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Abstract
This paper deals with the problem of how inherent verb meanings are to be assessed
in a synchronic theory of verb valency, given that verbs usually occur in different
syntactic patterns and display considerable semantic variation. Moreover, in a recent
paper, Fischer (2003) claims that valency is essentially "indeterminate", because the
way verbs build up constructions is subject to various interpretations by different
speakers. In the present paper, the variability problem is approached from the point
of view of "functional syntax", a non-generative and non-cognitive theory of gram-
mar developed by Eugenio Coseriu. The paper focuses on the question whether
indeterminacy not only holds for valency , but for verb meanings as well. The em-
pirical account is based on a case study of a set of sentences in which the German
verb graben occurs in various instantiations, including transparent complex verbal
phrases with idiomatic prepositions and metaphorical uses. To adopt the functional
approach advanced by Coseriu implies a commitment to account for variability at
the level of valency by assuming an invariant general meaning to the verb that li-
censes all productive occurrences.
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