [-actual], which we propose is the main,

inherent core feature. In va-verbs the characterization of the situation as there

being a habit is presented as detached from an actual ongoing occurrence

of (an episode) of the situation simultaneous with the moment of speaking,

deictic centre, topic time or other temporal reference point.

The feature [-actual] may function on two levels. Firstly that of the habit

including—in the case of events—all its (asserted) episodes as in (1)b (past

tense), (8)bi, (9), (15), (16), (18), (19), (20), (21), (23), (24), (25), (26) and so most

examples in the past tense. When used on this level, the features [+iter][-reg]

may sometimes seem almost irrelevant. In va-states the [-actual] feature

always/only refers to this level, [iter][reg] being irrelevant for this verb class:

(2)b, (11), (12). The second level concerns events only and is that of the single

episode that is asserted to be among the re-occurrences of the habit, as in:

(1)b (present tense), (3), (4), (5), (6), (8)bii (10), (13), (14), (17) and ambiguous

without further context (26).
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Va-verbs denoting states are almost barred altogether from expressions of

simultaneity, our example (26) being quite specific. Va-verbs of events are

not barred completely from expressions of simultaneity. Joint [+iter][-reg] co-

occurrences of two predicates (18), (23) as well as [+iter][-reg] of the va-verb

projected in the wider time frame set by a non-va-verb (20), (21) are pos-

sible as well as the simultaneity of non-va-verb denotations with each of the

[+iter][-reg] episodes of the va-verb as in (19). However, these are always cases

where the simultaneity does not concern the moment of speaking, deictic

centre etc., so that premise regarding [-actual] seems to hold.

When used with adverbials of [+iter][-reg] as in (4)a and (13), va-verbs

repeat these features, giving a slight emphasis on them, as opposed to when

they appear with non-va-verbs, which latter preferred. The sense of adverbi-

als of [+iter][+reg] as in (5), (14) and (24) is “softened” into the direction of

[+iter][-reg] when occurring with va-verbs.20

On the basis of these remarks, we would argue that although on the sur-

face level native informants associate expressions with va-verbs readily as

[+hab], their inherent deeper layer of [+iter][‑reg] and even deeper layer of

[-actual] actually “qualify” that [+hab]more than non-va-verbs do in situations

of [+hab].Non-va-verbsmay thereforebeused to render situations inwhich the

inherent properties are not the case, or not deemed relevant, and so the habit

irrespective of the occurrence(s) of (an episode of) the denoted event or state:

the habit as ongoing concern rather than the habit that is true even though its

manifestation(s) is/are not taking place.

3.2 Towards a Definition of Habituality in Czech

As va-verbs specialise in rendering situations of habituality, it is noteworthy

that they do so in terms of non-actuality. True habituality is something that

needs to bepresenteddetached from temporal anchors, becausehabits are true

even though themanifestation of the habit is not directly observable, tangible,

sensible etc. A habit is true as a characteristic of a period of time and an entity

(individual etc.), but detached from the temporal manifestation(s). Ultimately,

we would argue that the definition of Czech habituality must include the fea-

ture [-actual].

When non-va-verbs are applied to render [+hab] situations, they may do

so—if they are not modified away from this by adverbials or context or oth-

20 In a way making them even more clearly about expressing habituality, because a habit

consists of episodes that take place in principle: missing or skipping an episode once or

even once in a while, does not mean the fact of the habit is not true anymore.
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erwise—in a [+actual] way as in example (1)a: the smoking habit is presented

as generic (and so a [+actual]) feature of the entity in question, detached as it

were from its possible episodes—it is not the episodes that should be seen as

presented [+actual], but the habit per se.21
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