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Abstract. This article examines phase verbs in the German language as a specific group of verbal
means used to express different stages of an action or process. The study focuses on the semantic and
syntactic characteristics of phase verbs as well as their functional role in modern German. Special
attention is paid to the classification of phase verbs and their interaction with infinitive constructions.
The analysis is based on examples taken from contemporary German literary texts, journalistic
sources, and grammatical descriptions. The results demonstrate that phase verbs play an important
role in structuring temporal and aspectual meanings and contribute to the clarity and precision of
verbal expression. The findings may be useful for further research in German grammar, contrastive
linguistics, and language teaching.
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Introduction

The expression of temporal and aspectual meanings is one of the central issues in linguistic research.
Languages employ various grammatical and lexical means to represent the internal structure of
actions, including their beginning, duration, and completion. In this respect, the German language
presents a particular interest, as it does not possess a fully grammaticalized aspect system comparable
to that of some Slavic languages.

Phase Verbs in German

Phase Verbs

v v v

Initial Phase Completion Phase

« fortsetzen » beenden
« weiterfiithren « abschlieBen
» bleiben » aufhoren

Instead, German relies largely on lexical and syntactic devices to convey aspectual distinctions.
Among these devices, phase verbs occupy a prominent position. Phase verbs are used to indicate
different stages in the development of an action, such as its onset, continuation, or termination. By
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combining with infinitive constructions or nominalized forms, they enable speakers to structure
events in time more precisely.

Although phase verbs have been addressed in traditional grammars and linguistic studies, they are
often treated only marginally or described inconsistently. This creates the need for a more systematic
examination of their semantic and syntactic properties. The relevance of the present study lies in its
attempt to provide a clearer overview of phase verbs and to demonstrate their functional importance
in modern German usage.

The aim of this article is to analyze phase verbs in the German language, focusing on their
classification, semantic characteristics, and syntactic behavior. The study also seeks to highlight the
role of phase verbs in expressing aspectual meanings and in compensating for the lack of a
grammatical aspect category in German.

Materials and Methods

The research is based on descriptive, analytical, and contextual methods commonly applied in
linguistic studies. The empirical material includes examples from contemporary German literary
works, journalistic texts, and widely used grammatical reference books. This approach makes it
possible to observe phase verbs both in normative descriptions and in actual language use.

The analysis focuses on verbs traditionally identified as phase verbs, including those expressing the
beginning (anfangen, beginnen), continuation (fortsetzen, weiterfiihren, bleiben), and completion
(beenden, aufhdren, abschlieRen) of actions. Each example was examined with regard to its semantic
contribution, syntactic structure, and contextual meaning.

Special attention was paid to infinitive constructions following phase verbs, as these constructions
represent a typical syntactic pattern in German. The method of comparison was also applied to
identify similarities and differences between various groups of phase verbs and to clarify their
functional roles within the sentence. Classification of Phase Verbs in German

From a semantic point of view, phase verbs in the German language can be classified according to
the stage of action they express. Most scholars distinguish three main groups: verbs denoting the
beginning, continuation, and completion of an action. This classification allows for a more systematic
description of their functions and facilitates linguistic analysis.

Verbs expressing the initial phase of an action include anfangen, beginnen, and einsetzen. These verbs
signal the transition from a state of non-action to an active process. They are frequently used in
narrative and descriptive texts to introduce new events or actions.

Continuation phase verbs, such as fortsetzen, weiterfiihren, and bleiben, emphasize the ongoing
nature of an action. They often occur in contexts where temporal continuity is relevant, for example
in descriptions of habitual or prolonged activities.

Completion phase verbs, including beenden, abschlieRen, and aufhéren, indicate the final stage of an
action. Their use is closely connected with the concept of resultativity, as they often imply the
achievement of a goal or the termination of a process.

This classification demonstrates that phase verbs form a structured semantic group and contribute to
the expression of aspectual meanings in German.

Results

The analysis demonstrates that phase verbs in German function as important carriers of aspectual
meaning. Although they retain their lexical meaning, in many contexts they operate similarly to
auxiliary verbs by modifying the temporal interpretation of the main verb.

Verbs expressing the initial phase of an action, such as anfangen and beginnen, are commonly used
to emphasize the dynamic onset of a process. For example, in sentences like Er begann zu lesen, the
phase verb highlights the transition from non-action to action. Such constructions are frequent in
narrative texts, where they help to structure events chronologically.
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Continuation phase verbs, including fortsetzen and weiterfiihren, serve to underline the persistence
or uninterrupted nature of an action. These verbs often occur in contexts where the speaker wishes to
stress that an activity is ongoing despite external circumstances. The analysis shows that continuation
verbs contribute to the cohesion of discourse by maintaining temporal continuity.

Completion phase verbs, such as beenden and aufhtren, mark the final boundary of an action. They
often imply a result or a change of state and may carry an evaluative nuance. In many cases, the use
of a completion phase verb signals the achievement of a goal or the deliberate termination of an
activity.

Overall, the results indicate that phase verbs form a coherent semantic group and play a crucial role
in expressing aspectual distinctions in German.

Discussion

The findings of the present study confirm the assumption that phase verbs compensate for the absence
of a grammaticalized aspect system in the German language. By relying on lexical means, German
achieves a high degree of precision in the representation of temporal relations.

Compared to languages with morphological aspect markers, German phase verbs allow for a more
flexible and context-dependent expression of aspectual meanings. This flexibility, however, may also
pose difficulties for learners of German as a foreign language, as the choice of an appropriate phase
verb often depends on subtle semantic distinctions.

The results are consistent with previous linguistic research, which emphasizes the importance of
lexical aspect in German. At the same time, this study contributes to the existing literature by offering
a more structured overview of phase verbs and their functional characteristics. Further research could
focus on contrastive analyses with other languages or on the acquisition of phase verbs by language
learners

Conclusion

In conclusion, phase verbs represent an essential lexical-semantic group in the German language.
They serve to express the beginning, continuation, and completion of actions and play a significant
role in conveying temporal and aspectual meanings. The analysis shows that phase verbs are closely
integrated into the syntactic structure of the sentence and contribute to the overall coherence of
discourse.

The present study enhances the understanding of phase verbs and highlights their importance for both
theoretical linguistics and practical language teaching. Future studies may further explore their usage
in different text types and communicative contexts. The results of this study may also have practical
implications. A clearer understanding of phase verbs can contribute to more effective teaching of
German as a foreign language. Learners often experience difficulties in choosing appropriate phase
verbs, especially when translating from aspect-oriented languages. Therefore, systematic instruction
focused on phase verbs may improve learners’ communicative competence.
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