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Preface (2015)

This document on grammatical agency is the incomplete draft of a doctoral
dissertation in formal linguistics which was discontinued in the early 1980s. The
reason for publishing it is that even though unfinished it contains a significant
amount of discussion in a specialist area which might (or might not) be of
interest to researchers who have some involvement with grammatical agency, a

topic with a very long history.

Why was the dissertation discontinued? My answer may be of minor interest to
anyone working with concepts of grammatical agency. The document was
researched within the frameworks of generative grammar prevalent at that time.
Generative grammars were coherent enough to capture many interesting
regularities in natural languages, so that analysis conducted in that way can still
be a source and checklist of significant problems to be solved (hence this

publication).

On the other hand it eventually seemed evident to me that generative
grammars, those within the original Chomskyan tradition as well as many
derivatives, could not in principle account for the acquisition, development and
observed usage of natural languages. At bottom they depended upon principles
of logic which were only a relatively small part of the resources which human
brains bring to bear on language. It seemed to me that natural language was an
emergent phenomenon, and eventually I came to understand it as a outcome of
systemic complexity, the mathematics of which are non linear, unlike Chomsky’s
original generative conception. The many loosely patterned regularities I kept
encountering in samples of real language seemed the product of a parallel

universe to the neatly constrained model I had set out to demonstrate.
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Of course there had always been linguists who had a sense of the whimsical
harmonies found in nature as opposed to model purity. People like Dwight
Bolinger, William Chafe, William Labov and Charles Fillmore seemed more open
to unexpected language variation. Much later I was to realize that the kind of
conceptual associations identified by Eleanor Rosch in her prototype theory, and
developed by George Lakoff in his work on metaphor pointed the way to
extremely productive insights into the human mind. This strand of research has
continued, for example, in the studies by R.M.W. Dixon and his followers into the
conceptual patterning which they have argued underlies categories in Australian

Aboriginal languages.

I have no personal intention of revisiting grammatical agency, though its
permutations have much to reveal about human cognition. In the 1980s, the
institutional context within which I worked was not particularly hospitable to
academic apostasy, and lacking the self-certainty to fight it then, I simply

walked away from the whole deal (a kind of career suicide, as it turned out).

Two rather long papers closely related to the thinking in this study of

Grammatical Agency were later published in the Australian Journal of Linguistics:

May, Thor (1990) "Purposive Constructions in English"; The Australian Journal of
Linguistics, Vol.10, No.1, 1990: pp.1-40 Also available online @
http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay/Papers/1601377/Purposive Constructions in_En

glish

May, Thor (1987) "Verbs of Result in the Complements of Raising Constructions"; The

Australian Journal of Linguistics, Vol.7, No.1, June 1987: pp.25-42. Also available online @
http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay/Papers/1615499/Verbs of Result in the Compl

ements of Raising Constructions
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INTRODUCTION

Agent has an explicit history very nearly as long as the study
of English grammar itself. Its conceptual use reaches back to the
classical grammars and logics of the ancient world.

The roles of which agent have been cast clearly reflect the
analytic stages of distinguishing language from that to which it refers,
of classifying the constituents of language, of finding the limits of
formal logic in language, of separating syntactic categories from

semantic functions, and finally in attempting to draw all the analytic

strands together again,

lan Michael (1970:481) offers a brief but informative description
of agent vying with terms like subject and object in the grammatical

vocabulary of eighteenth century England:

Lane (1700; in Michael:481) identified one distinctive and enduring

characteristic of agency: There can be no Action without an Agent, nor

Pagsion without a Patient. "Here [says Michael] agent and patient are

material categories; the agent is the initiator of the action and the

patient is the recipient. Such unambiguous references are not common."

More often there is uncertainty as to "...how far the terms refer

to things and to material relations; how far to words and to grammatical
relations:

[The active verb] exprecses an Action, and therefore supposes

n A:: l: : : 3

gent, and an Object acted wpom... [the passive verb)] expresses a
Possion, or a Suffering, or the receiving of an Action, and necessarily
iie : Ob3 3
iplice an Object acted upon, and an Agent by which it is acted upon;

(Carter, 1797: 4n Michael :481),
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L : ot A

agentive might be"...). Since the argument is from particular sentences
it remains open to critique and at least the illusion of principled
analysis. Many of the examples developed in such contexts (e.g. arguments
relating to causatives)can be of analytic value even though the assumptions
about case underlying their original analysis may be discounted.

In view of the inherent indeterminancy of Agent and other so-
called semantic case-labels, it may seem surprising that some linguists
have persisted in the attempt to use them as analytic tools, and even to
attribute to them a veneer of precision. It might seem more sensible to
study combinations of their more primitive constituents directly, as
possible determinants of grammatical consequence. It is difficult to
interpret this failure as anything more notable than a lack of interest
and a fixation with the structural characteristics of syntactic strings
to the exclusion of systematic models of the interpretative process.

It is true that the constituent features referred to here are

not always self-evidently "primitive" themselves when applied to a

variety of linguistic contexts. Even something so apparently clear as

sentience or mxareness becomes semantically clouded in an age of self-
correcting machinery and computers. Notions like control are sometimes

both subtle and complex. The practice, however, of looking objectively

for that feature or combination of features which best captures the
generality of some grammatical behaviour is still far preferable to

assuming an historic and uncertain meta-form like agent. For that matter,

there is no principled reason to assume that a feature label can only be

Tt
attached to an individual lexical item as opposed to constituent complexes
of linguistic strings.

This paper pertains to be a study of GRAMMATICAL AGENTS, and it

will
certainly examine some arguments that have been associated with that

11
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(t) in mcﬁy:lnc features in mttu'
(4i) in referring at times to features which
units larger than individual lud.cal mm a»:..

complex NP's, VP's, etc.).

interpret well-formed strings of the language nnd mlndn

strings. _ v P RS §
One consequence of such generative analysis is, of m a eh‘h

to much greater explanatory power than the largely taxonomic exercise of

assigning case labels. With an extended role in the grammar comes the
need for more rigorous and explicit proofs of explanatory adequacy. 3 a:, |
|

Because interpretative feature analysis tends to supplant the ‘
syntactic derivations of, say, transformational-generative grammar, w '

w

cmm
of the syntactic superstructure (e.g. various tree-structure

12
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! %
6. a. Imﬁdﬁ‘ ohild.

: e,
% : o : e (f’“‘""’""“’ ‘ .
AGT

PAT
The unacceptability of 7b. stems, probably, from its [~ human] subject.

3 .
Sometimes called Lexical Features; see D. Nilsen, 1972, p.19.
* Sometimes called Case Features; see D, Nilsen, 1972.
»
W though that all other uses

of agency derive f
! gy extension of the human situation. See T. Givon, 19;;‘ =

15
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84.
he cm:ldou that Iwm} is ramma s
assigned "temporary agency"; Gdllt M' M

Huddleston (1970:506) complains that aniam »
across all sorts of other cmi“-'o ‘He might hm {d the

S ;:;-‘a .:/

about most inherent features; they find their m ] 7 % &
a perceptual rather than d:lm:ly lim"ttc m _ X ‘\

For Gruber (1970) an agentive verb is one whose subjec
to an animate object. muu-cmmutmbhrnymdﬂ
considers, and it is difficult to see its value to the gramsar. ¥ :

A close 1ookut.n£ueyintbn¢rmuulm:mwM‘ ;’E

it is a rather general referent for a more specific cluster of




Grammatical Agency - (c) Thorold May 1984

ot ¥ apparently evades this problem. What it
ive clarity, it loses in generality in the grammar as a
approach ilvlhs“ d:hu € an agentive relationship is
» - erb like almost) then it will cease to
then “vhohb. exercise is of little more than taxo-
There seens 10 allowance for the possibility that
¢ potential “-7 have syntactic significance. Cruse himself
argument of lexical modification against Gruber.

17
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-‘ .‘.- .‘_

m Ammmmmmmmummuu
hanhM,MMﬁnmﬁuo{mﬁﬂmﬂ..
mmwmmﬁmhbﬂwtum&r&n.

m with syntactic consequences. No compelling reason has emerged
s uum them under a single rubric of Agency except perhaps an
‘;Mm feeling that they cluster with a frequency that is statistically

’u'-m.

TS < There are, of course, countless groups of nouns (and other word
& classes) sharing & feature or cluster of festures that makes

i

them approp-

23
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umdcumh.s. :
adduced to account for tk:«!;um
ining the constraints on the

m.:mnmqmma;mmm«
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8. State or change of state

25
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¥ generated by a preposition (the relationship is ofnh symbiotic),

b adtancs , Sack e B "o:,/;-. W matise Kl A e th k/,{

‘.. m‘s.cm rhisee | ""{Ot;f‘,', e Fw".5 Qr\ﬂoﬁ fa‘&.‘\,‘”l‘{r Wz';‘

= . <
*'& M'“O,;AAJ 45-,-; :! -.a{'c-CJ ”"3“'{’*‘

"\‘I ‘uy“'..'f ._'; V@(.“-.
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“The nature of the transfer-entity i
‘have odd of!&cu on the mme ’
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ice of this to agency may
erpretability of the
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!.mlm m mw. and the caused phumuﬂm.-
aoﬂm- acti:m:y or a ehnp of ‘state. What is considered the
miu phase and what is considered the caused phase are in

causal relation if the following two conditions exist. First,

Jad |
the realization of the latter is assumed by the speaker to have

taken place; and second, the occurrence of the latter is wholly

dependent upon tha occurrence of the former, and therefore the

31
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It 1s the intention of Shibanti to show that the kinds of verds he

has described behave as a class in ways that are syntactically aumm
His argument goes on to identify two classes of causatives, W and

-
"productive', whose various complements show regular interpretative R
M
» - J : _ };ﬂ.
: N
- RV

32
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Joim would have made) XY etand up with a cane. S
b
r-' Is it to be taken that make is a causative verd only in the o
~ “isple-past form with no modal modification? If this s the case then
- " This 1s not : -
~ vnusually fiu:m Sriticism of Shibanti, vhose analyses are
o of a certain

1pful. The intenti
e s ention is to show the limitations

33
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or Ny mmndmmawmmnm
tx frantically for cover.
Agentive verbs, ther, are conventionally a sub-class of causative

34
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‘This knct approach has motivated the umtﬂ.on elut
there uu class of ergative verbs in English - (c.f. Lyons, 1968:359),

PAT

51. Lou panicked the buffaloes.

| ACT PAT

12
:u‘ linguists (e.g. Nilsen 1972) see causative verbs themselves
o Oub-ehu“ of the class of verbs which have a source and a goal.
this basis they are able to establish feature hierarchies.

35
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ALL these sets of causative verbs - vhether they are analyzed as
invariently causative or only contingently so - will be interesting as
a group if and when it emumcuammc they, or the sub-set of

agentive verbs, have properties which are jgramatically unique and

important. Shibanti attempted, and we have suggested, failed, to find

13 There are other problems with this kind of "ergative" analysis. In
languages where ergativity is a formally recogniz ed dc:::; 051 ::0&.
syntax, its application has been observed to differ zar ;hun
salience of certain semantic features (e.g. tense/aspect). = Comrie
and Nedjalkov noticed a decrease in ergativity in the Chuke past

tense/perfective aspect. [For list of examples see F. Plank (ed), 1979,

Ergativity, p.26]. We have already noted in this study that nottm 5
causation and agency are similarly sensitive to shifts in t o
) e~

36
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Civon's (1979) arguments from
2 good example of sgtat. o 30““‘;3‘
1s /
Qafe (1970) tses state ss a Peataceio s - :

s Y » g2 ‘ J £ - = > =i \ !
collocability of "pacient _nmm,: (2. vnnl’;;n::‘; :'.;.cmo; the

-, L)

N e e process in which he/
*xazple, but he uses tattve ange of state is implicit in Givon's
vithin hig dofhudm:h. #%ative label in that article consistently

37
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i 23 discussion, in fact, reaches
beyond. In the l4th Century the Modistae borrowed from the
smetaphysics of their time, conceiving of the world as comprising
two primary elements, that of permanence and that of becoming
(habitus and fieri). The partes orationis which express permanence
and stability are chchnam and pronomen, while the verbum and
express the concept of becoming. However, Bursill-Hall
warns that for the Modistae this was largely a terminological

distinction (...just as modern linguists borrow their metaphors

back to medieval grammarians

from contemporary science) and not to be confused with reali

Ly, I
mp:ﬁ that such metaphors are our reality, in every age. (See
hn”n) ~Hall, G.L. Speculative Grammars of the Middle Ages, p.39,

39
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a..a;:» steness as a measure of stativi m ' |
suggested that the feature t+ eowmﬂ may be mm_ﬁ &'{ ‘;;j' 4
feature [+ stative] : [stative], as ve know, is a feature stcached to
verbs (or adjectives) characterizing their effect oaﬂu haviour of k-
a noun. Nor does a change of state (normally) imply a change in ‘:A’*:‘.}a’ -'.3
concreteness (although this is a complex notion itself). There is
severe conccyml confusion here (of the order of dividing apples W

40
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Note unzadjee:im for Chafe are mcwrbs"fotm :
merely carries tense and aspect.

The kind of analysis proposed by Chafe has a certain descriptive
appeal with fairly concrete and uncomplicated language. The idea of
sexantic ({.e, -

interpretative) selectional units is probably sound.
But the difficulty,

as always, comes with the analyzability of the
categories themselves.

Chafe is only explicit in this regard to the

41
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Chafe's paraphrase questions may only be applied to sentences

of this kind by a process of metaphor or analogy with a success that
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Mﬂ‘ﬁm, by mmmm' eature

mulyhapctommmmumhnmu. andihtnodcl
more adaptable.

Sotions of state have been discussed in some detail because
they represent the base-line for what volitional, or otherwise agentive
behaviour, is supposed change. The actual number of verbs which preclude

2 modality of change, which are resolutely 'stative', turns out to be
very small. Stative verbs have been restrictively defined as those

verbs not taking the progressive aspect; (see Quirk, 1973:15; Lakoff,
1570, et al.). The verd invariably quoted in this respect is know, and

43
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ature seem to confirm it. Thus the set, weigh, cost, measae (Chafe  °

1970:157) may be stative in one context,

but active'® in another,

e e ot it wiei
change of state"; (see Nilsen, D., 1973:149).

44
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e :
make explicit the relational features, the interpretative links,
between verb-tokens 2nd referents which they bind.

45
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" a I&tﬁc use these footholds are apt to

become "entities"? Our brains have quite definite prec
this respect. We take cognizance of adjacent perceived angles fo co
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arfoss myth cycles]®.
In this conceptual merry-go-round of entities udrmdmbiv-
=an himself {s the final arbiter, theuum:e of all things. Thus
"relationships” are not arbitrary, but are

statements of conceptual
and perceptual salience, and are

characterized by certain selective
patterns. Such patterns are pre-eminently the business of

but they have a strony bearing on the epistemology of linguistics.
When a linguistic model uses relational features,

semiotics,

it makes sense to

ask what the favoured relational concepts themselves have in common.

** A large body of literature exists on this topic.
is Levi-Strauss

A starting point
himself: (1963, 1970-81, 1977).

47




Grammatical Agency - (c) Thorold May 1984

mtmcc 67 shows tbtt l‘l" ial:ivdy cnggﬂ f d" “ fm}.. £855020
. ¥ emploited W taccidentally. ,
Sentence 68 shows that the action of ¥ is [#intent].

A aq:lattcdﬁz #yithout effect of any kind (on ¥°).

N''s action must be effective N 2s [+effectivel. 2

Sentence 69 shom that
ot.l/. " u’cru‘/- &’(f.—ﬁ. &

Cruse's use of this term; (Cruse, 1973:19).
to something which is not self-energizing
motion etc. For this 1

21 Not to be confused with

Effective for Cruse refers
but exerts a force by virtue of its position,

employ the term Force itself.

’ |
0

P
&4

s
s

.
Al A
St

48



Grammatical Agency - (c) Thorold May 1984

o k

r
-

49



Grammatical Agency - (c) Thorold May 1984

-

’ m: practice of excluding elements of interpretation to suit the
conventions of some abstraction seems counterexplanatory. Where certain
features are set aside in this study it will be purely for the reason
(one hopes) thai they have nothing obvious to contribute tu a particular

set of problems.

50
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or (u) a wbﬁmﬁvﬁy assumed actuation of nl'c vol:ltiml pomtm
The m:\ﬂnme.of analogous interpretation in English (and

‘probably in all hngum) means that many verbs can freely classify
l" for both sense (i) or sense (ii) of "active". Note, however, that

the mouns, act, action and actor are still generally restricted to
. sense (4).

g

PRI

3

51
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Ly B e 7 )

F intent | use | kill [break  |cause mmcmlm cut |

The inference of intent is predi
to exercise volition (will). As wi:h[mtvnj in its subjective sense,
this excludes collocation with certain psych-verbs (wnderstand, know) and

ated upon the inherent oapacity of N\

leads to some ambivalence in the interpretation of others; e.g.:
76. Think dam you!
There is also a cmall class of sensory verbs whizh is differentiated

purely on the basis of [intent] and "subjective action":
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v 128

g actors or circunstances 4n an event:
[+effective] can only operate

55
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See Hofstadfer & Deanett (1982) for an exposition of this suggestion.

57
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p : - 59 -

are @HOOWIQQe, onrder, compel, inspire, advise... To the extent that

>
verbs like this categorize Il for agentive-type features, they require
subordinate verbs to be 2qually agentive, and are therefore of particular

{nterest to us in this study.

CONCLUSION

Tie kind of elementary feature analysis just undertaken has
raised many questions and possibilities, and left most of them unresolved.
Obviously verbs associate in a variety of ways that are likely to have
(feature) consequences rather different from that typical of a so-
called to-complementizer. The role of the complementizer itself in
feature outcomes has not been seriocusly posed, nor the effect of
prepositions and other possible operators. The four relational features
which have been chosen to {1lustrate the analysis may or may not turn

out to be the most useful set for characterizing interpretative outcomes

in the grammar. The purpose lhiere was merely to show that the interpre-

tation ol linguistic strings may be viewed as a complex interactive
process from which general patterns and constraints can be abstracted.

It is suggested that semantic features can be usefully employed in the

analysis. This is in spite of the fact that such features have an inherent

indeterminacy. So-called case labels like agent are felt to be excessively

vague for useful analysis. The level of abstraction at which features are

precise enough to be useable but general enough to be interesting has yet

to be established firmly, but some provisional feature labels have been

nominated as working tools. I would hope to show, in a more advanced

asalysis, that these features, through constraints on their context

sensitivity, can strongly influence the grammaticality of complex embeddings
in English,

63
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at a-reference blocking ove

:'.-«"«‘4- of pProperties

constraints. The idealof
perhaps to the widel

(1973)
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64.

The assumption of an ideal grammar has greatly enhanced the
perception of syntactic patterning where none had been observed before.
Dafortunately this pursuit of absolute coherence in the system has led
at times (in this vriter's view) to a good deal of rather dubious
abstraction. nm-uouudodtoobacmaprop-rtyo!umd
languages that tends to distinguish them sharply from the completely
explicit languages of propositional logic, computer programs, arithmetic
and so on: that is, their relatively high level of interpretative
i{ndeterminacy.

The controlled indeterminacy of natural languages is very clear
at the lexical level. Nor is it excluded in structurally well-formed
strings of language. Every linguistic string is potentially ambiguous,
and ambiguity or vagueness may be found at every level of organization
in the grammar. It has been an objective of generative grammars to
"account for" structural ambiguities, as well as various kinds of para-

phrase, by derivation from a putative source or sources through a

series of model-consistent abstractions. The complexity of these systems

testifies to the ingenuit: of their creators.

However, it seems important to recognize that the adaptability
of natural languages stems not merely from their recursive properties.
Much of the creative power of language, and thought, is sourced in

controlled indeterminacy, in the possibility of ever shifting permutations

of interpretation in the same set of constituents.

It is contended that this power must be recognized as an integral

property of the grammar, just as recursiveness is, and that syntactic

68
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72.

A Feature-marking convention will be adopted here for showing the
relationship between active and passive sentences. There are many models
for syntactic phrase structures on the market now, and nearly all take
passive as a prime illustrative permutation for their own ingenious
abstractions. It is not the purpose of this study to invent a new
phrase structure model, or even to adapt an old one. I have some fairly
firm ideas about syntactic formats, but they are beyond the scope of this
enterprise. Instead, the simplest possible bracketing, indexing or
labelling conventions will be adopted in each instance to mark the

particular clauses, sentences or other linguistic constituents which

are to be discussed.

For immediate purposes, then, BE + Past Participle will be taken
to signal a reversal of feature assignments for the verb in question.
That is, “1 will accept those features normally accreting to N2 and vice

versa. The convention will be abbreviated [¥] by diagram or fturn by label.

In sentence 114 fwrm means that the a-dominant feature emerges as
[+af]. Such a passive may never co-refer with the [ac,ef] set of do so.
It may corefer with NP BE too or so BE NP. These turn out to be
reduplicative formulae identical in behaviour to so do. That is, they

adopt the feature colouration of Nl on the a-verb exclusively. Like

80 do they may never refer into the B~verb even where

there is identity filtering between a and B:
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The exclusion of incidental c

itions - those excluding [intent] - 4s
harder to take on board, although it seems likely that some sort of

(contrastive redundancy principle is operating again : contrast of an S
unplanned /unintentional event with another such event may be inherently

unlikely in terms of locale. Where a contrast does develop, the structure
3 7
; becomes more or less acceptable:
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the alternative verbs of a complex construction:

177. Tiberius' made the slave’ kneel [with a whip]™.
i -> instrument / j -> correspondent

Lakoff’s celebrated salami sentence (170) illustrates an instrumental
incorporated into the verb itself. At one time this was used by generative
grammarians as justification for a common deep structure derivation of the
instrumental verb, use, and the prepositional instrumental phrase, with a knife.
This argument has been attacked from a variety standpoints, many of them
model-specific. A feature analysis (which makes no use of deep structure at all)
can immediately show the points of similarity and difference between the verb
and the prepositional phrase. It also emerges in this analysis that the
instrumental verb constrains prepositional adjuncts in a predictable manner,
although it becomes necessary to refine the dominance principle:

170. Seymour used a knife to slice the salami (with).

N!-> [+ intent] N!'->[+k] a-> [+ tf]

[+ ac] [+ ac] [+ ef]
[+ ef] [+ ef]

N2 -> [+ tf] N2 -> [+ tf] a #> [+ ac]
[+ ef] [+ ef] [+ ma]

N3 -> [+ af]a #> [cr]

[ a / B ]

a is dominant when N! is identical for both verbs. Sentence 164 can take an
orphan preposition at the end. The fact that this preposition must receive
instrumental interpretation is easily illustrated by considering the possible lexical
realization of the adjunct. (Without buying into an argument on deletion rules
here, some form of equi-deletion rule or its equivalent is assumed).

170b. Seymour used a knife to slice the salami with [a knife]"stment
170c. *Seymour used a knife to slice the salami with [gusto]™"™
170d. *Seymour used a knife to slice the salami with [Liberace]®espondent

A further long recognized difference between use and with as instrumentals is, of
course, that only the verb carries a feature [+ intent].

It may also be worth noting that an instrumental need not always be effective in
promoting an ultimate effect:
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177. Seymour used a knife to threaten Liberace (with).

N'-> [+ intent] N!'->[+intent ]

[+ ac] [+ ac]
[+ ef] [+/- ef]
N2 -> [+ tf]* N2 -> [+ tf]
[+ k]® [+ K]
N3 -> [+ af]

[ a / B ]

®The [k] feature signals a kinetic force, differentiated from [ac] which requires a
volitional source.

At this point a difficulty arises for an interpretation based on feature dominance.
Although use is effective in promoting the kinetic exercise of knife, the effect of
that kinetic transfer medium [instrument] on the goal remains uncertain.

*Note that an instrumental cannot be characterized by the notion of a transfer
medium alone. So-called double-object verbs also involve a transfer medium
which is, however, not instrumental:

178. Jeff gave Wendy a kiss.

N[+ ef] N2[+ af] N3[+ tf]

END: ANALYSIS DISCONTINUED AT THIS POINT
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