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1

Introduction

The reader must not be confused by the title of this volume. This book
is not about ‘contrastive analysis’ as a distinctive branch of linguistics,
either in its narrow sense of contrastive research in the context of second
and foreign language teaching, or in the slightly wider sense in which
contrastive analysis becomes synonymous with ‘contrastive linguistics’
and refers to research about differences and similarities between a lim-
ited number of languages carried out ‘for its own sake’. This is a book
about linguistics, not about any of its subdisciplines in particular. It is a
book about comparison in linguistics, but linguistic comparison is not
the prerogative of contrastive linguistics, it is central to linguistics as a
whole. Even the linguist who is interested in just the one language will
have to make use of an analytical apparatus whose distinctions are more
generally applicable, for fear of producing a completely idiosyncratic,
and therefore futile, description. Every linguistic analysis, therefore,
presupposes, or should presuppose, some form of comparison. This
book is about the analytical apparatus we use as linguists and contains
reflections on whether it can stand the comparison test: does it allow
comparisons to be made across languages?

The ten chapters of the book cover a broad spectrum of linguistic dis-
ciplines, ranging from contrastive linguistics and linguistic typology to
translation studies and historical linguistics. We have nevertheless given
pride of place to contrastive analysis in the title of the collection to
emphasize the fact that all of its contributions are either explicitly con-
trastive in nature or very relevant to the comparison question. Also, of
all linguistic disciplines, contrastive analysis, or contrastive linguistics,
is undoubtedly the one that most consciously reflects on the methodol-
ogy of making comparisons (cf. Krzeszowski 1990; Chesterman 1998).
This preoccupation with methodology is very much present in all the



chapters of this volume. Some of the chapters are also arranged in such
a way as to juxtapose different methodologies, and therefore the book
can also be said to be contrastive analytical in a meta-theoretical sense.

The contributions to the book are grouped in four parts, each of which
focuses on a different area of linguistics: derivational morphology, syn-
tax, semantics and pragmatics, and discourse studies. Of course, any lin-
guistic comparison always involves elements from different linguistic
areas (cf. Chesterman 1998), and assigning chapters to only one of two
(or more) of the areas involved may be thought to be an unjustifiable
reduction. As we will point out below, contributions placed in different
parts of the book sometimes bear a close relationship to each other.
However, this area-based presentation has the advantage of showing
that not all fields of linguistics have developed an equal concern for
comparability. In general, the contributions on derivational morphol-
ogy and discourse are far more programmatic in nature and descriptively
less elaborate than the contributions on syntax and on semantics and
pragmatics, areas that can boast a much longer tradition of contrastive
research. We have placed the more programmatic sections at the end of
the volume so as to provide it with an open ending that can spark off
further investigations.

In the remainder of this introduction we will clarify what unites the
chapters grouped in each of the volume’s four parts and indicate points
of connection across the various section boundaries.

1 Semantics: the metalanguage of comparison

The semantics section of the volume essentially deals with the method-
ological question of how to develop and implement a framework that
allows a uniform semantic description of linguistic phenomena. Such a
description is to serve as the necessary tertium comparationis in the com-
parison of formal features in different languages: a cross-linguistic
comparison of forms is only meaningful if the forms compared have a
comparable function, and to be able to establish comparability we need
a uniform metalanguage. In the first chapter, Cliff Goddard examines
the semantic primes theory developed by Wierzbicka (1972) and others,
to see whether it is theoretically appropriate to form the basis of such a
universal semantic description or, as Wierzbicka and her associates call
it, a natural semantic metalanguage. Goddard assumes that in order to
make language comparison on the basis of semantic primes possible
the inventories of basic primes for each of the languages under exami-
nation should coincide. Every difference between inventories makes the
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comparison considerably more difficult and risky. After a careful
examination of examples of such differences, Goddard arrives at the
conclusion that they are often only apparent differences and mostly the
result of analyses that remain too close to the surface. Since semantic
primes are lexical units of the languages themselves, they are also
assumed to allow a semantic description that is intuitively understand-
able. Goddard believes, for instance, that a natural semantic metalan-
guage can easily rephrase notions such as ‘imperative’ and ‘agentivity’,
used in other chapters of this volume, in a much more transparent way.

It can indeed not be denied that the notion ‘imperative’ is a problem-
atic one. In the second chapter, Johan van der Auwera, Nina Dobrushina
and Valentin Goussev point to the fact that the term can cover very
different realities in the grammatical descriptions of different languages.
Their own solution to the problem is not a semantic primes approach,
but a methodology that makes use of semantic maps, inspired by
Anderson (1982). Normally, the metalanguage of such an approach con-
sists of a number of semantically related concepts that are brought
together in a structured set. The projection of the formal structures of
different languages on such a ‘conceptual map’ makes it possible to visu-
alize the degree of formal correspondence between languages. Van der
Auwera et al., however, introduce a pragmatic metalanguage in order to
define the illocutionary force associated with the imperative. On the
basis of a considerable number of languages, they succeed in showing
that the results of the function–form mapping fully obey the principles
of semantic maps, in particular the principle that in every language
identical formal features only realize contiguous semantic concepts, that
is pragmatic uses.

However, though their methodology turns out to be successful, their
definition of these pragmatic uses as well as their function–form map-
pings should perhaps be confronted with some of the claims made in
other chapters of this volume. Andreas Jucker, for example, observes
that ‘it is not clear that the illocutionary force is necessarily the best
tertium comparationis even for contrastive speech act analyses, because
different speech communities may very well encode a different range of
speaker intentions’. John Bateman and Judy Delin, on the other hand,
illustrate that languages possess a much larger variety of formal realiza-
tions of the directive illocutionary force than the description by van der
Auwera et al. suggests. All kinds of indirect requests are ignored, for
instance, even though they seem to be more frequent than the straight
imperative in some genres and in some languages. Because of the
competition they engage in with other forms, straight imperatives may
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have different values in different languages, in which case comparing
them cross-linguistically without describing the actual conditions of
their use is tricky. Of course, nothing really prevents the inclusion of all the
different parameters in the map. It remains to be seen, however,
whether the formal features still form contiguous areas on the map in
this case.

2 Syntax: constituent order in comparison

The syntax section centres on an area of linguistic comparison which
has proven to be very prolific in the last 40 years or so: constituent order.
Since the seminal work of Greenberg (1963), constituent order has been
a most inspirational research topic, both in terms of language coverage
and in terms of analytical depth. The original ideas of Greenberg have
been much criticized, however, especially for their reliance on the uni-
versality and cross-linguistic comparability of notions like subject,
object and verb, which is called into question by numerous authors, and
for the privileged status accorded to sentences with two full lexical NPs,
which are not all that common in actual language use.

In Chapters 3 and 4, Frederick Newmeyer and Beatrice Primus con-
centrate on the main aspects of this criticism. Newmeyer takes up the
issue of what he calls the ‘canonical word order paradox’. With this he
refers to the discrepancy between the fact that the order of the con-
stituents of a declarative main clause with lexical arguments is typolog-
ically very important because it correlates significantly with word order
on other syntactic levels (inside the noun phrase, for instance), and the
fact that this order is almost insignificant when we consider its fre-
quency in actual speech. After reviewing some of the possible solutions
to the paradox, Newmeyer concludes that the best way to deal with the
problem is to assume that the paradox results from the different require-
ments imposed on structure in two different stages of speech produc-
tion. He argues that, in an early stage, lexical information is retrieved
from memory in the form of ‘lemmas’, which, in the case of verbal
items, include a complete argument structure. It is this particular struc-
ture that is subject to general processing constraints, which accounts for
the correlations with other ‘early’ structural constraints. However, once
we have reached the stage of the utterance, discourse requirements often
prevent lexical argument structures from being used. Since the stage of
retrieval is closest to the level of competence and the stage of utterance
closest to the level of performance, the order of the fully lexical argument
structure has to be considered to be the canonical order.
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For Beatrice Primus, on the other hand, the basic constituent order of
a language is the result of a competition between various constraints
that languages seek to comply with in the structural set-up of the
sentence. Her contribution shows the importance of an approach whose
categorial inventory is not limited to a minimal set consisting of S, V
and O, but which takes into account all possible forms of case marking.
Primus considers case marking principally against the background of
thematic proto-roles. These are analysed following Dowty’s (1991)
proto-role framework as the proportion of agent and patient relations
entailed by the predicate with respect to a specific argument. They are
presented by Primus as the basis for case assignment in many languages
and seem also to determine, via a cognitively motivated ordering
constraint that competes with other kinds of constraint, the order
in which constituents appear in the sentence: the arguments with
more proto-agent properties are placed before the arguments with more
proto-patient properties and this thematic constraint can be explained
as an iconic representation of a causal relation between the two 
proto-roles.

Most typical of both Primus’s and Newmeyer’s contributions – and, in
fact, of the theoretical currents they represent – is that the analytical
tools used for the comparison are thought of as having at least some cog-
nitive relevance: Newmeyer argues that comparing constituent order on
the basis of lexical arguments is legitimate because he assumes argument
structure to be retrieved from the mental lexicon in a lexical form;
Primus refers to the cognitively prominent notion of causality in sup-
port of her interpretation of proto-roles and the way these tend to be
ordered in the sentence, and, most important of all, presents neurolin-
guistic evidence for the distinction she draws between different case
marking constraints.

It is interesting to compare Primus’s view on proto-roles and agentiv-
ity to the views represented in other contributions which also use agen-
tivity as a tertium comparationis. All the chapters in the morphological
section of the volume use some interpretation of agentivity in the com-
parison of morphological processes, but the interpretations to be found
there differ substantially from the way it is viewed by Primus.

3 Morphology: agents in comparison

The morphology section focuses on the question of how the mapping
between the meaning and the suffixal form of derived nouns in differ-
ent languages can be compared. Special attention is given to nouns
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involving some degree of agentivity. This is a rewarding research topic,
because in many languages there is a derivational process that is
specially dedicated to the formation of agentive nouns on the basis of
verbal lexemes. The chapters in this section examine what it means
to be agentive or not agentive for a derived noun and if this distinction
is morphologically significant in the sense that it can be shown to
correlate with different word formation rules.

In Chapter 5, Petra Sleeman and Els Verheugd argue that for a derived
noun to be agentive, it must satisfy two conditions. First, it must be
derived from a verb which allows for an agent in its argument structure
(in which case the agent is not understood as analysable into proto-
properties but in a more traditional, atomic, sense) and it must refer to
that agent. Second, the noun must at least in some form inherit the argu-
ment structure of the verb it is derived from. This seems to be the case for
both eventive and non-eventive -er nouns in the sense of Levin and
Rappaport (1988), but not for a third type of -er noun that Sleeman and
Verheugd propose to add to Levin and Rappaport’s typology. In French,
derived -eur nouns referring to substances involved in a certain process
are said to belong to this third type, as well as nouns ending in -ant.

Starting from different premises, Filip Devos and Johan Taeldeman
arrive at similar conclusions in Chapter 6, which focuses on the
distribution of suffixes over derived nouns that represent the main
semantic roles of the verbs they are derived from. It appears from a
detailed study of word formation rules in French and Dutch that there
exists a dividing line between suffixes that are used to derive nouns
that can be interpreted as agentive (the agent and the instrument) and
suffixes used for non-agentive nouns. Devos and Taeldeman also
observe that derived nouns for substances behave like non-agentive
nouns, even though they are semantically close to instrument nouns.
Like Sleeman and Verheugd, they conclude that genuine instrument
nouns and nouns referring to substances result from different kinds of
word formation.

Contrary to Devos and Taeldeman’s findings for French and Dutch,
Katia Paykin in Chapter 7 cannot confirm the existence of an agentive
dividing line in the word formation rules of Russian. If there is any
tendency at all in the extremely complex field of Russian derivation, it
seems to be motivated by an aspectual feature rather than a role-
semantic one. These contrasting results clearly illustrate the possibilities
and limitations of a particular tertium comparationis in language compar-
ison: although agentivity is indeed a viable concept in the description of
the derivational properties of certain languages, it cannot be used for all.
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More fundamentally, what is striking about the use of agentivity in
language comparison is that different interpretations of the notion
appear to be relevant for the analysis of different formal features.
Whereas a traditional Fillmorean view on semantic roles yields interest-
ing results in the area of derivational morphology, research on case mor-
phology seems to fare better with a smaller inventory of roles enriched
with prototypicity criteria (cf. Primus in the section on syntax). Future
research will tell whether this is a motivated difference or simply
the result of a different stage in the advancement of comparative lin-
guistic research. After all, in the early days of typological research into
case morphology, Fillmore’s approach to role-semantics yielded very
interesting results as well.

4 Discourse and beyond: text in comparison

The final part of the volume is dedicated to various tertia comparationis in
contrastive textlinguistics or contrastive discourse studies. Traditionally,
researchers working in this field investigate texts in differing languages,
focusing on their syntactic, semantic and discourse-functional character-
istics. The three contributions to this section take us far beyond this
point. All three explore new areas of contrastive research in which special
kinds of discourse are confronted.

In Chapter 8, Andreas Jucker considers some of the things that need
to be taken into account to be able to successfully implement the prin-
ciples and methodology of contrastive discourse analysis in the field of
historical discourse analysis. Comparing two (or more) diachronic stages
in one and the same language involves a great deal more than a syn-
chronic comparison of two (or more) separate languages, especially with
respect to the available data, the tertium comparationis and the historical
relationship between the stages under analysis. With regard to the
tertium comparationis, the main obstacle to comparison is that neither
form nor function remain constant in a linguistic change and that neither
of the two can thus be selected as a tertium comparationis for the analysis
of the other. Jucker therefore suggests an alternative in the shape of a
pragmatic map, which bears much resemblance to the kind of semantic
map used by van der Auwera et al. in Chapter 2.

In Chapter 9, Andrew Chesterman explores the extent to which, and
how, students of translation concern themselves with comparison. He
points out that translation studies, even in the very early, pre-theoretical,
stages of the discipline, are contrastive in nature, with (implicit) univer-
sals and comparative practices of their own. The difference between 
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pre-theoretical and modern translation studies is that the former are
mainly concerned with what translations should be, whereas the latter
concentrate on what they really are, that is a specific text genre. Even
though the latter view has undoubtedly made an enormous contribution
to a realistic assessment of translation, Chesterman highlights some of its
blind spots and suggests new lines of research to deal with them.

John Bateman and Judy Delin, finally, take us beyond the purely lin-
guistic aspects of discourse. They argue that the locus of the comparison
is not necessarily restricted to the text as traditionally conceived, that is
its linguistic matter. Meanings traditionally expressed linguistically in
certain text types in certain cultures may very well be expressed graphi-
cally in the corresponding or similar texts in other cultures. Bateman
and Delin therefore plead for the adoption of a multimodal approach to
contrastive analysis, which takes into account all the semiotic resources
that can be put to use.

The three chapters of the discourse section are highly programmatic
and this is hardly surprising: a strong emphasis on performance rather
than competence forces the researcher to take into account a vast range
of linguistic and extralinguistic parameters which can only be integrated
into a model of language comparison with extreme caution. Competence-
oriented studies, on the other hand, can restrict themselves to a limited
number of parameters and can therefore more rapidly arrive at an
exhaustive description of the data. The contrast between the chapters by
van der Auwera et al. and Jucker illustrates this difference most elo-
quently. However, even though performance-oriented research may be
less effective in terms of research results, we should not ignore the fact
that it plays an important part as a forerunner in the progress of linguis-
tic research and that the new parameters it comes up with will eventu-
ally find their way into a model of competence, for the one cannot exist
without the other.
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1
Semantic Primes within and 
across Languages
Cliff Goddard

1.1 Introduction1

The chapter adopts the standpoint of the Natural Semantic Metalanguage
(NSM) theory, originated by Anna Wierzbicka (1972, 1980, 1988, 1992,
1996). It outlines how semantic primes have been identified within and
across languages, over several decades of empirical research, and how
they can be used as a tool in lexical and grammatical typology and
contrastive linguistics.

The semantic primes of any language L can be defined as the terminal
elements of reductive paraphrase analysis conducted within that lan-
guage, that is the set of lexical meanings which cannot be defined
language-internally without circularity. For present purposes, rather
than argue about whether or not semantic primes exist, I would prefer
to assume the ‘metasemantic adequacy’ of ordinary languages, that is to
assume that ordinary languages are adequate to represent their own
semantics via language-internal paraphrase. On this assumption, it fol-
lows that all languages have an irreducible ‘semantic core’ which would
be left after all the decomposable expressions had been dealt with. This
semantic core must have a language-like structure, with a lexicon of
semantic primes and associated grammar. What needs to be established
by empirical–analytical work are the identities and properties of seman-
tic primes in individual languages, the extent to which semantic primes
of different languages coincide and the extent to which semantic primes
are relevant to understanding the workings of language generally.

How can one establish the identities and properties of semantic
primes? Essentially, by experimentation; that is by an extensive pro-
gramme of trial-and-error attempts to explicate diverse meanings, aiming
always to reduce the terms of the explications to the smallest and most



versatile set. This is exactly what Anna Wierzbicka has done over 
a period of 30 years (and continues to do). When Wierzbicka and col-
leagues claim (for example Wierzbicka 1996, Goddard and Wierzbicka
2002) that GOOD, SAY and BECAUSE, for example, are semantic primes, the
claim is that these words are essential for explicating the meanings of
numerous other words and grammatical constructions, and that they can-
not themselves be explicated in a non-circular fashion. The same applies
to other examples of semantic primes such as: I, YOU, SOMEONE, SOMETHING,
THIS, HAPPEN, MOVE, KNOW, THINK, WANT, DO, WHERE, WHEN, NOT, MAYBE, LIKE,
KIND OF, PART OF.

Perhaps the key theoretical difference between NSM primes and, say,
Jackendoff’s (1990) conceptual primitives or Pustejovsky’s (1995) qualia
is the ‘natural language principle’ (cf. Goddard 1994a: 10). In the NSM
system, both the prime meanings and their syntax are taken from
within natural languages. The mini-language of semantic primes is liter-
ally a subset of natural language, not an external system of representa-
tion. The natural language principle also means that NSM primes are
‘non-abstract’. In this way, the NSM system avoids an infinite regress of
interpretation. As John Lyons once remarked (1977: 12): ‘any formalism
is parasitic upon the ordinary everyday use of language, in that it must
be understood intuitively on the basis of ordinary language’.

For many linguists and logicians working in other frameworks, nothing
is more mysterious and intangible than meaning, but adopting reductive
paraphase as a way of grasping and stating meanings makes meanings
concrete, tangible. Above all, it makes statements about meanings
testable – because explications couched in natural language can be
directly or indirectly substituted in place of the expressions they are
intended to represent, and so can be submitted to the test of substitution
salvo sensu.

The NSM approach has proved to be an extremely productive one 
(see below). Using the approach it has repeatedly proved possible to 
defy the sceptics and to ‘define the indefinable’, that is to explicate
semantic nuances which have been claimed to be either impossible or
excruciatingly difficult to describe. A couple of examples will help.
Chomsky (1987: 21) remarks: ‘Anyone who has attempted to define a
word precisely knows that this is an extremely difficult matter, involving
intricate and complex properties. Ordinary dictionary definitions do not
come close to characterizing the meaning of words.’ To illustrate this
point, one of Chomsky’s examples is the visual vocabulary: words such as
watch, glare, gaze, scrutinize and so on. The meanings of language-specific
visual words are not difficult to explicate, however, within a reductive
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paraphrase framework. To give a single example (cf. Wierzbicka 1996:
251–3, Goddard 1998):2

(1) X was watching Y �

for some time, X was doing something
because of this, X could see Y for all this time
X was doing this because X thought:

when something happens in this place
I want to see it

For Chomsky’s equally anti-semantic predecessor, Leonard Bloomfield,
the standard examples of words whose meanings could not be defined
precisely were emotion terms. There is, however, an extensive body of
descriptive semantics of emotion terminology (cf. Wierzbicka 1999).
Again, to give just a single example:

(2) X felt envious �

X felt something bad
because X thought about someone else:

something good happened to this person
it didn’t happen to me
this is bad
I want things like this to happen to me

As a final example, consider a word from the family of causative verbs.
Break (trans.) is often defined simply (and simplistically) as ‘cause to
break (intr.)’. The NSM explication below (for one meaning, perhaps the
most central meaning, of break) is more elaborate, but considerably
more explanatory (cf. Goddard 1998):

(3) Person X broke Y (for example Pete broke the window) �

X did something to Y
because of this, something happened to Y at this time
because of this, after this Y was not one thing any more

These explications should underscore the point that although the NSM
approach can be seen as a classical approach to semantics in some
respects, especially in its commitment to semantic description in
discrete propositional terms, it is quite unlike other so-called classical
approaches to semantics. NSM explications are not lists of necessary and
sufficient conditions, or bundles of semantic features. Further, as can be
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seen from the examples above, it is entirely possible to incorporate
conceptual prototypes, scenarios and so on, within NSM explications.

Returning now to the topic of semantic primes themselves, it is to be
expected that each semantic prime will have characteristic syntactic
properties – combinatorics, valency and complementation options – as
a consequence of its meaning. By hypothesis, these syntactic properties,
as well as the identities of the primes themselves, are universal – and this
hypothesis seems to be borne out by a growing body of empirical
research. To give some impression of the kind of syntactic properties
which may be involved, Table 1.1 summarizes proposed valency and
complementation options for two predicate primes – SAY and THINK. The
prediction of NSM researchers is that in all languages it will possible to
express meanings equivalent to those expressed by SAY and THINK in these
specific syntactic contexts.
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Table 1.1 Proposed syntactic frames (valency and complementation options)
for SAY and THINK

SAY: X says something [substantive complement]
X says something to someone [addressee]
X says something about something [locutionary topic]
X says: ‘———’ [direct speech]

THINK: X thinks about Y [topic of cognition]
X thinks something good/bad about Y [a ‘compound valency’ with
GOOD/BAD]
X thinks: ‘––’ [quasi-quotational complement]
at this time, X thinks that [——]S [propositional complement]

A considerable amount is known about language-specific manifesta-
tions of semantic primes, after some 30 years of research, initially by
Wierzbicka and since the early 1990s by an increasing number of col-
leagues. Some of this work is tabulated in Table 1.2. Unless otherwise
indicated, language data adduced later in this chapter originates with
the sources listed in this table.

In section 1.3, I will address the question: What are semantic primes
good for? with particular reference to the concerns of contrastive lin-
guistics and typology. There I will argue that semantic primes enable
improved precision in contrastive studies, essentially because they
provide a stable tertium comparationis in terms of which one can investi-
gate lexical and grammatical typology. It should also be mentioned that
semantic primes provide a valuable tool for exploring polysemy. As 
the term is currently used in linguistics, polysemy is best characterized



Cliff Goddard 17

Table 1.2 Languages other than English studied in NSM framework

Language Primes and syntax: Descriptive semantic studies
comprehensive study

Lao (Tai) Enfield (2002) Enfield (1999, 2001)
Mangaaba-Mbula Bugenhagen Bugenhagen (1990, 2001)
(Austro) (1994, 2002)

Malay (Austro) Goddard (2002a) Goddard (1994b, 1996, 
1997a, 2001a, b)

Mandarin Chappell (1994, 2002) Chappell (1986, 1991), 
Chinese (Sinitic) Ye (2001, in press), 

Kornacki (1995, 2001)
Polish (IE) Wierzbicka (2002) Wierzbicka (1997, 2001)
Spanish (IE) Travis (2002) Travis (1998a), Curnow

(1993)
Hawaiian Stanwood (1997, 1999)
Creole English

Primes and syntax:
partial study

Acehnese (Austro) Durie et al. (1994), 
Harkins (1995)

Amharic Amberber (2001a) Amberber (2001b)
(Ethiosemitic)

Arrernte (PN) Harkins and Wilkins (1994) Van Valin and 
Wilkins (1993),
Harkins (2001),
Wilkins (1986, 2000)

Bunuba (non-PN) Knight (forthcoming)
Cantonese (Sinitic) Tong et al. (1997)
Cree (Algonquian) Junker (2001)
Ewe (Niger-Congo) Ameka (1994a) Ameka (1990a, b, 1994b,

1996)
French (IE) Peeters (1994, 1997a) Peeters (1993, 1997b, 2000)
German (IE) Wierzbicka (1997, 1998a),

Durst (1996, 2001)
Italian (IE) Maher (2000)
Longgu (Austro) Hill (1994), Hill 

and Goddard (1997)
Japanese Onishi (1994, 1997), Hasada (1996, 1998, 2001),

Hasada (1997) Wierzbicka (1997),
Travis (1998b)

Kalam (Papuan) Pawley (1994)
Kayardild (Tangkic) Evans (1994), 

Harkins (1995)



as a family resemblance concept, subsuming phenomena as diverse
as compositional (� classical lexical), non-compositional polysemy
(cf. Goddard 2002b: 26–30), regular polysemy, generative polysemy,
some kinds of metaphor/metonymy phenomena, and pragmatic enrich-
ment (via extralinguistic contextual inference). The core concept of poly-
semy, however, that is classical lexical polysemy, crucially rests on the
‘definitional test’ – that is an item is polysemous if it is necessary to posit
two or more distinct but related definitions (explications) in order to
account for its range of use, entailments and so on (Geeraerts 1994,
Dunbar 2001). In my view, much of the confusion surrounding discus-
sions of polysemy stems from inadequate semantic methodology
(cf. Goddard 2000). (If one cannot define even a single meaning clearly,
how can one ever hope to decide whether a word has two or more
related meanings?) Insisting that lexical explications be formulated
within a simple and standardized vocabulary, that is the metalanguage
of semantic primes, imposes a degree of rigour and precision such that
the traditional definitional test of polysemy can be operationalized.

1.2 Identifying semantic primes within and 
across languages

In this section I will survey various problems which arise in identifying
and matching exponents of semantic primes across languages. Before
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Table 1.2 (Continued)

Language Primes and syntax: Descriptive semantic studies
comprehensive study

Russian (IE) Wierzbicka (1992, 1997,
1999, in press), Zalizniak
and Levontina (1996),
Mostovaja (1997, 1998)

Samoan (Austro) Mosel (1994)
Sm’algyax Stebbins (forthcoming)
(Pacific-NW)

Thai (Tai) Diller (1994)
Ulwa (Misumalpan) Hale (1994)
Yankunytjatjara (PN) Goddard (1991a, 1994b) Goddard (1990, 1991b, 

1992)

IE: Indo-European, PN: Pama-Nyungan (Australia), Austro: Austronesian.



that, however, a few more words may be useful on how the current
inventory of semantic primes was arrived at in the first place.

The definition of the term ‘semantic prime’ hinges on indefinability.
A semantic prime is a linguistic expression whose meaning cannot be
paraphrased in any simpler terms. A secondary criterion (on the hypoth-
esis of universality) is that a semantic prime should have a lexical equiv-
alent (or a set of equivalents) in all languages. These twin criteria mean
that the number of expressions which can be entertained as candidates
is rather small – because the vast majority of linguistic expressions can
readily be shown to be either semantically complex and/or language-
specific. There is also a third consideration: taken as a whole, the meta-
language of semantic primes is intended to enable reductive paraphrase
of the entire vocabulary and grammar of the language at large, that is it
is intended to be comprehensive.

To get a sense of what semantic primes look and feel like, we may
briefly consider two of them: GOOD and SAY. How could one decompose
or explain the meaning of good in terms which are simpler and not
language-specific? It would be no use appealing to terms such as approve,
value, positive and please, as these are both demonstrably more complex
than good and highly language-specific. The only plausible route would
be to try to decompose good in terms of actual or potential ‘desirability’;
for example, by saying that ‘this is good’ means ‘I want this’ or ‘people
want this’; but such proposals founder for several reasons. Perhaps most
importantly, to label something as good is to present the evaluation in an
objective mode, not as the desire of any specific person, or even of
people in general. Explications of good in terms of ‘wanting’ yield very
peculiar results in cases where good is used in contexts such as ‘X said
something good about Y’, or about generic or hypothetical situations,
such as ‘If someone does something good for you, it is good if you do
something good for this person.’

The difficulty of finding a satisfactory reductive paraphrase for GOOD

makes it a candidate for the status of semantic prime. Furthermore,
GOOD will clearly be required for the explication of innumerable lexical
items which imply positive evaluation (such as, to name a handful, nice,
tasty, kind, happy, pretty) and for grammatical constructions such as
benefactives. Upon checking in a range of languages, one finds that all
languages appear to have a word with the same meaning as English good.
For example: Malay baik, Yankunytjatjara palya, Ewe nyó, Japanese ii.
(Obviously, this does not mean that different cultures share the same
views about what kind of things are GOOD.)
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Now for the second example: SAY. Consider an exchange such as the
following:

(4) A: X said something to me.
B: What did X say?
A: X said ‘I don’t want to do it.’

How could we paraphrase away the term SAY in these contexts? It just seems
impossible. It would be no good to say ‘verbally express’, since using terms
like ‘express’ and ‘verbally’ would be moving in the wrong direction: in the
direction of increased complexity, rather than the other way around. The
only plausible line of explication appears to be via DO, WANT and KNOW; for
example, ‘X said something to Y’ � ‘X did something, because X wanted Y
to know something’. But this equation fails because the right-hand side
could be satisfied by many actions which were non-verbal (and not sym-
bolic). As in the case of GOOD, there are numerous lexical items whose
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Table 1.3 Semantic primes (after Goddard and Wierzbicka 2002)

Substantives I, YOU, SOMEONE/PERSON, PEOPLE;
SOMETHING/THING, BODY

Relational substantives KIND, PART

Determiners THIS, THE SAME, OTHER

Quantifiers ONE, TWO, SOME, ALL, MUCH/MANY

Evaluators GOOD, BAD

Descriptors BIG, SMALL

Mental/experiential THINK, KNOW, WANT, FEEL, SEE,
predicates HEAR

Speech SAY, WORDS, TRUE

Actions and events DO, HAPPEN, MOVE

Existence and possession THERE IS, HAVE

Life and death LIVE, DIE

Time WHEN/TIME, NOW, BEFORE, AFTER,
A LONG TIME, A SHORT TIME, FOR

SOME TIME, MOMENT

Space WHERE/PLACE, HERE, ABOVE, BELOW;
FAR, NEAR; SIDE, INSIDE, TOUCHING

Logical concepts NOT, MAYBE, CAN, BECAUSE, IF

Intensifier, augmentor VERY, MORE

Similarity LIKE

Cautionary notes
Exponents of primes can have other polysemic meanings which differ
from language to language.
They can have combinatorial variants (allolexes).
They can have different morphosyntactic properties (including word-
class) in different languages.



meanings seem to be based on SAY – most notably, the class of speech-act
verbs. And there are grammaticalized meanings which involve SAY; for
example, evidential particles of the so-called quotative or hearsay variety.
The full current inventory of semantic primes is given in Table 1.3.

1.2.1 Matching primes across languages

It is useful at the onset to be clear on exactly what is involved in matching
exponents of semantic primes across languages. The key analytical con-
struct is the ‘lexical unit’ (Cruse 1986: 77–8, cf. Mel’čuk 1989), that is the
pairing of a single specifiable sense with a lexical form. The concept of
lexical unit is not to be identified either with ‘lexeme’ (a family of lexi-
cal units) or with ‘lexical form’ (a family of word forms which differ only
in respect of inflection). A polysemous word is a lexeme which consists of
more than one lexical unit. A lexical form need not be formally monomor-
phemic, but may be a compound or derived word, or a phraseme. When
we seek to match exponents of semantic primes across languages, what
we are seeking to do is to align lexical units (across languages) which
share a given putatively primitive meaning.

One source of confusion is due to the fact that exponents of the same
prime can have different polysemic extensions in different languages; in
this situation there can be a match-up between lexical units but not
between whole lexemes. Common polysemies in which semantic primes
are involved include: WANT with ‘like’, ‘love’ or ‘seek’ (Spanish, Ewe, Ulwa),
HAPPEN with ‘arrive’ or ‘appear’ (French, Ewe, Mangaaba-Mbula), DO with
‘make’ (Malay, Arrernte, Samoan, Kalam), SAY with ‘speak’ or ‘make
sounds’ (Thai, Mandarin, Yankunytjatjara, Kalam), BEFORE with ‘first’, ‘go
ahead’ or ‘front’ (Lao, Samoan, Kayardild, Ewe), FEEL with ‘taste’, ‘smell’
or ‘hold an opinion’ (Acehnese, Ewe, French, Mandarin, English), and
BECAUSE with ‘from’ (Yankunytjatjara, Arrernte).

These polysemies are usually not difficult to understand in the light of
language-internal semantic analysis. For example, ‘appearing’ and 
‘arriving’ both involve something HAPPENING IN A PLACE, after which some-
thing or someone is in the place in question. In the case of ‘appearing’,
there is presumably an additional component involving being ‘able to
see’ something, and in the case of ‘arriving’ there is an additional com-
ponent involving prior motion. Hence it is not surprising that a single
form can express both the prime meaning HAPPEN, and some additional
meanings based on HAPPEN.
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More difficult cases fall into three kinds: (i) apparent gaps, for example
languages apparently lacking any word for a proposed prime, such as
PART, (ii) apparent underdifferentiation, that is a word which seems to be
general across two or more primes, for example a single form used for
both SAY and DO and THINK, (iii) apparent overdifferentiation, that is
when two or more words apparently divide up the meaning of a sup-
posed unitary prime, for example two words for different kinds of FEELING.
We will look at examples of these problems in turn.

1.2.2 Apparent ‘gaps’

Example [1]: No exponent for TIME in Hopi?

In some cases a gap is reported, but in reality there is a perfectly service-
able exponent present. For example, contrary to Whorf’s (1956) assertions
that Hopi is a ‘timeless’ language, there is good evidence, in Malotki’s
(1983) extensive study, that Hopi has exponents of all the proposed NSM
temporal primes. I will here illustrate simply with the prime WHEN/TIME,
but exponents of other temporal primes such as BEFORE, AFTER, FOR SOME

TIME, A LONG TIME, are also present (cf. Goddard in press). Of course, one
would not expect to find in Hopi any lexeme which is fully equivalent to
English time, with an identical range of language-specific polysemic
meanings and uses, for example its various uses as an abstract noun (for
example we didn’t have time, time flies, times have changed), and its role in
phrasemes such as a long time, in compounds such as lunchtime, and so on.
What matters from an NSM point of view is only whether there are
Hopi lexical units with the meaning WHEN/TIME in a narrow range of basic,
and putatively universal, combinations such as (I DON’T KNOW) WHEN IT

HAPPENED, IT HAPPENED AT THIS TIME, AND THEY DID IT AT THE SAME TIME.
On this understanding, the Hopi equivalent to WHEN, both as an indefi-

nite and as an interrogative, is hisat, as shown in (5). Morphologically
hisat is analysable as a question formative hi- (much like English wh-)
and -sat TIME. In particular, -sat TIME can combine with the demonstra-
tive yàa- THIS to form the expression yàa-sat AT THIS TIME as shown in (6).
An allomorph of -sat, namely -saq, combines with the Hopi exponent of
THE SAME suu-/sú-, to form expressions meaning AT THE SAME TIME, as in (7).
Examples from Malotki (1983):

(5) Pam hisat nima?
that when go home
When did he go home? (Malotki 1983: 305)
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(6) Taavok yàa-sat � haqam ay nu’ tsöng-moki.
yesterday this-time � APPROX ASSR I hunger-die
Yesterday at about this time I got really hungry. (Malotki 
1983: 146)

(7) Pam sú-’inùu-saq nakwsu.
that the same-I-time start out
He started out at the same time as I. (Malotki 1983: 144)

Example [2]: Languages without a distinct form for PART

Linguists seem to agree that the part–whole relationship is fundamental
to the vocabulary structure of all languages, but there certainly are
languages which do not have a unique lexical form for the postulated
semantic prime PART (OF). This does not necessarily mean, however, that
these languages lack a lexical unit with the meaning PART. In three unre-
lated languages in which such an apparent gap has been investigated
(Acehnese, Mangaaba-Mbula, Yankunytjatjara) it appears that PART exists
as the meaning of a lexical unit of the same lexeme which can also mean
SOMETHING, THING or WHAT.

In these languages the meaning PART is expressed when the relevant
lexical form is used in a grammatical construction associated with pos-
session. (It is as if instead of saying, for example, ‘the nose is a part of the
face’ one says ‘the nose is a thing of the face’.) Examples follow.

[Yankunytjatjara, Australia]
(8) Puntu kutju, palu kutjupa-kutjupa tjuta-tjara.

body one but something many-having
(It is) one body, but with many parts.

[Acehnese, Indonesia]
(9) Bak geuritan angèn na lè peue.

at vehicle wind there is many what/something
A bicycle (lit. wind-vehicle) has many parts.

[Mangaaba-Mbula, Papua New Guinea]
(10) Iti tomtom na koroN-Na-nda boozo, kumbu-ndu, nama-nda

we person GIV thing-NMZ-our many leg-our head-our
We people, our parts are many: our legs, our heads,…

The fact that the notion of PART is expressed using the same lexical form
as for SOMETHING is obviously no coincidence, since a PART of something is
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itself a something (the notion PART can be termed a ‘relational 
substantive’). The absence of a unique term for PART is certainly notable,
and it may indicate, in an indexical sense, that the notion of PART is less
culturally salient than it is in languages which have a unique exponent
for PART.

Even so, the fact remains that there are Acehnese, Mbula and
Yankunytjatjara expressions (lexical units) with the meaning PART.

1.2.3 Apparent underdifferentiation: that is where a word 
appears to be general across two or more primes

Example [1]: DO and SAY in Samoan

There are languages in which the same lexical form can express both SAY

and DO, or SAY and WANT. That is, there are languages in which there is
polysemy between SAY and DO, or between SAY and WANT. It goes without
saying, of course, that polysemy should never be postulated without
language-internal evidence and analysis. As an example of such evi-
dence, consider the situation with Samoan (Mosel 1994), in which the
verb fai can express two meanings – SAY and DO. The two meanings are
associated with different morphosyntactic properties. Fai SAY is a
non-ergative verb, selecting an absolutive subject, as in (11a) and (11b):

(11a) Ona toe fai atu lea ‘o le fafine, ‘Se …
then again say DIR then ABS the woman friend
Then the woman said again, ‘Friend, … ’ (Mosel 1987: 459)

(11b) Na e fai mai au oti?
PAST you say hither PERF die
You said he has died?

Fai DO, on the other hand, selects an ergative subject, as in (12a) and (12b)
below. As well, fai DO often occurs in the so-called long (suffixed) form
fai � a, which is usual when an ergative verb is preceded by a pronoun,
even when fai DO is used in a non-transitive frame, as in sentence (12b).

(12a) … ’ua fa’apênâ lava ona fai e le tama.
PERF like this EMPH that do ERG the youth
… the youth did it like this. (Mosel 1987: 122)

(12b) ‘O ai na faia?
PERF who PAST do?
Who did it?
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Example [2]: Hyperpolysemy in Bunuba

For a more extreme example, we can take Bunuba, a language from the
Kimberley region of north-west Australia (Knight forthcoming; for 
a contrary analysis, see Rumsey 1990, 2000). Polysemies involving SAY,
DO and sometimes other elements, are common in the languages of this
area. In Bunuba, a simple use of the root ma, with a 3rd singular subject,
is no less than five ways ambiguous – between ‘do’, ‘say’, ‘think’, ‘feel’
and ‘happen’.

(13) Ngaanyi � ma ø-miy?
what? � I/I 3SGS-MA: PAST

What did she do/say/think? or What happened?

The meaning HAPPEN has very distinctive syntactic restrictions, which
make it easy to separate it from the others. Specifically, it only ever takes
3SG or 3NSG subject (indicating ‘something’, as in ‘something [3SG]
happened’, or ‘things’, as in ‘some things [3NSG] happened’). When an
extra argument (say, X) is added by way of OBLique pronominal cross-
referencing, the meaning corresponds to ‘something happened to X’.

For reasons of space, I will report here only Knight’s (forthcoming)
arguments regarding the status of the SAY–THINK–FEEL polysemy. To begin
with, she observes that ‘speakers of Bunuba have no difficulty in dis-
cerning one meaning from another’. She then notes that the meaning
ma SAY is associated with certain unambiguous syntactic contexts, as
when it introduces a direct quote, as in (14). The meaning SAY also
appears unequivocably when an extra argument is added to ma via the
OBLique cross-referencing strategy, in which case the new argument
assumes the role of addressee (or, if context permits, topic3):

(14) Yaninja wau wurr-ma-iy-nhingi.
alright whoa 3NSGS-MA-PAST-3SGOBL

Alright, ‘Whoa!’ they said to him.

The existence of a real language-internal contrast between SAY and THINK

is dramatized when the question is raised: How, in Bunuba, could one
express a meaning such as ‘I know what you said but what are you
thinking?’ When Knight explored this question with consultants, it
emerged that the expression ma � thangani ‘mouth/words’ means
unambiguously SAY and that ma � gun.gulu ‘head’ means unambigu-
ously THINK.
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(15) Ngayini binarri nganggu thangani
1SGPRO know 2SGOBL mouth/words

nganggu gun.gulu nginjaga gi-nj-i-ma?
2SGOBL head what PRES-2SGS.NONFUTURE-INS-MA
I know what you said (your words) but what are you thinking
(lit. ma � ‘head’)?

It further emerged that the meaning FEEL can be unambiguously
expressed by means of a similar compound term: ma � guda ‘stomach’
(and this term is not confined to physical sensations, let alone to vis-
ceral ones). Expressions like the following are therefore unambiguous;
and the existence of these expressions testifies to the existence in
Bunuba of SAY, THINK and FEEL as meanings of lexical units.

(16a) Ngaanyi � ma ø-ma-iy thangani?
what? � I/I 3SGS-MA-PAST mouth
What did she say?

(16b) Ngaanyi � ma ø-ma-iy gun.gulu?
what? � I/I 3SGS-MA-PAST head
What did she think?

(16c) Ngaanyi � ma ø-ma-iy guda?
what? � I/I 3SGS-MA-PAST stomach
What did she feel?

1.2.4 Apparent ‘overdifferentiation’

Example [1]: Two words for ‘thing’ in Japanese

Anna Wierzbicka has long insisted that SOMETHING is a semantic prime,
while allowing that in English (as in many languages) this meaning has
a combinatorial variant (namely thing), which occurs in combination
with specifiers and quantifiers. Some languages, however, appear to dis-
tinguish ‘concrete things’ from ‘abstract things’, thus drawing into ques-
tion the unitary nature of the proposed prime SOMETHING. For example,
Japanese has two words – mono and koto – which are normally used
about concrete and abstract things, respectively. Wierzbicka (1998b)
argues, however, that both terms can be regarded as allolexes, that is
partially conditioned lexical variants, of SOMETHING.

To begin with, she notes that SOMETHING does have a neutral exponent
in Japanese – the indefinite/interrogative nani – which covers both things
called mono and those called koto. Closer investigation shows although
mono is normally used for concrete (that is visible and tangible) things, in
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some contexts it can be used for invisible things as well. For example, the
phrase seishin-teki na mono ‘spiritual things’ can refer to ‘things’ such as
kokoro ‘heart’, ki ‘spirit’, tomashii ‘soul’, kimochi ‘feelings’ and ai ‘love’
(Yuko Asano, pers. comm.). Mono can also be used in sentences like the
following: ‘I want only two things (mono): a job and a car.’ The word for
‘job’ is shigoto (where -goto is a variant of koto), yet there is no problem with
including shigoto under mono in this context. Thus, while mono is normally
used with reference to ‘things’ that one can see, it could not possibly be
defined as ‘something that one can see’ (obviously, one cannot see a job).
Similarly, although koto is normally used with reference to ‘things’ that
one cannot see, it could not possibly be defined as ‘something that one
cannot see’. For example, a sentence like Honto ni ii koto o shimashita ne
‘You have really done something good’ (Alfonso 1966 [1971]: 402) does
not mean ‘you have really done something good that can’t be seen’ (that
is ‘invisibility’ is not part of the sentence’s intended meaning).

Wierzbicka (1998b) concludes from this that mono and koto are in fact
two specialized allolexes of the same semantic prime, whose primary
exponent is the neutral indefinite/interrogative form nani SOMETHING.

Example [2]: Two words for FEEL in Chinese

As a second example, we can take the case of FEEL in Chinese. In Mandarin
Chinese (Chappell 1994: 118–20; 2002), there are two apparent equiva-
lents to FEEL – găndào and gănjué. Both can take an equi-clause pattern, in
the sense that they combine with a following same-subject verb: X 
găndào /ğanjué Verb. Găndào typically combines with a second predicate
containing a stative verb designating a sensation of temperature (hot, cold,
warm and so on) or an emotion (delighted, ashamed, sad, angry and so on);
see example (17). The noun ğanjué is restricted to combination with the two
evaluators – hăo GOOD and huài (bù hăo) BAD – to code statements about a
person’s general well-being, physical and emotional; see example (18).

(17) Dāng wŏ t ı̄ngdào nàjiàn shì de shı̄hou wŏ gāndào
when 1SG hear that: CL matter LIG time 1SG feel
hěn gāoxìng.
very happy
‘When I heard that, I felt very happy.’

(18) Wŏ j ı̄ntiān gănjué tìng hăo de.
1SG today feeling very good ASST

‘Today I’m feeling very well.’ [for example a response to inquiry
about one’s health]
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The two words thus appear to divide up the labour between specific and
general feelings. On the basis of facts such as these, it has been claimed
(Shi-xu 2000) that Chinese lacks a precise exponent of FEEL.

As Chappell (2002) shows, however, it is possible to use ganjué both
about physical well-being, as in (18), and also about inner states of well-
being, as in (19). Note that given its status as a noun, gănjué FEEL tends to
occur in an S-V predicate forming a double subject construction.

(19) Wŏ gănjué bù huì hěn hăo.
1SG feeling NEG likely very good
‘[if this happens] I won’t feel anything very good.’

Notwithstanding the existence of the more specialized item găndào,
Chappell (2002) therefore concludes that gănjué is the Mandarin expo-
nent of the prime FEEL, which is neutral between sensation and emotion.

1.2.5 Lexico-semantic universals in perspective

These abbreviated descriptions of apparent problem cases have been
presented to illustrate some of the issues which arise in matching expo-
nents of semantic primes across languages. It would be unfortunate,
however, if in so doing I conveyed the impression that matching seman-
tic primes across languages is profoundly problematical. On the con-
trary, the lesson of numerous studies is that such difficulties are
sporadic, and that they have solutions.

The robustness of the NSM primes, as candidates for lexico-semantic
universals, is dramatized when a comparison is made with other non-
prime meanings which have been advanced in anthropological, psycho-
logical or philosophical literature as universals of human experience or
cognition. Goddard (2001c) surveyed the cross-linguistic status of a
selection of non-prime meanings – such as ‘man’, ‘woman’, ‘mother’,
‘head’, ‘ear’, ‘hand’, ‘hot’, ‘sweet’, ‘tree’, ‘water’, ‘sun’, ‘wind’, ‘go’, ‘sit’,
‘eat’, ‘give’, ‘hit’, ‘angry’ – comparing these with a comparable number
of proposed semantic primes. From even a small sample of languages it
is clear that many impressionistically ‘basic’ items of English vocabulary
(such as go, water and eat) lack exact equivalents in other languages. Of
48 non-prime meanings surveyed, only the following 12 seem to have
any real hope of universal status (not necessarily as separate words, but
as the meanings of lexical units): ‘man’, ‘woman’, ‘child’, ‘mother’,
‘head’, ‘eye’, ‘ear’, ‘nose’, ‘hand’, ‘day’, ‘kill’ and ‘make’. In general, how-
ever, doubts remain even about the universality of these, doubts
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which are exacerbated by their semantic complexity. There is always the
possibility that apparent equivalents in different languages may differ
slightly in their underlying semantic configuration. For both theoretical
and empirical reasons, then, we may conclude that universality and
semantic simplicity are closely linked.

In short: lexico-semantic universals are hard to find, and we therefore
ought to make the best use of those we have.

1.3 Semantic primes as a tool in lexical and 
grammatical typology

In this section I want to indicate some ways in which semantic primes
can be useful for systematic cross-linguistic comparison. For reasons of
space the treatment is abbreviated. The value of an empirically well-
founded set of semantic universals derives from the logic of typological
investigation. The point is that any typological framework, that is 
a framework which enables us to identify and order the variability across
languages, necessarily presupposes descriptive parameters which are
constant and language-neutral, in the sense of not depending on the
vagaries of any individual language. More simply, to describe and com-
pare any set of things, one must have some terms, some tertium compa-
rationis, which are stable and equally applicable across the entire set of
things being compared.

One domain where the value of a universal metalanguage of semantic
explication is surely obvious is cross-linguistic lexical semantics. Semantic
primes can be used as a framework to construct a theory of lexical
domains, to investigate systematically language-specific patterns of lexi-
calization (in the sense of Talmy 1985), to map out implicational univer-
sals in the lexicon, to investigate recurrent patterns of lexical polysemy,
and so on. In this way we can move towards lexical typology, or what
Adrienne Lehrer (1992) has called a ‘theory of vocabulary structure’.

As I have emphasized already at several points, a substantial amount
of detailed lexical semantic work already exists within the NSM frame-
work – more, perhaps, than within any other current framework of
semantic analysis. For example, there are detailed studies on the lexical
semantics of emotions, speech-acts, colours, values, artefacts, natural
kind terms, value terms, verbs of motion, verbs of inception and cessa-
tion, moral and ethical terms, and a number of other areas. In some
cases there has been sufficient work to draw some inductive conclusions
about the general format or schematic structure of words of a particular
semantic type – for example, as with emotion terms (Wierzbicka 1972,
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1999), speech-act verbs (Wierzbicka 1987, Goddard 1998: Ch. 6), and to
a lesser extent terms for artefacts and for natural kinds (Wierzbicka 1985,
1996, Goddard 1998: Ch. 9). But there is no denying that a huge amount
remains to be done. There are entire areas of the lexicon whose general
semantic structure remains unclear, even for English, let alone from 
a contrastive (typological) perspective.

Even if one does not ‘buy’ the NSM theory as a whole, it seems to me
that it has much to recommend it from a purely practical or heuristic
point of view. A plain description couched in reductive paraphrase can
be reinterpreted into various formalisms, if one so wishes, or it can be
taken as input to more technical theories. Since the method of descrip-
tion is rather plain and transparent, the analyses have a certain stability
and accessibility, and therefore a greater longevity, than more technical
modes of semantic description, which tend to come and go.

Semantic primes are also important for grammatical typology. The
first reason, at the risk of stating the obvious, is simply that language-
specific grammatical constructions (lexico-grammatical configurations)
are meaning-bearing (Wierzbicka 1980, 1988, Dixon 1995, Langacker
1987). They cannot be described or explained in an illuminating fashion
without semantic description. If our method of semantic description is
flawed (for example obscure, partial, ethnocentric) this will necessarily
impede progress in grammatical semantics.

Secondly, and more concretely, it can be shown that the full set of
semantic primes is necessary to capture (in maximally clear and trans-
latable terms) the semantic content of grammatical categories found in
the world’s languages. In saying this, I mean to dispute the recurrent
claim (for example Jackendoff 1990, Mohanan and Wee 1999) that only
a subset of the conceptual primes implied in the lexicon are needed for
grammatical purposes, or even that lexical and grammatical semantics
are disjoint (Talmy 1988). A typological overview (Goddard 1997b) indi-
cates that all the semantic primes are capable of being grammaticalized –
in the sense of being encoded morphosyntactically – in the world’s
languages. For some primes this is evident even from European lan-
guages. For example, it is clear that tense systems express meanings
involving primes such as NOW, BEFORE and AFTER (among others), that
imperatives involve WANT, that causatives involve BECAUSE, that ‘agency’
can be seen as linked with DO, and so on.

For many primes, however, one needs to look further afield to see
grammaticalized expressions of these meanings; but once having
done this it becomes clear that primes which are not grammatically
prominent in European languages are clearly evident in the categories of
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non-European languages. For example, in languages with evidential
systems one can find evidential categories based on SEE, HEAR and SAY

(visual, auditory and quotative evidentials, respectively). In languages
whose tense systems distinguish different degrees of remoteness one
finds meanings such as A LONG TIME BEFORE NOW, and A VERY LONG TIME

BEFORE NOW. In elaborate systems of spatial deixis one finds the primes
NEAR and FAR (relative distance), and ABOVE and BELOW (degrees of eleva-
tion). Table 1.4 lists some examples of construction types which can be
linked with particular semantic primes.
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Table 1.4 Some morphosyntactic construction types and associated semantic
primes (after Goddard 1997b)

ONE, TWO, SOME, MUCH/MANY number-marking (including duals, paucals)
THE SAME, OTHER switch-reference, obviation, reflexives,

reciprocals
WANT imperatives, purposives, ‘uncontrolled’

marking
KNOW, SEE, HEAR, SAY evidential systems
WORD delocutive verbs
DO, HAPPEN active marking, passive voice, inchoatives
FEEL, THINK experiencer constructions
GOOD, BAD benefactives, adversatives
BIG, SMALL diminutives, augmentatives
VERY superlatives, expressives
NOW, BEFORE, AFTER, tense systems (including degrees of

A LONG TIME, A SHORT TIME remoteness)
ABOVE, BELOW, INSIDE, ON (ONE) SIDE, elaborate locational deixis

NEAR, FAR

PART OF inalienable possession

Thirdly, it can be argued that semantic primes bring with them, as it
were, a substantial slab of universal syntax, because their inherent syn-
tactic properties will be manifest in all languages (though with different
formal realizations). In some cases, these implications are obvious (for
example IF and the conditional construction, THERE IS and the existential
construction, NOT and negation), but other implications are more subtle.
For example, assuming that WANT, KNOW and THINK are semantic primes
carries implications about the universality of certain types of clausal
complementation. Similarly, assuming that DO and SAY are semantic
primes carries implications about the universality of associated valency
options such as agent (‘do-er’), patient (‘do-ee’), ‘addressee’ and so on.
Assuming that CAN and MAYBE are semantic primes carries implications
about the internal structure of a simple clause (since CAN can be seen as



a predicate operator and MAYBE as an ‘external’ clause operator). The idea
that there can be linkages, at the very deepest level, between lexis and
syntax deserves much fuller treatment than is possible here (cf. Goddard
and Wierzbicka 2002).

Fourthly, semantic primes provide a clear, precise and non-ethnocentric
semantic basis for typological categories such as ‘imperative’, ‘causative’,
‘transitive’, ‘passive’, ‘relative clause’ and so on. That typological com-
parison rests ultimately on semantic judgements has long been recog-
nized, since, as Greenberg (1966: 74) put it: ‘variation in structure makes
it difficult if not impossible to use structural criteria, or only structural
criteria, to identify grammatical categories across languages’. Greenberg
did not shrink from admitting that to identify different category types
across languages, in order to compare them, one must rely essentially on
semantic criteria. One may also appeal to functional criteria, but on
closer inspection functional criteria turn out also to depend on seman-
tic judgements. The same applies to Croft’s (2002) recent attempts to
base cross-linguistic comparison on an inventory of ‘situation types’. It
is not possible to identify, describe and explain situation types (basic
domains, conceptual spaces or whatever) except in terms of the mean-
ing categories of some metalanguage. The key issue is how to make this
metalanguage (that is the metalanguage of cross-linguistic description)
maximally clear, precise and language-independent (in the sense of not
depending on the lexical vagaries of any one language, such as English).

Grammarians and typologists generally recognize the importance of
semantic prototypes (cf. Comrie 1981, Dixon 1995). Probably most
would concur with Wierzbicka’s (1998b) summary:

… the grammatical resources of any language are limited. Often,
therefore, a grammatical construction is centered around a prototyp-
ical meaning, and has also various extended uses, accommodating
other meanings (usually related to the prototype). Often, the same
prototypical meanings recur in different languages, whereas the
extensions are language-specific.

In much current work, however, the details of presumed prototypes are
stated in a mode of semantic description which is informal and less than
maximally clear. Of course, this does not necessarily mean that valuable
work becomes impossible, but in my view it is almost always the case in
successful typological and contrastive research that the underlying
semantic criteria are relatively clear and can easily be translated into the
metalanguage of semantic primes – with further improvement in clarity
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and translatability. For example, van der Auwera et al.’s (this volume)
study of imperatives succeeds, in my view, partly because their proposed
‘core meaning’ for an imperative construction is relatively simple. The
current phrasing could, however, be improved by replacing expressions
such as ‘the speaker’, ‘second person’, ‘wish’ and ‘carry out’ with the
semantic primes I, YOU, WANT and DO, that is a prototypical imperative
construction expresses the message ‘I want you to do something’.

But if the semantic prototype of an imperative may be relatively clear
and widely shared among working linguists, the same does not apply to
categories in the realms of aspect, modality and causativity, for example.
Even familiar concepts such as ‘agent’ and ‘instrument’ can be subject to
wide differences of interpretation, as shown elsewhere in this volume,
with the result that it becomes difficult or impossible to ‘line up’ the
research findings of different scholars. Certain categories and concepts
may also turn out to be confused, inaccurate or implausible when
looked at closely from a semantic point of view, despite being taken for
granted in the general community of descriptive linguistics.

The standard notion of ‘relative clause’ constitutes a case in point, and
one worth examining in a little depth. The most influential functional
definition for a prototypical relative clause is that of Keenan and Comrie
(1977: 63–4):

We consider any syntactic object to be a relative clause if it specifies 
a set of objects … in two steps: a larger set is specified, called the
domain of relativization, and then restricted to some subset of which
a certain sentence is true. The domain of relativization is expressed in
the surface structure by the head NP, and the restricting sentence by
the restricting clause.

Despite its canonical status in discussions of relative clauses (cf. for
example Fabb 1994), Wierzbicka (1998b) argues that this characteriza-
tion is implausible and inaccurate – at least if one interprets it from 
a cognitive point of view. For example, in the case of an illustrative
sentence such as the following (adduced by Keenan 1985: 142):

(20) I picked up two towels that were lying on the floor.

it would hardly be plausible to suppose that the speaker has in mind the
set of possible pairs of towels and that the function of the relative clause
consists in narrowing this set down to just one such pair. Rather, what the
speaker appears to be doing is providing some additional information
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about the two towels referred to in the main clause. Wierzbicka proposes
instead the following schema:

(21) I picked up two towels that were lying on the floor. �

I say: I picked up two towels
I want to say something more about these two towels at the
same time:
[I say] they were lying on the floor

Pursuing her critique of the conventional ‘subset’ characterization fur-
ther, Wierzbicka adduces the following sentences (from a contemporary
novel): (a) Snow that was drowning the city … (b) How could he trust even
this circle of elastic on the sleeve of the girl’s frock that gripped her arm? In
relation to (a) she comments: ‘It seems really beyond belief that the
speaker is thinking here about the set of all snows and delimiting the
subset of “snow that was drowning the city”.’ In relation to (b), it is not
very plausible that the function of the relative clause is one of identifi-
cation, since the preceding phrase ‘on the sleeve of the girl’s frock’
would seem to provide adequate identification: ‘Rather, the clause “that
gripped her arm” provides additional information about the elastic in
question – information that the speaker sees as relevant to the content
of the main clause and wants to integrate with it.’

The semantic formula ‘I want to say something more about this thing
at the same time’ seems to capture the intended meaning of these rela-
tive clauses adequately. Wierzbicka proposes that this semantic formula
constitutes a better (clearer, and more appropriate) characterization of
the prototypical concept of a relative clause. That is, she proposes not
only that the formula fits these particular examples of relative clauses,
but that since such relative clauses are fine examples of prototypical rela-
tive clauses (as implied also by Keenan 1985), the formula can also be
taken as a general model for a prototypical relative clause.

There are many aspects of this proposal which are deserving of further
discussion, but for reasons of space I will mention only a couple here.
The first, a matter of clarification, is that it is not being claimed that the
formula ‘I want to say something more about this thing at the same
time’ applies to all relative clause structures, even in English. For exam-
ple, it does not fit exactly relative clauses with indefinite or generic NP
heads (for example there was something we needed or it’s the only place that
carries this book). Also there are some relative clauses which, in combi-
nation with a determiner, do seem to indicate a subset reading (for
example those who went east found water and survived).4 Wierzbicka’s
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(1998b) proposal is intended to characterize the ‘core’ or prototypical
concept of relative clause. Second, the proposal is based on the assump-
tion that prototypical relative clauses are unspecified with respect to the
distinction between ‘restrictive’ and ‘non-restrictive’ ones – a distinction
which very few languages seem to draw in any consistent way, and
which is often vague in English.5

Finally, and importantly, it has to be acknowledged that Wierzbicka is
by no means alone in drawing attention to weaknesses in the conven-
tional Keenan and Comrie (1977) definition. She herself notes that Fox
and Thompson (1990), for example, in their study of relative clauses in
a corpus of American English conversation, found that the function of
many of them appeared to be ‘characterization or description of a New
Head NP referent’, rather than a narrowing down of the range of refer-
ence of the head NP. What is different from other suggestions is the
clarity and transparency of the semantic prototype formula phrased in
terms of semantic primes.

In a similar vein, Wierzbicka (1995, 1998b, 1999, 2000) has argued
that other typologically important notions such as ‘noun’, ‘verb’, ‘tran-
sitive’ and ‘patient’ (accusative) can be clarified (anchored, grounded) in
prototypes framed in the metalanguage of semantic primes.

1.4 Final remarks

The NSM theory of semantic primes is no ‘new kid on the block’. It is the
result of a long and incremental programme of research. In this chapter
my first concern has been to stress that there is a substantial cross-
linguistic literature dealing with the identification of semantic primes
across languages, and to illustrate some of the problems and solutions
discussed in this literature. My other main purpose has been to outline
some of the ways in which empirically established semantic primes can
be of value as a tool in contrastive linguistics, in both the lexical and
grammatical domains.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the 2nd International
COLLATE symposium: ‘Contrastive Analysis and Linguistic Theory’,
University of Ghent, 21–22 September 2001. I thank participants of that
symposium for their many valuable comments.

2. Admittedly, in English one can hear something about Y, but this is an English-
specific construction which is decomposable in terms of ‘hear’ and ‘say
about’; roughly, it means that one heard someone saying something about Y.
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3. It might seem that the possibility that an OBLique argument of ma can indi-
cate topic, that is SAY SOMETHING ABOUT YOBL, reintroduces the possibility of
ambiguity with THINK, specifically with THINK SOMETHING ABOUT Y. In fact this
ambiguity does not arise because an OBLique argument of ma can never be
interpreted as a ‘topic of cognition’. To express the meaning ‘X thought about
Y’ in Bunuba, one uses a separate lexical form linga � RA2 ‘think about’
(Knight forthcoming). The alternation between ma and linga � RA2, which
can be viewed as a kind of allolexy, provides another argument in favour of ma
having a meaning THINK which is distinct from SAY.

4. Wierzbicka (1998b) observes that such sentences can easily be paraphrased
along the following lines: ‘some people went east and found water; these
people survived’.

5. Wierzbicka (1998b) notes that non-restrictive relative clauses, where they do
occur, have a parenthetical (frequently explanatory) quality, which should
also be modelled in a semantic prototype. She suggests the component:
‘I want to say something else about this person/thing now’, and comments:
‘Both the contrast between “something else” and “something more” and that
between “now” and “at the same time” suggest that the information provided
by the non-restrictive relative clause is more independent of, and less inte-
grated with, that provided by the main clause than is the case in the restrictive
relative clause.’
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A Semantic Map for 
Imperative-Hortatives1

Johan van der Auwera, Nina Dobrushina and 
Valentin Goussev

Introduction

This chapter is about similarities and differences in the way languages
express orders, requests and exhortations. It crucially employs a 
so-called ‘semantic map’. The concept of the semantic map will be pre-
sented in section 2.1. Section 2.2 sketches some issues in the study of
Imperatives and Imperative-like constructions. In section 2.3 a semantic
map is proposed that yields some insights in the study of Imperatives
and Imperative-like structures.

2.1 Semantic maps

Semantic maps, also called ‘mental’ or ‘cognitive’, have become a
powerful tool in cross-linguistic analysis. The idea is not actually new,
but at least its prominence in typology is. Typological semantic map-
ping has been undertaken for a great many aspects of meaning, includ-
ing tense and aspect (Anderson 1982), evidentiality (Anderson 1986),
conditionals (Traugott 1985), voice (Kemmer 1993) and indefiniteness
(Haspelmath 1997).2 In what follows we will use examples from the
realm of modality.

Much of modern typology attempts to explain form on the basis of
meaning. Elements of structure are similar because the meanings they
encode are similar. The hypothesis holds both for elements within one
language and across languages. Consider the sentences in (1), and more
particularly the functions of the modal verb must:

(1) a. Mary must go home now.
b. Mary must be home now.



(1a) expresses an obligation and (1b) a high probability. Obligation and
high probability are by no means the same concepts, yet they are simi-
lar. An obligation is a situational necessity: there is something in the
state of affairs described in (1a), maybe somebody’s wish or command,
that necessitates Mary’s leaving. A high probability is also a kind of
necessity, but it is crucially epistemic or inferential and refers to a judge-
ment of the speaker and a degree of commitment. Epistemic necessity is
the necessity of a judgement relative to other judgements. Perhaps the
speaker believes that Mary always goes to work by bike, perhaps (s)he
notices that Mary’s bike is no longer there, and (s)he then deduces that
Mary must be home. In English, the auxiliary must can be used for both
obligation and high probability. In the Tungusic language Evenki, how-
ever, the two meanings or uses do not share any marker. Both meanings
are, however, perfectly expressible. For situational necessity it is possible
to use the suffix -mAchin and for epistemic necessity the suffix -nA
will do.

(2) Evenki (Nedjalkov 1997: 269, 264, 265, 265)
a. Minggi girki-v ilan-duli chas-tuli suru-

mechin-in.
my friend- three-PROL hour-PROL go.away-

1SG.POSS OBL-3SG
‘My friend must go/leave in three hours.’

b. Su tar asatkan-me sa:-na-s.
you that girl-ACC.DEF know-PROB-2PL
‘You probably know that girl.’

We now have a mini-typology of languages. There are at least two types
of languages in the world: those that have a marker that can express
both situational and epistemic necessity, and those that do not have any
such marker, but need two markers. We also have a mini-map.

(3) situational necessity —— epistemic necessity

Situational and epistemic necessity occupy two distinct areas in seman-
tic space: this is symbolized by the fact that each is named separately.
But these concepts are related: this is symbolized by the connecting 
line. On this map we can plot the function of English must and of 
Evenki -mAchin and -nA.
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The contrast sketched between English must vs. Evenki -mAchin and -nA
is typical. Time and again one finds that what some languages encode as
two separate meanings is given a unique encoding by other languages.
From another point of view, however, the mini-map presented in (3)–(5)
is most untypical. The mini-map has just two values. Usually, there are
many more. For modality also, a full map has to relate necessity to pos-
sibility, it has to distinguish subtypes of situational and epistemic
modality, and it also has to relate the modal concepts of necessity and
possibility to non-modal ones (see van der Auwera and Plungian 1998).
A few illustrations will make these requirements clearer. Possibility, for
instance, is like necessity in allowing both situational and epistemic
uses:

(6) a. You may go now. [Situational possibility]
b. John may be next door. [Epistemic possibility]

Again, just like for necessity, constructions and languages differ with
respect to the range of meanings/uses they cover. English may is used
for both types, but its Dutch cognate mogen only has the situational
meaning:

(7) Dutch
a. Je mag nu gaan. [Situational possibility]

you may now go
‘You may go now.’

b. *Jan mag hiernaast zijn. [Epistemic possibility]
John may here.next be
‘John may be next door.’

As to finer distinctions, the point can be made with English may and
can. Can is used both for the subtype of situational possibility that is
internal to a participant in the situation, usually the subject (capacity,

situational necessity epistemic necessity

-mAchin -nA

situational necessity epistemic necessity

must
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ability), and for permission, a situational possibility external to the
participant. English may only has the second meaning/use.

(8) a. *I may swim. [Participant-internal situational possibility]
b. You may go now. [Participant-external situational possibility]

(9) a. I can swim. [Participant-internal situational possibility]
b. You can go now. [Participant-external situational possibility]

And as to relations between possibility and necessity, and between both
possibility and necessity and non-modal meanings or uses, consider that
Danish må – a cognate of must – allows both a situational possibility and
a situational necessity reading, and that Dutch mogen ‘may’ allows a
‘like’ reading.

(10) Danish (Davidsen-Nielsen 1990: 187)
Nu må du fortælle.
now may/must you tell
‘Now you may/must tell a story.’

(11) Dutch
Ik mag geen soep.
I may no soup
‘I don’t like soup.’

The evidence in (6)–(11) shows that a two-value map is not sufficient.
Something like (12) is needed:

(13) is the same map, showing the meanings/uses of English may and
can, Dutch mogen and Danish må.

liking

participant-internal participant-external epistemic 
situational possibility situational possibility possibility

participant-external epistemic 
situational necessity necessity
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Note that the two uses covered by Danish må are next to each other. The
same is true for the two uses of English can, English may and Dutch
mogen. We here hit upon a most fundamental property of semantic
maps. Whenever a linguistic marker has more than one use, these uses
normally have to be contiguous. Consider the abstract semantic maps
in (14):

The configurations in (14a) and (14b) are allowed, for the spread of
the markers aaa and bbb obeys the contiguity requirement. The config-
uration in (14c) flouts the contiguity restriction, and the prediction is
that languages would normally not allow this. There is at least one
exception to a contiguity requirement, however. Two uses may be non-
contiguous and yet employ the same marker, if they are developments
out of a use which is no longer in existence. This is the constellation
shown in (15) (see van der Auwera and Plungian 1998 for further dis-
cussion), coupled with the diachronic information that use 1 precedes
uses 2 and 3.

a. use 1 use 2 use 3 
aaa

b. use 1 use 2 use 3
bbb

c. use 1 use 2 use 3 
ccc ccc
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liking

participant-internal  participant-external  epistemic  
situational possibility situational possibility  possibility  

participant-external  epistemic 
situational necessity  necessity

English can Dutch mogen
English may Danish må

(13)

(14)



2.2 Imperative-Hortatives

There is little cross-linguistic work on Imperatives and related categories,
apart from the Saint Petersburg typology volume edited by Xrakovskij
(2001/1992) and, specifically on negative Imperatives, Zanuttini (1997)
and follow-up studies. There is also no universal agreement on the
meaning of the term ‘Imperative’. But at least the following statement
should make sense to most linguists: the structures in (16)–(17) uttered
to one or more addressees with the intention to make the addressee(s)
sing all count as Imperatives.

(16) English
Sing!

(17) French
Chante!/Chantez!

Remark that the statement for which we seek a wide agreement is a state-
ment about the use of a form, not about the form itself. Neither the
French form nor the English one are morphologically dedicated to the
Imperative use. English sing obviously also occurs as an Infinitive, and as
an Indicative Present for all persons except the third person singular.
The form sing is thus highly multifunctional, and one may or may not
feel inhibited to call the form itself ‘Imperative’ and thus be forced to
homonymy. For the purpose of this chapter, we steer clear of this issue.
Our object of study is first and foremost identified by function, and not
by form.

The problem we will focus on in this section is whether one could
sensibly speak about non-second person Imperatives. In the tradition of
French grammar, this parlance makes sense. The form in (18) is com-
monly called an ‘Imperative first person plural’:

(18) French
Chantons!
‘Let us sing!’
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The corresponding construction in English is not normally called
‘Imperative’. English grammarians may have two reasons for this, a
semantic and a formal one. On the semantic side, they may point out that
the meaning of the first person plural construction is a bit different. Let us
sing! is not so much an order as an exhortation. On the formal side, they
may observe that the first person plural construction is compositionally
quite different from the second person construction. The latter is a bare
verb, the former has a verb let followed by a pronoun and an Infinitive.

With respect to the grammar of English, the decision not to call let us
sing ‘Imperative’ may be excellent. From a cross-linguistic point of view,
however, it is problematic. The semantic argument, first of all, will not
convince the grammarians of French, for they too accept that the mean-
ing of French chantons is not exactly the same as that of chante and
chantez, and yet they will not hesitate to call all three ‘Imperative’. All that
is required is a notion of Imperative that abstracts from the particulars of
the person to which the appeal to fulfil the speaker’s wish is addressed.
The formal argument is also problematic. It will not, for instance, con-
vince Birjulin and Xrakovskij (2001). In their theoretical introduction to
the Saint Petersburg Imperative book (Xrakovskij 2001), Birjulin and
Xrakovskij (2001: 28) claim that cross-linguistically Imperative para-
digms are seldom formally homogeneous. The fact that let us sing and
sing are composed in different ways should not therefore prevent us from
calling both ‘Imperative’.

It is not only the first person plural about which one can quarrel as to
whether it deserves to be called ‘Imperative’. For the Uralic language Mari,
Sebeok and Ingemann (1961: 21–2) postulate a paradigm comprising the
second person singular and plural Imperative accompanied by a third per-
son singular and plural. The third persons are also called ‘Imperative’:

(19) Mari (Sebeok and Ingemann 1961: 21–2)
SG PL

2 -Ø/-t -za/-sa
3 - še/-ñe/- šo/-ño/- šö/-ñö -(c) št

(20) Mari (Sebeok and Ingemann 1961: 21–2)
a. T∂j kind∂-m kondo-Ø!

you bread-ACC bring.IMP.2SG
‘Bring bread!’

b. … kü∂-m koč-so!
stone-ACC eat-IMP.3SG
‘… let it eat the stone!’
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A similar situation is found in an Irrealis Future paradigm found in the
Papua New Guinea language Alamblak, and the grammarian on duty,
Bruce (1984: 139–40), calls the second persons ‘Imperative’. This time
around, however, the third persons are called ‘Hortative’ rather than
‘Imperative’.

Languages may have paradigms in which the second person Im-
peratives are joined by both the first person plural and the two third
persons. An example is Hungarian. A so-called ‘indefinite’ paradigm for
the verb vár ‘wait’ is shown in (21):

(21) Hungarian (Kenesei et al. 1998: 311)
SG PL

1 várjunk
2 várj(ál) várjatok
3 várjon várjanak

Note that the slot for the first person singular is empty. In fact, there is a
first person singular form, used with a ‘Let me …’ meaning, but it is
obligatorily accompanied by hadd ‘let’, while this is optional for the
other persons.

A paradigm that caters for all six traditional grammatical persons is
that of the polite, mild, perhaps futurate Imperatives in the Tungusic lan-
guage Even. (22) is the paradigm for the verb ga- ‘take’ – note that there
are separate forms for an exclusive and an inclusive first person plural.

(22) Even (Malchukov 2001: 161)
SG PL
1 ga-d’inga-v ga-d’inga.vur (inclusive) / ga-

d’inga.vun (exclusive)
2 ga-nga-nri ga-nga.san
3 ga-d’inga.va-n ga-d’inga.vu-tan

There are at least two issues here. One is terminological. What is the
appropriate label for non-second person constructions that are used like
standard second person Imperatives, except that they are not addressed
to any addressee, or – in the case of the inclusive first person plural –
they are not used to the addressee(s) only? In Xrakovskij (2001) the
term ‘Imperative’ is used for all persons. Attempts to make use of the
labels of the ‘Hortative’ family, comprising ‘Hortative’ itself but also
‘Cohortative’ and ‘Exhortative’ are found in Ammann and van der Auwera
(2001) and in van der Auwera and Ammann (2002). In this chapter we
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will take no stand on this issue and call all the relevant phenomena
‘Imperative-Hortative’. The second issue concerns the formal structure
of Imperative-Hortative paradigms. We fully agree with Birjulin and
Xrakovskij (2001: 28) when they claim that cross-linguistically Im-
perative paradigms are seldom formally homogeneous. Nevertheless,
these paradigms may contain at least a partial formal homogeneity.
Whereas in English let us sing and sing are formally very different, in
French chantons, chante, chantez are formally rather similar. And we have
seen that the formal homogeneity may include third persons (Mari,
Alamblak), third persons and first person plural (Hungarian) and third
persons and first person plural as well as singular (Even). The point of
this chapter is to explore the second issue. Is the partial formal homo-
geneity within Imperative-Hortative paradigms systematic?

2.3 A semantic map for Imperative-Hortatives

We have studied the formal structure of Imperative-Hortatives in 376
languages. It is a convenience sample. It is a subset of a much larger set
of languages, chosen in part with the method proposed by Rijkhoff et al.
(1993).3 Quite often, the information in grammars is incomplete and
the 376 languages just happen to be the ones for which we dare to frame
a hypothesis, however tentative, about the structure of the Imperative-
Hortative system. Some appreciation of the languages may be gathered
from Map 2.1, and although many dots are superimposed on each other,
the map at least shows that languages were chosen from all corners of
the globe. For some claims about the spread of certain types of

52 Contrastive Analysis in Language

Map 2.1 The 376 languages of the convenience sample



Imperative-Hortative systems, we can refer to van der Auwera et al.
(2003).

2.3.1 Constructing the map

The semantic map we propose for Imperative-Hortatives is built on three
partially independent dimensions: (i) the nature of the speech partici-
pants: Speaker, Addressee or Referent, (ii) the number of the speech
participants, (iii) the nature of the Imperative-Hortative speech act.
A skeleton map representing the three speech participants is shown
in (23):

Note that the Speaker is necessarily singular. No language is known to
have grammaticalized the idea of a plurality of people speaking at the
same time (Cysouw 2001: 66).

We now add what is traditionally called ‘the first person plural’.
Semantically, it is either a mix of the Speaker and the Addressee(s) poles –
the inclusive first person plural (‘1PLi’) – or a mix of the Speaker and the
Referent(s) poles – the exclusive first person plural (‘1PLe’).

We also need to make the singular–plural distinction explicit for the
second and the third persons. For the second person, we propose to
make two locations, with the second plural being the immediate neigh-
bour of the first plural inclusive. Taking them apart reflects that lan-
guages may have different strategies dependent on the number of the
second person. For the third person, we will keep both numbers in one
location. There is no language in the sample in which a third singular
Imperative-Hortative attracts a different strategy from the third plural.

3
[= Referent(s)]

1PLe
[= Referent(s) + Speaker] 

2 1PLi 1SG 
[= Addressee(s)] [Addressee(s) + Speaker] [= Speaker] 

3
[= Referent(s)]

2  1SG
[= Addressee(s)] [= Speaker]
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Of course, there are other number distinctions, like dual, trial and
paucal. Especially the dual shows up in Imperative-Hortatives, for
instance for the second person of Sino-Tibetan Limbu (26) or for the
inclusive first person of the Colombian language Awa Pit (27):

(26) Limbu (Van Driem 1987: 188)
a. Ips-Ø-�?!

sleep-2SG-IMP
‘Sleep!’

b. Ips-�tch-�?!
sleep-2DU-IMP
‘Sleep!’

c. Ips-amm-�?!
sleep-2PL-IMP
‘Sleep!’

(27) Awa Pit (Curnow 1997: 248)
Ku-pay!
eat-IMP.1DUi
‘Let’s eat (both you and me).’

The trial is much rarer, but in section 2.3.2 we will see how it shows up
in the Vanuatu language Motlav. Duals and trials are special cases of plu-
rals. A dual is a plural for just two Addressees. Whenever there is a dual
there is also a plural sensu stricto (‘non-singular’), which in that case
applies only to three or more Addressees. Whenever there is a trial, there
is also a dual and a plural, and the plural sensu stricto then only applies
to four or more Addressees. The maximal constellation, relative to what
was found in our sample, is shown in (28). It is not clear yet whether we
should assign all the duals and trials separate locations, or whether we
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3SG/PL
[= Referent(s)]

1PLe
[= Referent(s) 

+ Speaker]

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 
[= Addressee] [= Addressees] [= Addressee(s) [= Speaker]

+ Speaker]

(25)



should provide multi-filler locations, such as our 3SG/3PL location. 
For the time being, we give them separate locations.

The third dimension is the very nature of the Imperative-Hortative speech
act. It concerns the expression of a wish by the Speaker and an appeal that
the wish be fulfilled. In the most typical situation this appeal is directed at
the Addressee(s) and it is the Addressee(s) that has/have to undertake some
action. The most typical Imperative-Hortatives are therefore second person
structures. This much is suggested by the Standard Average European
grammar and it retains its validity also after 376 languages. Whenever a
language has grammaticalized one or more Imperative-Hortative construc-
tions, they have to be available for the second persons.4 Within the second
person Imperative-Hortative, however, we have reason to believe that the
second person singular is more typical than the plural. For quite some lan-
guages, grammarians are found saying that the language has a ‘true
Imperative’ only for the second singular and that it caters for the second
plural in some other way – see the discussion of Lingala below. We also
believe that the plural is more typical than the dual and the trial. Let us
reflect the typicality by turning the relevant lines into arrows. With respect
to the second persons, we can transform (28) into (29):

3TR

3DU
2TR

3SG/PL
2DU 1PLe

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG

1DUi 1DUe

1TRi 1TRe
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3TR

3DU
2TR

3SG/PL
2DU 1PLe

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe

1TRi 1TRe

(28)

(29)



With non-second person Imperative-Hortatives, the appeal is arguably
still directed at the Addressee(s), but it is more complex and arguably
less typical. Consider a third person construction like English (30):

(30) Let the party start!

The appeal is not to the party itself. It is again the Addressee(s) that is/are
entreated to do something to the effect that the party will start. Also with
the first person non-singulars, the Addressee(s) are appealed to:

(31) Let us sing!

In the inclusive reading, the Addressee(s) is/are supposed to join the
Speaker in singing. In the exclusive reading, the Addressee(s) is not
entreated to sing, but still to do something to the effect that the Speaker
and one or more Referents get to sing. In the first person singular, one can
see the Speaker either doubling up in a role of Addressee or as appealing to
some real Addressee(s) to allow him/her, the Speaker, to sing.

(32) Let me sing!

Of the three non-second Imperative-Hortatives, our materials show that
the first plural exclusive and the first person singular are grammatical-
ized least frequently and are therefore least typical. Whether the third
persons are more or less typical than the first person plural inclusive, we
do not know. For the time being, we leave them in the position they
occupy on the map so far. Typicality relations are again reflected by
arrows. We once more assume that the trials are less typical than the
duals, which are themselves less typical than the plurals.
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3TR

3DU
2TR

3SG/PL
2DU 1PLe 

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe

1TRi 1TRe

(33)



The map is now quite complex. One can interpret it as a conflation 
of several hierarchies. If one disregards the duals and the trials as well 
as the inclusive–exclusive distinction, one can detect the hierarchy 
in (34):

(34) 2SG → 2PL → 3 or 1PL → 1SG

The first person inclusive–exclusive distinction can be captured by a
mini-hierarchy as well:

(35) 1PLi → 1Ple

For number it is tempting to bring in the ‘Number Hierarchy’, known
from the typological literature (see Corbett 2000: 38ff) and represented
in a simplified format in (36):

(36) SG → PL → DU → TR

In the Imperative-Hortative domain, however, (36) holds true only
for the second person. For the first person, the plural has to occupy the
top position, and for the third person, both the singular and the plural
go in the first position. What holds true of all persons, however, is the
hierarchy in (37):

(37) PL → DU → TR

2.3.2 Formal homogeneity

The map in (33) may raise many issues. The only one that the rest of the
chapter will deal with is its potential for explaining formal homogeneity
in Imperative-Hortative paradigms. For this purpose we can simply rely
on the contiguity requirement, which goes with any semantic map. The
contiguity requirement will predict that if a language employs a certain
strategy for more than one ‘location’ on the map, these locations have
to be contiguous. Is this requirement fulfilled or not, in the 376 lan-
guages studied?

The answer is largely positive. In the overwhelming majority of cases,
Imperative-Hortative systems seem positioned across connected loca-
tions on the semantic map. In what follows we will first illustrate some
of these systems and at the end we discuss two problems.
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The map obviously allows that a certain strategy is used in only one
location. The Imperative of the Bantu language Lingala appears only in
the second person singular (Meeuwis 1998: 28).

(38) Lingala (Meeuwis 1998: 28)
Sál-á!
work-EPV.IMP.SG
‘Work!’

The form sál-á consists of the root of the verb (sál-) followed by -a, called
an ‘expletive verbal suffix’ (‘EPV’) by Meeuwis. For the second singular
Imperative this suffix has a high tone:

Note that Lingala speakers do have the possibility to issue orders and
requests to a plural Addressee. To do this, they have to resort to what
Meeuwis (1998: 28) calls a ‘Subjunctive’. This is morphologically quite
different from the Imperative. Subjunctives have a person–number
prefix with a high tone:

(40) Lingala (Meeuwis 1998: 28, p.c.)
SG PL

1 ná-sál-a á-sál-a
2 ó-sál-a bó-sál-a
3 tó-sál-a bá-sál-a

This Subjunctive strategy does not only provide for orders and requests
for the second plural, but for all relevant persons, including the second
singular (Meeuwis 1998: 29, p.c.). Given the terminology developed in
this chapter, Lingala can therefore be said to possess an all person
Imperative-Hortative system. This Imperative-Hortative strategy obvi-
ously passes the contiguity test and the full representation of the Lingala
Imperative is shown in (41).5

3TR

3DU
2TR

3SG/PL
2DU 1PLe  

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe

1TRi 1TRe
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In (42) we show the Mari system, already discussed in section 2.3.1. It
represents a system in which the strategy used for the second singular
and plural is extended to another person, in this case to the third singu-
lar and plural.
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2TR 3TR

2DU 3DU

3SG/PL
1PLe 

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe 

1TRi 1TRe

 3TR 

2TR 3DU 

2DU 3SG/PL 
1PLe 

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe 

1TRi 1TRe

(41)

(42)

(43)

2TR 3TR

2DU 3DU 

3SG/PL
1PLe 

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe

1TRi 1TRe

That the singular and plural third use the same strategy is very perva-
sive, whether, as in Mari, it is a strategy that the third persons share with
another person, or it is exclusive for them, as in Armenian (Kozintseva
2001: 246–9).



Armenian also shows that the first person plural – and dual – inclusive
may have a dedicated structure. Of the two first person plurals, it is typ-
ically the inclusive one that is grammaticalized, whether it has a dedi-
cated strategy (Armenian) or not (French). In the Even paradigm in (22)
both first persons have their own form. This is true for West Greenlandic
as well, and in this language they belong to different paradigms
(Fortescue 1984: 24–7, 291–2):

A dual is found on the Armenian map in (43). We also found it in the
Vanuatu language Motlav and in this language we find a trial as well.
The language has three Imperative-Hortative strategies: (i) a bare verb
strategy available for the second singular, (ii) a bare verb accompanied
by special Imperative-Hortative pronouns, available only for the second
dual, trial and plural, and (iii) a ‘desiderative aorist’ strategy, available
for the three persons, in the four numbers, and in the first person dual,
trial and plural both in the inclusive and exclusive variety (François
2001: p.c.).

3TR

2TR 3DU

2DU 3SG/PL
1PLe  

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe 

1TRi 1TRe 
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3TR

2TR 3DU

2DU  3SG/PL 
1PLe 

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe 

1TRi 1TRe 

(44)

(45)



So far all the constellations which we have shown obey the contiguity
requirement, and this seems true for the overwhelming majority of the
languages in the sample. Yet there are problems. We will discuss two.
The first concerns the Chilean language Mapuche. In Mapuche (Smeets
1989: 233–6), morphological Imperatives exist for the third persons as
well as for the second person singular whose object is not a first person.
For the second person plural and dual, for the second person singular
with a first person object as well as for the third persons an Indicative
strategy is used. On the map we get a breach of the contiguity principle.

At this stage, it is unclear how to deal with the counterexample. Either
we make the map more complex by incorporating an extra parameter or
we leave the map the way it is and accept its contiguity property as a
statistical universal instead of as an absolute universal and interpret the
actual strategy as resulting from competing motivations.

The second problem can be illustrated with French. The paradigm
that includes the second singular and plural (17) also includes the first
plural (18):

(17) French
Chante!/Chantez!
‘Sing!’

(18) French
Chantons!
‘Let us sing!’

As far as we can observe, the first person plural can only be inclusive.
French also has a strategy for the third persons, illustrated in (47). It uses
the complementizer que ‘that’ and the verb is Subjunctive.

3TR

2TR 3DU

2DU 3SG/PL
1PLe 

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe

1TRi 1TRe
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(47) French
Que la fête commence!
‘Let the party start.’

This structure is also attested for the first person singular. An example is
(48), due to Kordi (2001: 377) – other examples in Grevisse (1980: 854).

(48) French
Que je te réchauffe contre moi!
‘Let me warm you against me!’

According to the semantic map, this structure should also exist for the
exclusive first person plural, but native speakers asked were very hesitant
about (49):

(49) French
?? Que nous te réchauffions contre nous!
‘Let us warm you against us!’

Let us assume that (49) really does not occur, how then can we represent
the formal homogeneity of the third person (singular and plural) and first
person singular Imperative-Hortative of French? Would it be justified to
simply draw a direct line between the third person and the first person sin-
gular? Or should we accept the French constellation as a counterexample?

Just like for Mapuche, we will abstain from making any decision.

2.4 Conclusion

In this chapter we have studied ‘Imperative-Hortative’ systems cross-
linguistically. The term ‘Imperative-Hortative’ is designed to include
the uncontroversial second person Imperatives as well as related 

3TR

3DU

2TR
3SG/PL

2DU 1PLe 

2SG 2PL 1PLi 1SG 

1DUi 1DUe

1TRi 1TRe
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non-second person structures, whether or not grammarians call them
‘Imperative’ or ‘Hortative’ or yet something else. The specific goal was to
study the degree of formal homogeneity within these paradigms. The
explanation relied on a proposal for a semantic map and the basic idea
that the semantic contiguity of the semantic map is reflected by formal
contiguity. The semantic map embodies a typicality dimension and
presents the second singular at one end, that of the most typical
Imperative-Hortative, and the first singular at the other end. The most
interesting features of the in-between area are the fact that there is no
need to distinguish between a third person singular and plural, and that
there are two first person plurals, inclusive and exclusive, with the
former as the more typical Imperative-Hortative.

Abbreviations

ACC Accusative
DEF definite
DU dual
e exclusive
EPV expletive verbal suffix
i inclusive
IMP Imperative
OBL obligation
PL plural
POSS Possessive
PROB probability
PROL Prolative
SG singular
TR trial
1, 2, 3 first, second, third person

Notes

1. The work was done while Nina Dobrushina (Moscow State University) and
Valentin Goussev (Oriental Institute, Russian Academy Sciences, Moscow)
were visitors at Antwerp’s Center for Grammar, Cognition and Typology.
Funding was provided by the Research Council of the University of Antwerp
and by the Flemish Fund for Scientific Research (project G.0097.98 N). Thanks
are also due to Jan Nuyts and to the students of the autumn 2000 Typology
class in the Germanic languages department of the University of Antwerp.

2. Maps are related to hierarchies, which have also been prominent in typology,
but they are more complex. Whereas a hierarchy is a directional ordering
along just one dimension, a map may involve several dimensions and there
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may or not be a directionality. One could say that hierarchies are a subtype of
maps. The discussion of Imperative-Hortatives in section 2.3 will illustrate the
relation between maps and hierarchies.

3. Another factor in the selection of languages was that the sample had to obey
the requirements posed by the ‘WALS’ project (World Atlas of Language
Structures, see Dryer et al. 2003). For this project 200 languages were chosen,
and our set properly includes these 200 languages.

4. Note that we are not claiming that every language has to have a number-
specific second person construction. The Mongolian language Kalmyk and the
Siberian language Yukaghir may well be languages that provide for the second
persons with an all person paradigm, but on top of that they have dedicated
constructions for first person plurals (Yukaghir: Maslova 1999: 172, 568) or for
thirds (Kalmyk: Benzing 1985: 18, 38, 61, 66, 103, 131–2).

5. We assume that the first person plural can have exclusive as well inclusive
uses. If this assumption turns out to be wrong and the form only has one
interpretation, most likely the inclusive one, contiguity is still preserved.
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3
‘Basic Word Order’ in Formal and
Functional Linguistics and the
Typological Status of ‘Canonical’
Sentence Types1

Frederick J. Newmeyer

3.1 Introduction

It is standard practice in typological studies to classify languages in
terms of the basic order of the positioning of their subject, the verb and
the object. For a wide variety of reasons, a wide variety of scholars have
deemed such a classification problematic: the various criteria that have
been appealed to in order to motivate one or another basic order often
lead to contradictory results, some languages seem to manifest no basic
order by any reasonable criteria, and the ‘subject’ and ‘object’ relations
themselves are problematic, both in that no consistent criteria exist to
identify them cross-linguistically and in that some languages might lack
such relations altogether.2

The purpose of this chapter is to rebut arguments designed to chal-
lenge the usefulness of the notion ‘basic word order’ in one sense of the
term, namely that which Lambrecht (1987, 2001) calls ‘canonical word
order’. The canonical word order of a language is that order typically
found in main clause declaratives when the subjects and objects are
encoded by fully referential lexical noun phrases (as opposed to
pronominal or clitic elements). As Anna Siewierska has noted, reference
to ‘basic word order’ by typologists more often than not implies refer-
ence to ‘canonical word order’:

Within the context of typological studies the term ‘basic order’ is
typically identified with the order that occurs in stylistically neutral,
independent, indicative clauses with full noun phrase (NP) partici-
pants. … It must be remembered that the word order correlations



constituting the word order type … are established in terms of the
meta-theoretical concept of ‘basic order’. (Siewierska 1988: 8, 25)

Lambrecht points out that in language after language the text frequency
of such canonical sentences (as I will call them) is extremely low, and con-
cludes thereby that their centrality to both generative and functional–
typological studies is an unfortunate holdover from the classical Greek
and medieval grammatical traditions, both of which appeal to the
notion ‘complete thought’. I will argue, on the other hand, that canon-
ical sentences, despite their rarity in discourse, are nevertheless an
important typological parameter.

The chapter is organized as follows. Section 3.2 introduces the ‘canon-
ical word order paradox’ – the fact that canonical sentences, though
minoritarian in actual discourse, have typological importance. The fol-
lowing two sections, 3.3 and 3.4, present and rebut attempts to defuse
the paradox, the first from the perspective of generative grammar and
the second from the perspective of typological research itself. The con-
cluding section 3.5 points to facts about speech production in an
attempt to explain the usefulness to typology of canonical sentences.

3.2 The canonical word order paradox

Let us begin with an uncontroversial observation. Virtually all scholars
agree that it was Joseph Greenberg’s seminal 1963 paper (Greenberg
1963) that laid the basis for modern functional–typological linguistics.
Greenberg proposed a six-way classification of the languages of the
world according to the relative position of their subjects, verbs and
objects:

(1) Greenberg’s six-way classification: VSO, SVO, SOV, VOS, OSV, OVS

Greenberg was not explicit as to his criteria for assigning a basic order to
a language, but it appears that he was motivated primarily by that lan-
guage’s canonical order. For example, his first universal appealed to
‘declarative sentences with nominal subject and object’ (1963: 77) and
he classified German and Chinese as SVO, the most frequent order in
those languages in main clause declaratives, despite the fact that those
languages also manifest SOV order.

Many of the typological generalizations in the Greenberg paper were
based on correlations with these six basic orders, though the rarity of
languages in which the object precedes the subject prevented him from
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saying much about other typological properties of languages with these
three orderings. So, for example, he showed that there are robust corre-
lations between basic word order and whether a language has preposi-
tions and postpositions, as in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1 Correlations between word order
and adposition order (Greenberg 1963)

VSO SVO SOV

Prepositions 6 10 0
Postpositions 0 3 11

Table 3.2 Proportions of basic con-
stituency orders (Tomlin 1986: 22)

Word order
Languages

Number %

SOV 180 45
SVO 168 42
VSO 37 9
VOS 12 3
OVS 5 1
OSV 0 0

Total 402

Most typologists since Greenberg have, I believe, continued to assume
the six-way typology and to base it primarily on canonical order. A typi-
cal example is Tomlin (1986). This work attempted to calculate the per-
centages of each language in terms of basic (that is canonical) order and
went on to propose functional explanations for the statistical break-
down (Table 3.2). 

Given the apparent usefulness of the notion ‘canonical word order’,
one might assume that most uttered sentences in most languages would
be canonical. Such is emphatically not the case, however. It has been
demonstrated that in the spoken language, sentences with a subject, a
verb and an object, where the two arguments are full lexical items, are a
minority in all languages and a tiny minority in many languages. Rather,
what one finds is what Du Bois (1985) calls ‘Preferred Argument
Structure’, namely a verb with one full argument, which is typically either
the subject of an intransitive verb or the object of a transitive verb. Table
3.3 summarizes the rarity of canonical sentences and/or the predomi-
nance of Preferred Argument Structure in a wide variety of languages.



Consider even English, which is not a null-subject language and is
widely considered to be rigidly SVO. A corpus of 20,794 sentences from
2400 telephone conversations between unacquainted adults included
only 5975 (29 per cent) that were SVO (see Godfrey et al. 1992 and the
discussions in Francis et al. 1999 and Dick and Elman 2001).

The usefulness of canonical order over Preferred Argument Structure
for typological purposes can be appreciated by a look at two languages
in which object pronouns and full object NPs are in complementary dis-
tribution – French and Chichewa. In those languages, pronouns precede
the main verb, lexical NPs follow it. Given that pronoun-V sequences
are more frequent in discourse than V-full NP sequences, one might be
tempted to predict that French and Chichewa would manifest OV typo-
logical correlations. Such is not the case however; both languages are
robustly VO in their correlations.

Hence we are faced with a profound paradox, as follows:

(2) The canonical word order paradox: sentences with canonical 
constituent order form the minority of those uttered in
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Table 3.3 The rarity of canonical word order

Cayuga (Iroquoian) – 1–2% of clauses contain 3 major constituents (Mithun 1987)
Chamorro (Austronesian) – 10% of transitives have 2 lexical arguments
(Scancarelli 1985)

Coos (Penutian) – 2–3% of clauses contain 3 major constituents (Mithun 1987)
French (Romance) – French preferred clause structure is [(COMP) clitic � Verb (X)].
Only 3% of clauses contain lexical subjects (Lambrecht 1987, 2001)

German (Germanic) – even ditransitive verbs in spoken discourse tend to follow
Preferred Argument Structure (Schuetze-Coburn 1987)

Hebrew (Semitic) – 93% of transitive clauses lack a subject NP (Smith 1996)
Huallaga Quechua (Andean) – in one corpus, only 8% of sentences contained both 
a noun subject and a noun object (Weber 1989)

Malay (Austronesian) – ‘Malay is thus similar to what Du Bois (1985) has described 
for Sacapultec Maya: it has a “Preferred Argument Structure” ’ (Hopper 1988: 126)

Mam (Mayan) – 1% of clauses have 2 lexical arguments (England 1988)
Ngandi (Australian) – 2% of clauses contain 3 major constituents (Mithun 1987)
‘O’odham � Papago (Uto-Aztecan) – only 9% of transitives have 2 overt arguments
(Payne 1992)

Rama (Chibchan) – transitive clauses with 2 NPs are rare (Craig 1987)
Sacapultec (Mayan) – in connected discourse, only 1.1% of clauses have 2 lexical
arguments (Du Bois 1985, 1987)

Samoan (Austronesian) – the great majority of utterances are of the form [V (NP)]
(Ochs 1988)

Yagua (Peba-Yaguan) – in a corpus of 1516 clauses, only 3% contained both a noun
subject and a noun object (Payne 1990)



(probably) every language. But then why have typological
generalizations appealing to ‘canonical’ constituent order proved
so useful?

Before attempting to answer the above question, I will address two
attempts to defuse the paradox entirely, one from generative linguistics
(3.3), and one from linguistic typology (3.4).

3.3 Generative grammar and the canonical word 
order paradox

For many years, Greenbergian-type typological generalizations were not
of great interest to generative grammarians. However, the development
of the Principles-and-Parameters model in the 1980s (Chomsky 1981)
opened up the possibility of capturing typological differences by posit-
ing different parameter settings for different languages. As the following
recent quote from Chomsky illustrates, explaining the Greenbergian
generalizations is now on the generativist agenda:

There has also been very productive study of generalizations that are
more directly observable: generalizations about the word orders we
actually see, for example. The work of Joseph Greenberg has been
particularly instructive and influential in this regard. These universals
are probably descriptive generalizations that should be derived from princi-
ples of UG. (Chomsky 1998: 33; emphasis added)

Now, what strategy might generativists take in trying to capture typo-
logical universals? Clearly, what is irrelevant is any fact about text fre-
quency, as the following quotation from Peter Coopmans succinctly
notes:

When generativists talk about basic word order, they refer to the
order at deep structure, which is generated by the PS rules and serves
as input to the movement rules. … it is a category error to relate the
results of surface frequency counts to underlying order, and thus to
claims about the PS rules of a particular grammar. (Coopmans
1984: 59–62)

Frequency statistics pertain to the realm of ‘E-language’, that is, aspects
of language external to the mind-brain of the speaker. Generativists, 
on the other hand, study ‘I-language’, that is, speakers’ internalized
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cognitive representations. For generative grammarians, there can be no
‘canonical word order paradox’ because the notion ‘canonical word
order’, being defined in part in terms of text frequency, has no place in
a generative account.

The question, then, is whether generative grammar is capable of cap-
turing typological generalizations without appealing to canonical word
order. The remainder of this section will argue that it is not capable (see
also Newmeyer 1998a).

The general assumption among generative grammarians is that the
‘basic word order’ of a language is the order of elements at D-structure
(or some corresponding underlying stage in a derivation) and it is at this
level that typological generalizations hold. Departures from basic order –
and therefore typological inconsistency – result from complications to
the base rules or from movement rules that distort basic order. By way of
illustration, let us examine three generative approaches to typological
inconsistency of Chinese. These works assume that Chinese has many of
the surface characteristics of an SVO language, though it manifests the
typological properties of an SOV language.

The first is Tai (1973), which argued that Chinese is SOV, purely on the
basis of grammar-internal simplicity. However, Tai pointed out that a
benefit of his analysis was the explanation of why Chinese manifests
SOV correlations. As he noted, if deep structure order is more revealing
of typology than surface structure order, it would come as no surprise
that the deep order motivated on theoretical grounds would be a better
predictor of type than the surface order.

Second, consider the treatment of Chinese phrase structure in Huang
(1994). Oversimplifying a bit, Huang noted Chinese is consistently
head-final, except for the rule expanding X� to X0. If the head is verbal
(that is a verb or a preposition), then the head precedes the comple-
ment. Huang captured this situation by a phrase-structure schema that
complicates the X-bar schema somewhat:

(3) a. XP → YP X�

b. X� → YP X�

c. X� → c�. X0 YP iff X � [�v]
c�. YP X0 otherwise

In other words, deviation from typological consistency is reflected by a
more complex grammar.

Finally, Travis (1989) handles typological consistency and inconsis-
tency via implicational relations among parameter settings holding at
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D-structure. The following three settings are relevant:

(4) a. Headedness (initial or final)

b. Direction of theta-role assignment (to the left or to the right)

c. Direction of case assignment (to the left or to the right)

Unmarked settings correspond to typological consistency. Unmarked
English is head-initial, assigns theta-roles to the right and assigns case to
the right. Unmarked Japanese is head-final, assigns theta-roles to the left
and assigns case to the left. But ‘inconsistent’ Chinese has marked param-
eter settings. It is head-final, but assigns theta-roles and case to the right.

The question then is whether by ignoring frequency altogether and
appealing to theoretically motivated ‘deep’ grammatical relations, it is
possible to subvert the paradox. The answer to the question is ‘no’. The
properties of German and Dutch can be used to support the negative
answer. These languages manifest several different word orders. Most
importantly for our purposes, their main clause declaratives are SVO and
their subordinate clauses are SOV. Almost without exception generative
grammarians have argued that German and Dutch are underlyingly SOV
(Bach 1962; Bierwisch 1963, 1966; Koster 1975; Bennis and Hoekstra
1984). Many different considerations lead in that direction. One such
will be presented below, based on the Structure Preserving Constraint
(Emonds 1976):

(5) Structure Preserving Constraint: rules that distort phrase-structure
configurations apply only in main clauses.

If the Structure Preserving Constraint is right, then German and Dutch
have to be SOV. Consider (6a–b):
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a. IP b. IP 

subj V obj subj obj V 

IP IP 

subj V obj subj obj V 

SVO underlying order – SOV underlying order –
movement violates SPC movement obeys SPC 

(6)



If German and Dutch were SVO, as in (6a), a rule would be needed to
apply in subordinate clauses moving the object to the left of the verb.
But such a rule would violate the constraint. If German and Dutch, on
the other hand, were SOV, as in (6b), then a rule would be needed in
main clauses moving the verb to the left of the object. But such a rule is
unproblematic – non-structure-preserving rules can apply in main
clauses. So German and Dutch, by this test (and many others), are
underlyingly SOV.

The problem is that German and Dutch are not typologically SOV.
German is mostly prepositional and for the most part the head noun
precedes the relative clause and the genitive follows the noun it modifies.
Furthermore, the complementizer precedes the subordinate clause, the
article precedes the noun, the copula precedes the predicate, and the
verb precedes the manner adverb. In other words, underlying order is
not a good predictor of typology.

There is more to be said about the claim that D-structure properties
are those that are relevant for typological generalizations (as has been
assumed for Chinese). Most current transformational models – the
Minimalist Program in particular (Chomsky 1995) – do not have a level of
deep structure. The ordering of constituents is considered a very superfi-
cial phenomenon, taking place in the mapping to Phonetic Form.3 How
then, might a generative theory in which elements in underlying struc-
ture are unordered go about capturing typological generalizations? The
most prevalent approach has been to attempt to correlate typological
rarity with the number of grammatical operations performed: the more
steps in the derivation, the rarer typologically. For example, Emonds
(1980) argued that Irish and other VSO languages are SVO throughout
the greater part of the derivation. Such languages have a late rule that
fronts the verb before the subject. As Emonds put it (1980: 44), such
languages are ‘more complicated, therefore rarer’.

In general, however, there seems to be little correlation between the
number of steps in a derivation and anything typological. For example,
Kayne (1994) argues that SOV languages derive from an earlier SVO stage,
even though the consensus now seems to be that SOV is more a common
ordering than SVO (Dryer 1989b). And Newmeyer (1998c) has argued that
grammars that allow ‘preposition stranding’ sentences like (7a–b) are sim-
pler derivationally than those that lack stranding, even though stranding
has been observed in only a tiny percentage of the world’s languages:

(7) a. Who did you speak to?
b. Mary was spoken to.

76 Contrastive Analysis in Language



In other words, there appears to be no hope for a resolution of the basic
word order paradox arising from work in generative grammar.

Despite Coopmans, the relative text frequency of surface patterns is
important for typological generalizations. For quite a few languages, it is
quite difficult to motivate one basic underlying order. Perhaps a sizeable
majority of such languages are those for which discourse factors alone
seem to govern word order. Dryer (1989a) has shown that for these lan-
guages, surface structure frequency is the best predictor of type. Consider
Table 3.4. In all of these languages OV order is the more frequent in
discourse, and the languages manifest OV typological characteristics
(though Dryer does point to a few exceptions to this generalization).
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Table 3.4 Frequency of OV order and OV characteristics among
languages with purely discourse-governed orders (Dryer 1989a)

Ute 72% GenN, Po
Tlingit 67% GenN, Po, RelN
Huallaga Quechua 69% GenN, Po, RelN
Trumai 65% GenN, Po
Koryak 66% GenN, Po
Tacana 86% GenN, Po, Clause-final

subordinator
Takelma 85% GenN, Po
Hupa 53% GenN, Po
Cherokee (more frequent) GenN, Po
Korana 89% GenN, Po, Clause-final Q,

etc.

To summarize, it is not possible to subvert the canonical word order
paradox by dismissing text frequency entirely and appealing instead to
some theoretically motivated underlying order or to the number of steps
in a generative derivation.

3.4 Dryer (1991, 1997) and the canonical 
word order paradox

We will now turn to a rather different attempt to defuse the paradox,
this one based on the rejection of the Greenbergian six-way classifica-
tion. In two important papers, Matthew Dryer (1991, 1997) has argued
for replacing the six-way classification by two two-way parameters:

(8) Two two-way typological parameters (Dryer 1991, 1997)

a. SV vs. VS
b. OV vs. VO



Dryer (1997) gives eight arguments for his revised typology, namely
(9a–h), one of which (9d) appeals to the set of facts on which the
paradox is based:

(9) Arguments for two two-way typological parameters (Dryer 1997)

a. A number of languages are indeterminately VSO or VOS – the
revised typology classifies them identically (that is, VO and VS).

b. VSO and VOS languages are now predicted (correctly) to have
the same typological properties.

c. We now have an explanation for the fact that VSO and VOS
languages readily change historically from one order to the
other.

d. Cross-linguistically, clauses are rare with both an N subject and
an N object.

e. Some languages can be classified by the revised typology, but
are too ‘inconsistent’ with respect to the six-way typology.

f. Some languages can be classified with respect to SV/VS, but not
by OV/VO, or vice versa. Therefore, it is correct to separate out
the two parameters.

g. It is the OV/VO parameter that is central for typological
predictions (that is the position of the subject is not an impor-
tant consideration).

h. The six-way typology does not distinguish between tran-
sitive subjects and intransitive subjects, yet they often be-
have differently (for example, Spanish is typically SVO, 
but VS).

I will now argue that Dryer’s attempt to replace the Greenbergian six-
way classification by his dual two-way classification is unsuccessful.

Let us begin with (9g). How similar typologically are VSO and 
SVO languages? Consider Table 3.5.4 One notes that SVO and VSO 
languages do indeed behave a lot more like each other than either
behaves like SOV languages. But one notes also the striking fact that 
by only one test out of 13 are V-initial languages intermediate between
V-final and SVO. For all the others, SVO languages are intermediate
and by the last three tests on the table, SVO languages are strikingly
intermediate. In other words, VSO languages are different from SVO,
and hence the position of the subject is relevant for typological 
purposes.
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Now Dryer’s system can characterize the difference between VSO and
SVO languages as illustrated in (10a–b):

(10) a. VSO languages are VS and VO.
b. SVO languages are SV and VO.

But as I will argue now, his system cannot explain the difference. Such
requires an appeal to structural relations in the entire tree, that is to the
relative positions of (all of) the subject, the verb and the object. Trees
(11a) and (11b) represent an SVO language (English) and a VSO lan-
guage (Irish) respectively:
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Table 3.5 Percentage of V-final, SVO and V-initial languages manifesting
particular properties (Dryer 1991)

Property V-final SVO V-initial

Postpositional 96 14 9
Relative–Noun 43 1 0
Standard of comparison–Adjective 82 2 0
Predicate–Copula 85 26 39
Subordinate clause–Subordinator 70 6 6
Noun–Plural word 100 24 13
Adpositional phrase–Verb 90 1 0
Manner Adverb–Verb 91 25 17
Verb–Tense/aspect aux verb 94 21 13
Verb–Negative auxiliary 88 13 0
Genitive–Noun 89 59 28
Sentence–Question particle 73 30 13
Wh–in situ 71 42 16

IP b. IP

NPsubj I� I�

I VP I VP 

V� V NPsubj V�

V NPobj PP NPobj PP

P NP P NP

English – SVO Irish – VSO (McCloskey 1991) 

(11)



As an inspection of the two structures reveals, VSO Irish is more consis-
tently right-branching than SVO English. In English, unlike in Irish, the
subject is on the left branch of the structural path leading to the verb
node. As we will see, predictions follow from that fact, given the pro-
cessing theory of Hawkins (1994). The central principle of that theory is
Early Immediate Constituents:

(12) Early Immediate Constituents (EIC) (Hawkins 1994)
The parser prefers orderings of elements that lead to rapid 
recognition of the major constituents of the phrase being
parsed.

Crucially for our purposes, a range of typological predictions follow from
this theory, in particular most of the Greenbergian correlations. For
example, EIC explains why SVO languages tend to be prepositional and
SOV languages postpositional. There are four logical possibilities, illus-
trated in (13a–d): SVO and prepositional (13a); SOV and postpositional
(13b); SVO and postpositional (13c); and SOV and prepositional (13d):
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a. IP b. IP 

NP VP NP VP 

V NP PP PP NP V 

P NP NP P 

SVO and prepositional (common) SOV and postpositional (common)  

c. IP d. IP 

NP VP NP VP 

V NP PP PP NP V 

NP P P NP 

SVO and postpositional (rare) SOV and prepositional (rare)  

Notice that the extent of the tree necessary to identify the constituents of
the VP in (13a) and (13b) – the common orderings – is the distance from
P to V, with only the object NP intervening. But in (13c) and (13d) – the
uncommon orderings – the object of the preposition intervenes as well. In
other words, (13c) and (13d) are rarer because they are harder to process.

(13)



In an (oversimplified) nutshell, then, there is a processing advantage
for constituents of the same subpart of a tree to branch in the same
direction. Since VSO languages are right-branching both in subject posi-
tion and in object position, subparts of both subjects and objects will
favour right-branching. On the other hand, since SVO languages are
left-branching in subject position, they would favour left-branching
subconstituents in that position. So take genitive-noun orderings as an
example. For SVO languages, there is actually a processing advantage for
genitive-noun orders in subject position. Hence, Hawkins’s theory
explains why VSO languages are so much more strongly noun-genitive
than SVO languages. For prepositionality and postpositionality we
would, all other things being equal, expect the same situation, namely,
a more robust degree of prepositionality for VSO languages than for SVO
languages. However, as Table 3.5 illustrates, this prediction is not met –
VSO languages are only slightly more prepositional than SVO languages.
The explanation for this fact is a simple one – adpositional phrases are
much less likely to appear in subject position than in object position.

The above facts could be handled adequately in Dryer’s system, since
they involve considering the relationship between V and S separately
from the relationship between V and O. But other facts require taking
into consideration structural relations in the entire tree. First, attention
should be called to a factor which conspires to increase the preposition-
ality of VSO languages. As (11b) illustrates, in VSO Irish both the subject
and the object intervene between the verb and the subcategorized PPs of
the verb. This circumstance leads to more pressure for the early recogni-
tion of those PPs by using prepositions. In other words, the structural
relations in the entire sentence are relevant, not just the information
about whether the language is VS/SV or VO/OV.

For another example, consider dependent (essentially, case) marking.
As Table 3.6 illustrates, V-initial languages are actually intermediate
between V-medial and V-final languages in that regard. Why should
such be the case, particularly given the fact that it is usually V-medial
languages that are intermediate? The functional explanation for the
reduced case marking for SVO languages is well known – in such
languages the medial verb keeps the subject and object separated, mini-
mizing the need to distinguish them by a special marking. That is, SVO
languages do not need case marking the way the other orderings do. And
they do not need it, not because they are SV and VO, but because they
are SVO! The functional explanation appeals to both arguments and to
the verb at the same time, thereby supporting the Greenbergian classifi-
cation scheme.5
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Let us now turn to the differences between VSO and VOS languages.
Dryer’s (9a–c) capitalize on the fact that his two-way classification treats
VSO and VOS the same. Such is a desirable result, according to Dryer,
because he considers them to be the same typologically. But are they the
same? It is not obvious from the figures that Dryer himself gives.
Consider Table 3.7. Dryer contrasts VSO and VOS languages with respect
to ten properties – in all but two of them, VOS languages are either more
‘extreme’ in their head-initial-related properties, or manifest no differ-
ence in that respect. Why should this be? Again, Hawkins’s processing
theory has an explanation. A typical VOS language has the surface struc-
ture in (14), where the PP is extraposed to the right of the subject:
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Table 3.6 Percentage of languages of each type
with explicit dependent (case) marking (Siewierska
and Bakker 1996)

V-initial V-medial V-final

42 30 64

IP

IP PPi

I' NPsubj P NP

I VP

V V�

NPobj PP

ei

A typical VOS language

The extraposed PP helps to reduce the heaviness of the pre-subject
constituent. But a side consequence is to make the structural distance
between V and its complements and adjuncts greater than for VSO lan-
guages. Hence there is even more pressure for a VOS language to be
prepositional than there is for a VSO language.

There is another – more serious – problem with Dryer’s dual two-way
contrast as opposed to the traditional Greenbergian six-way classification.
Consider what it means to label a language as ‘SVO’, ‘SOV’ and so on.

(14)



Such labels are merely shorthand ways of talking about structure. To say
that a language is SVO, for example, is to say that it has a structure some-
thing like the simplified representation in (15):
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Table 3.7 Word order characteristics of VSO and VOS languages (Dryer 1997: 77)

VSO VOS

With With % with With With % with
property opposite property property opposite property

property property

Prep 20 4 83 12 0 100
NGen 24 3 89 11 3 79
NRel 22 0 100 6 0 100
ArtN 14 3 82 7 0 100
NumN 19 5 79 8 1 89
V-PP 20 0 100 8 0 100
NegV 23 1 96 10 0 100
AuxV 16 6 73 5 1 83
Initial Q 12 7 63 3 0 100
Initial wh 19 5 79 6 2 75

IP

NP VP

V NP 

Subjects and objects are identified by their structural positions. Now
consider Dryer’s two-way split hypothesis – SV/VS and OV/VO. How
would a speaker know if his or her language is SV, VS or whatever? One
possibility would be simply that they read off that bit of knowledge from
a tree like (15). But that would simply be to admit that speakers have
a gestalt of a representation with subject, verbs and objects – the very
point that I am arguing. The other possibility would be to argue that
speakers have no internalized representation like (15), a position that
amounts to saying that subjects and objects are either primitive notions
or defined in semantic or discourse terms. But the adoption of that pos-
sibility undercuts the processing explanation for the correlations
between subject and object position and a host of other properties. Here
is what I mean. (16a) and (16b) give the representations appropriate to
an SVO language in a theory in which subjects and objects are not read
off of a full sentential P-marker, as in (15):

(16) a. subject – V b. V – object

(15)



Now we know that SVO languages tend to be prepositional, that is, that
adpositions and their objects pattern like (16b). But why should that be?
As far as I can tell, in any theory that bypasses the idea that speakers
have a gestalt of the entire sentence – with subjects and objects in
particular structural slots – there is no more reason to expect an SVO
language to be prepositional than to expect it to be postpositional.

To sum up so far, neither the generativist nor Dryer’s typology-based
attempt to overcome the canonical word order paradox has been suc-
cessful. A language’s canonical word order is an important typological
parameter, even though a minority – in many languages a tiny minority –
of the sentences uttered are canonical in form.

3.5 Towards explaining the canonical word 
order paradox

This concluding section will sketch the beginnings of an explanation of
why canonical sentences, despite their limited use in actual discourse,
are as useful as they are with respect to typological generalizations.

According to the major work in the field of speech production, Levelt
(1989), a central part of planning a speech act involves retrieving lexical
information in the form of ‘lemmas’. This information consists essen-
tially of the appropriate predicate and its associated arguments.
Crucially, arguments are retrieved and represented before undergoing
low-level morphological processes such as cliticization, affixation and so
on. That is, at the early stage of the planning of an utterance, the speaker
has a representation of the full argument structure of the sentence:

Lemma structure plays a central role in the generation of surface
structure. In particular, the main verb dictates what arguments have
to be checked in the message, and which grammatical functions will
be assigned to them. (Levelt 1989: 244)

For that reason, then, sentences with full argument structure, that is
canonical sentences, are ‘called up’ in the process of speech production.
Now, of course, such sentences are not frequently uttered – efficient dis-
course packaging keeps them from being used very often. But the
processing-based links that form the basis for typological generalizations
seem to pay attention to most frequently used canonical ordering, rather
than the most frequently used utterance type in general. The speaker of
French, as Lambrecht points out, utters sentences like Elle l’aime more
frequently than those like Marie aime Jean. But he or she certainly utters
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sentences of the latter form more frequently than sentences like Marie
Jean aime. And because of that, French behaves typologically like an SVO
language, not like an SOV language.

In conclusion, the following appears to be the most promising resolu-
tion to the canonical word order paradox: typologies based on canoni-
cal word order are so useful because sentences with a verb and two full
lexical arguments tap into the language production mechanism better
than sentences with Preferred Argument Structure.

Notes

1. I would like to thank Jack Hawkins for discussion of the general issues raised
in this chapter and Matthew Dryer for his comments on an earlier version.
Neither bears any responsibility for the final content, however.

2. Limitations of space do not permit a review of the relevant literature. For a his-
torical overview of the problem along with critical discussion, see Newmeyer
(1998b: Ch. 6, §3).

3. Transformational theories in which ordering of elements is a low-level phe-
nomenon have been proposed for decades. For some early examples, see
Sanders (1970); Staal (1967); Peterson (1971); Hudson (1972).

4. Given the rarity of OS languages, Dryer and other typologists frequently con-
flate SOV and OSV languages under the heading ‘V-final’ and VSO and VOS
languages under the heading ‘V-initial’. Hopefully, using the results of such a
conflation will not be damaging to the claims of the present chapter.

5. Matthew Dryer (p.c.) has suggested that in order to explain the diminished
need for case marking in SVO languages it is not necessary to consider clauses
with both a subject and an object expressed directly. As he notes, for a sen-
tence like The man saw the woman, the SV relation will be the man saw and the
VO relation saw the woman. S and O are thus distinguished by position and so
case marking serves no functional role. But such an analysis presupposes a
‘simultaneous’ look at the SV and VO relations, thereby effectively undermin-
ing the idea, central to the double two-way typology, that SV/VS and VO/OV
are independent parameters.
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4
Division of Labour: the 
Role-semantic Function of 
Basic Order and Case
Beatrice Primus

4.1 Introduction

A common assumption in cross-linguistic research of both functionalist
and generative provenance is that basic word order and case relations
are functionally equivalent means of coding semantic roles. Formulated
in syntactic terms, the assumption is that case and basic order (deep
structure) are functionally equivalent manifestations of grammatical
functions such as subject or object.

This chapter will reveal the functional difference between the two sys-
tems of expressing semantic role information. The hypothesis of divi-
sion of labour between case and structure makes the following claims.
Case in the broader sense is sensitive to the degree of agentivity or
patienthood of a verbal argument. Prototype approaches such as Dowty
(1991) are best suited for capturing such generalizations, but his
approach makes false predictions for structurally expressed grammatical
functions (basic order). The degree of agentivity or patienthood is irrel-
evant for structural linking, which is sensitive to the semantic depend-
ency between co-arguments. In terms of dependency, a patient is
dependent on an agent. This dependency is expressed by placing the
agent in a structural position that is superior to or precedes the position
of the patient.

I have chosen three well-known, typologically major phenomena to
illustrate the hypothesis of division of labour: (i) ergativity, (ii) split
intransitivity and (iii) the case and word order pattern of ditransitive
verbs.
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The main theoretical assumptions of this chapter are inspired by
Dowty’s Proto-Role approach, Markedness Theory and Optimality
Theory (OT). One of the main assumptions is that all principles and
constraints are violable, even if this is not always stated explicitly. 
The semantic representations are informal (cf. Primus 1999 for formal
representations).

The outline of the chapter is the following. After an exposé of a mod-
ified version of the Proto-Role approach (4.2), case coding and its role-
semantic motivation will be discussed first (4.3). This section also offers
a formalization of the Proto-Role approach within OT. The next section
deals with basic order and its role-semantic motivation (4.4). The three
phenomena – ergativity, split intransitivity and ditransitive predicates –
will be discussed first with respect to case (4.3.1–4.3.3) and then with
respect to basic order (4.4.2–4.4.4). Then, section 4.4.5 deals with the
relation between case and structure and compares languages with and
languages without structural cases (for example English vs German). The
last section offers a summary and an outlook on still open questions.

4.2 Thematic Proto-Roles

Dowty (1991) views thematic roles such as agent and patient as proto-
type cluster concepts and calls them Proto-Roles. This means first that
agentivity and patienthood are a matter of degree: an argument may be
more agentive or patientlike than another as it may accumulate a vary-
ing number of properties that define a Proto-Role. Second, thematic
roles are not necessarily discrete (that is distinct) entities and accord-
ingly, an argument may have thematic features that would fall under
two thematic roles within traditional approaches. Third, he allows for
predicates that assign the same thematic properties to two of their argu-
ments. Under these assumptions, Dowty needs only two Proto-Roles to
capture the mapping of thematic roles to grammatical functions: Proto-
Agent and Proto-Patient.1

In general terms, a thematic role is viewed by Dowty as a set of entail-
ments of a class of predicates with respect to one of its argument types. 
A thematic entailment is formally speaking a (second order) property of 
a predicate relative to one of its arguments. I will call it a basic thematic
relation, since it will not be decomposed further. The properties (or basic
thematic relations) that characterize the Agent Proto-Role are listed in (1):

(1) Contributing properties for the Agent Proto-Role:
(a) volitional involvement in the event or state



(b) sentience (and/or perception) with respect to the event or state
denoted by the verb

(c) causing an event or change of state in another participant
(d) movement (relative to the position of another participant)
((e) exists independently of the event named by the verb)
(f) possession of another entity

(1a)–(1e) are Dowty’s proposal (1991: 572). (1f) includes possession
following, among others, Jackendoff (1991). Each of these characteris-
tics is semantically independent. Nevertheless, some of them tend to 
co-occur (for example volition or causation and movement) and one
property may unilaterally imply another (for example volition implies
sentience, cf. Dowty (1991: 606)).

Volitionality is used by Dowty in the sense of intentionality on the
part of the participant in question, who intends this to be the kind of act
named by the verb. Other approaches to action and agentivity consider
more mental properties defining an agent. An agent is also able to start
and stop the event at will, is responsible for the event, is able to do it and
so on. Psychological research (cf. Libet 1985) suggests that the conscious
part in initiating an action is not the impulse to act, but rather the ‘con-
trol’ of that impulse. Therefore, Dik’s term ‘control’ seems to be more
appropriate (Dik 1978; Primus 1999).

Sentience is used in a broader sense and includes emotion, perception
and awareness. Movement is attributed by Dowty to any form of activ-
ity of the participant in question (also for the first argument of look at).
It is a Proto-Agent property only if it is an autonomous activity whose
source of energy lies within the participant and that is not caused by
another participant (cf. Dowty 1991: 574). Cognitive linguistic research
also demonstrates the relevance of the concept of self-propelled move-
ment for the cognitive development of the notion of agentivity and cau-
sation (cf. Premack 1990; Leslie 1995; Premack and Premack 1995). If
movement is caused by another participant, it will be considered a
Proto-Patient property in the present approach. Thus for instance, in
John threw the ball both entities move, but only the ball, the Proto-
Patient, moves as a response to John’s movement.

As to independent existence, it is logically entailed by all other Proto-
Agent statements (Dowty 1991: 573). Although there are some verbs
that have this entailment but none of (1a)–(1d), there are apparently no
verbs having any of (1a)–(1d) – including possession in (1f) – without
entailing existence (for a given argument) as well. This property is
crucial in the present approach for the distinction between Proto-Agent

Beatrice Primus 91



and Proto-Patient and for the role-semantic factor that determines the
basic order of verbal arguments.

Let us now turn to Proto-Patient and the basic thematic relations
defining it. Cf. (2):

(2) Contributing properties for the Patient Proto-Role:
(a) is controlled (volitionally affected) by another participant
(b) is causally affected by another participant
(c) undergoes a change of state, for example is moved or physi-

cally manipulated by another participant
(d) is the target of the sentience of another participant
((e) does not exist independently of the event, or not at all)
(f) is the object of possession of another participant

Besides minor points, such as including possession in the list, two major
departures from Dowty’s concept of Proto-Patient have to be mentioned.
The first is the treatment of aspectual concepts. For Dowty a change of
state includes coming into existence, going out of existence, and both
definite and indefinite changes of state. Some, but not all arguments of
this type are incremental themes, a notion that is in Dowty’s Proto-
Patient list. Incremental themes are participants gradually affected in
accomplishment events. Some of them undergo a perceptible and exis-
tential change of state, such as in build a house, write a poem, eat a cake,
but others do not, cf. memorize a poem. Aspectual notions are treated
here as a separate factor that may influence the syntactic realization of
arguments (cf. section 4.4.3).

The second departure is the basic status given to the distinction
between an independent and a dependent involvement. In the present
approach, it is not considered an additional property (see the brackets in
(1e) and (2e)), but rather the underlying criterion that distinguishes the
properties of Proto-Agent and Proto-Patient from each other. The two
Proto-Roles involve the same basic concepts: volition, causation, change
(for example movement), sentience and possession. The difference
between the two roles is that a Proto-Agent does not entail the presence of
another participant, while a Proto-Patient does. Section 4.4.1 will deal
with this dependency notion more extensively.

This view on Proto-Patient is facilitated by the prototype approach
pursued here. The arguments of different intransitive verbs can only be
distinguished by the number of agent properties they accumulate 
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(cf. section 4.3.2 below) or by a different causal or aspectual structure
they are embedded in (cf. section 4.4.3 below). The fact that an argu-
ment does not bear any relevant agentive property (for example John is
tall) does not automatically qualify it for a patient or theme, as often
proposed in the literature.

In conclusion, the basic concepts defining the agent and patient
prototype are nothing new to the linguistic community: volition or con-
trol, causation, change (or movement), sentience and possession. For
empirical reasons, the list can be amended in various ways without
affecting the logic of the proposed constraints: one can substitute a basic
concept with another (for example volition by control), split a concept
into more basic ones (for example control into volition, responsibility,
and so on), or drop it altogether. Such steps are not crucial for the
further argumentation of the present chapter.

The present approach distinguishes two dimensions of role semantics.
The degree of involvement is represented by the number of properties
that an argument accumulates for a given Proto-Role. �max abbreviates an
argument with a large number of consistent Proto-Role properties, �min

an argument with a small number of consistent Proto-Role properties.
The role hierarchy (3a) can be derived from this dimension:

(3) (a) Thematic Involvement Scale: �max � �min

(b) Corollary given the two Proto-Roles A and P: Amax � Amin;
Pmax � Pmin

Since there are exactly two Proto-Roles, Proto-Agent (A) and Proto-Patient
(P), the two scales in (3b) will automatically follow. It means that A and P
are equally apt to accumulate the maximal number of basic properties. 
A contrast between A and P arises in terms of role dependency. Cf. (4):

(4) Thematic Dependency Scale: A �dep P

With respect to this criterion, which will be discussed in greater detail in
section 4.4.1, agents outrank patients. This ranking is derived from the
thematic structure of predicates, in which the logical variable for A 
c-commands and/or precedes the logical variable for P.

These two aspects of role semantics are at the basis of the hypothesis
of division of labour. Thematic involvement is relevant for the case real-
ization of arguments; thematic dependency explains their basic order. 
I will deal with case selection first.
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4.3 Thematic involvement and case selection

4.3.1 The Ergative Parameter in Optimality Theory

The basic principle that restricts case selection in terms of thematic role
information is the following (cf. Primus 1999: 61): the greater the num-
ber of Proto-Agent basic relations a participant accumulates, the more
likely it is coded by A; the greater the number of Proto-Patient basic rela-
tions a participant accumulates, the more likely it is coded by B, A and B
being the two highest ranking cases of a language.2 The Ergative
Parameter specifies whether A or B is the first case. This principle pre-
supposes a Case Hierarchy, such as that in (5):

(5) nominative/ � accusative/ergative � dative � other
absolutive oblique cases
1C 2C 3C 4C

The two highest ranking cases are commonly called nominative/absolu-
tive and accusative/ergative. Due to terminological tradition, the 
Case Hierarchy (5) holds for many languages, but it is not universally
valid. One can avoid the problem of language-specific hierarchies 
by using case variables in numerical order (1 � 2 � 3 and so on) as
shown in (5).

Case is used here in a broader sense including adpositions and verb
agreement markers. The latter qualify as equivalent for cases only if they
are directly linked to thematic roles and are not predictable from
another coding device such as case or structure. Such agreement mark-
ers are found in Guarani, for example (cf. section 4.3.2).

The formalization of the above-mentioned principle in OT makes 
its basic assumptions more explicit. The Involvement Scales Amax � Amin

and Pmax � Pmin are aligned harmonically with the first two elements of a
Case Hierarchy, A and B. In OT, a harmonic alignment generates 
an invariant ranking of constraints (cf. Prince and Smolensky 1993:
129f.). Cf. (6):

(6) Constraint Schema for Thematic Case Selection

(a) Amax/A >> Amax/¬A (b) Pmax/B >> Pmax/¬B

Amin/A Amin/¬A Pmin/B Pmin/¬B

>>

>>

>>

>>
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The Ergative Parameter specifies A and B as either 1C or 2C, so that the
two ranking options in (7) and (8) obtain:

(7) Accusative Thematic Case Selection

(a) Amax/1C >> Amax/¬1C (b) Pmax/2C >> Pmax/¬2C

Amin/1C Amin/¬1C Pmin/2C Pmin/¬2C

(8) Ergative Thematic Case Selection

(a) Amax/2C >> Amax/¬2C (b) Pmax/1C >> Pmax/¬1C

Amin/2C Amin/¬2C Pmin/1C Pmin/¬1C

(7) and (8) are inverse rankings given 1C � ¬2C and 2C � ¬1C.
Reranking is the method of capturing typological variation in OT.
Following typological tradition, a language is considered to be ergative
if and only if it has case patterns that are selected according to the rank-
ings in (8), at least in some of its clause types.

The horizontally aligned constraints compete with each other due to
their identical semantic information. (7a) states that the constraint link-
ing a maximal agent to the first case, the nominative, ranks above the
constraint linking a maximal agent to another case. In (7b) the same rank-
ing schema applies to maximal patients and the second case, the accusa-
tive. As to ergative constructions, (8a) states that the constraint linking a
maximal agent to the second case, commonly called ergative, ranks above
the constraint linking a maximal agent to another case. In (8b) the same
ranking schema applies to maximal patients and the first case, commonly
called absolutive or nominative. As to the horizontally aligned constraints
involving �min, they do not have a universally invariant ranking.

The vertical rankings order constraints with identical case informa-
tion that vary along �max � �min. As to accusative patterns, (7a) states
that the constraint linking a maximal agent to the nominative is
stronger than the constraint linking a minimal agent to this case. As a
corollary, the constraint linking a minimal agent to a non-nominative
case dominates the constraint linking a maximal agent to a non-
nominative case. As to ergative patterns, (8a) ranks the constraint link-
ing a maximal agent to the ergative higher than the constraint linking 
a minimal agent to this case. This implies as a corollary that the con-
straint linking a minimal agent to a non-ergative case dominates the
constraint linking a maximal agent to a non-ergative case.

>>

>>

>>

>>

>>

>>

>>

>>
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Ergative constructions are illustrated in (9b) and (10b) with examples
from Avar, a Caucasian language, and Dyirbal, an Australian language:

(9) Avar (Charachidzé 1981: 144f.)
(a) yas y-orč‘ana.

girl(ABS,CL2) CL2-woke-up
‘A/the girl woke up.’

(b) di-cca y-osana yas.
I-ERG,CL1 CL2-took girl(ABS,CL2)
‘I took a/the girl.’

(10) Dyirbal (Dixon 1972: 59)
(a) bayi ya�a bani�u.

DEM(ABS) man(ABS) come(NFUT)
‘The man is coming/came.’

(b) bayi ya�a baŋgun �ugumbi�u balgan.
DEM(ABS) man(ABS) DEM(ERG) woman(ERG) hit(NFUT)
‘The woman is hitting/hit the man.’

In an ergative construction, the highest ranking, morphologically least
marked case (the absolutive or nominative) is used for the patient of 
a transitive clause. The first rank of the absolutive is also manifest in
intransitive clauses, where it is selected irrespective of the thematic role
of the argument (cf. (9a)–(10a)). The second, morphologically more
marked case (the ergative) is linked to the agent of a transitive clause. The
accusative pattern can be seen in the English translations in (9) and (10).

Ergativity supports the hypothesis of division of labour in many
respects. Let us start with the explanation for the existence and rather
high frequency of languages with ergative constructions. As formalized
in (6)–(8), case coding is sensitive to the mere distinctness of Proto-
Agent and Proto-Patient and to the Involvement Scale �max � �min, that
is the quantity of thematic information that an argument accumulates.
Since agents and patients proper, Amax and Pmax, accumulate a high
number of thematic properties each, they are equally suited to be coded
by the highest ranking category (that is the nominative or absolutive).
Alternative explanations for the existence of languages with ergative
constructions, including Dowty (1991: 581f.), reverse the thematic hier-
archy agent � patient into patient � agent for ergative constructions.
This is not only highly stipulative, but also empirically questionable
since semantic roles are based on universal concepts.

Strong support for the hypothesis of the division of labour is the fact
that ergativity in the strict typological sense is basically a morphological,
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that is case-based, phenomenon. There is no syntactic ergativity without
morphological ergativity (cf. Comrie 1978; Dixon 1994: 177; Croft 1991:
30f.). In other words, the syntactic ergative languages are a subset of the
morphological ergative languages. The distribution of the syntactic split
in ergative languages corroborates this fact (cf. section 4.4.2): syntactic
ergativity is more frequently attested in rules that are typically deter-
mined by cases, such as verb agreement and passive/antipassive.
Syntactic accusativity (that is agent orientation) in ergative languages is
more frequently attested in rules that are typically determined by the-
matic or deep syntactic structure, such as imperative, reflexive binding,
relative clause formation, or ‘infinitival’ control. A structural linking theo-
ry (for example Marantz 1984; Baker 1997; Dowty 1982, 1991: 582) can-
not explain the relationship between syntactic and morphological
ergativity, which is easily explained in the present approach: case-based
phenomena can be agent- or patient-oriented, structurally determined
phenomena are always agent-oriented. This results from the two types of
thematic information, namely Involvement vs Dependency (cf. (3)–(4)
above) and the division of labour between case and structure.

Another empirical observation showing the impact of the Involvement
Scale on case selection is that the Ergative Parameter is most clearly
manifest in the constellation Amax & Pmax: there is no lexeme-bound case
variation (for example morphological split ergativity) in this role constel-
lation. If a language chooses the linking option (7) for a verb 	, it cannot
choose the linking option (8) for a verb 
, if both verbs select maximal
agents and patients.3 Let us demonstrate that this is a valid theoretical pre-
diction from the universally fixed rankings of constraints in (7)–(8).4 If a
language allows a verb 	 such as hit(x, y) with the case pattern x-NOM hit
y-ACC, then the coordinated constraint [Amax/1C & Pmax/2C] dominates
the constraint [Amax/2C & Pmax/1C]. Cf. Table 4.1, where the constraints
are aligned in a tableau from left to right as stated in the ranking hypoth-
esis of the respective language. 
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Table 4.1

Input: Amax & Pmax Amax/1C & Pmax/2C Amax/2C & Pmax/1C

Verb 	 *
Verb 
 *!

Constraints of equal rank are not separated by vertical lines (cf. Table
4.3). If a candidate x violates a constraint and there is another candidate y
that does not violate it, x has a fatal violation (cf. *!) and is eliminated from
the competition. The winner is the candidate (cf. ) that has the smallest



A language allowing both verb lexemes � and � would have the con-
straints tied in an equal rank. This would violate the fixed ranking
hypothesis of (7) and (8).

The co-occurrence of ergative and accusative constructions (morpho-
logical split ergativity) does not violate the ranking (7)–(8). Ergative and
accusative patterns can only co-occur if there are other constraints that
rank above those linking cases to maximal agents and patients. These
cannot be constraints having lexical thematic information as an input
because there are no thematic constraints that are stronger than those
for maximal agents and patients. Therefore, ergative and accusative pat-
terns are not distributed along verb lexeme types. But (7) and (8) are
compatible with a situation where constraints taking other categories as
input (for example tense, person) dominate constraints with maximal
agents and patients as input.5

With minimal agents and patients, lexeme-bound case variation is
tolerated. Psychic verbs, such as see, know and like, select such roles. (11)
offers German examples:

(11) (a) Der Junge (NOM) fürchtet dieses (ACC).
‘The boy is afraid of this.’

(b) Dieses (NOM) wundert den Jungen (ACC).
‘This intrigues the boy.’

In German (Klein and Kutscher 2002), the two types of verb have read-
ings which cannot be distinguished from each other in terms of the-
matic information. Table 4.3 shows that both types of verb emerge as
winners if the relevant constraints are tied on an equal rank. The candi-
dates are evaluated with respect to both logically possible rankings. A tie
between the �min-constraints is possible as their ranking is not fixed in
(7) and (8).6
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Table 4.2

Input: Amax & Pmax Amax/2C & Pmax/1C Amax/1C & Pmax/2C

Verb 	 *!
Verb 
 *

number of violations of the relevant highest constraint. If a competition is
decided at a certain point of evaluation, further evaluations relative to
weaker constraints are irrelevant (cf. the shaded columns).

In order to have a verb � such as write(x, y) with the case pattern x-
ACC write y-NOM or x-ERG write y-ABS, the ranking shown in Table 4.2
has to apply. 



In conclusion, the basic assumptions that are needed in order to
explain ergativity and its characteristic properties are that case in the
broader sense is sensitive to the Involvement Scale �max � �min. The next
section shows that this assumption is also needed in order to capture 
the second major typological linking parameter: morphological split
intransitivity.

4.3.2 Morphological split intransitivity

The linking pattern in which the argument of one class of intransitive
verbs is coded like the agent of transitive verbs and the argument of
another class of intransitive verbs is coded like the patient of transitive
verbs is called active (Klimov 1974), split-S or fluid-S (Dixon 1979, with S
for intransitive subject), or split intransitivity (Merlan 1985; Van Valin
1990). Split intransitivity is independent of and may co-occur with erga-
tive (for example Bats, Lhasa Tibetan) or accusative patterns (for exam-
ple Acehnese, Kannada, Malayalam). It is illustrated with examples from
Guarani, which is considered to be a typical representative. Cf. (12):

(12) Guarani (Gregores/Suárez 1967: 110, 131)

(a) a-ma.apo
1SG,A-work ‘I work.’

(b) še-manuʔa
1SG,B-remember ‘I remember.’

(c) ai-pete
1SG,A-hit ‘I hit him.’

(d) še-pete
1SG,B-hit ‘He hits me.’

Intransitivity is used in a syntactic sense in the literature. It is not
restricted to semantically one-place verbs, as illustrated in (12b) with
manuʔa ‘remember’. The second argument of this verb is postpositional
and cannot trigger agreement. The following observations are based on an
analysis of all the ca. 370 intransitive verbs in the dictionary of Gregores
and Suárez (1967). The results are summarized in Table 4.4.
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Table 4.3

Input: Amin & Pmin Amin/¬1C & Pmin/¬2C Amin/2C & Pmin/1C

Verb � *
Verb � *



The first class of intransitive verbs does not determine particular Proto-
Agent properties except for independence from another participant. The
meaning of these verbs corresponds roughly to adjective meanings in
standard European languages. Guarani, Acehnese and Tlingit, languages
with a sizeable split intransitivity, do not have a well-defined class of
adjective lexemes so that adjectival meanings are expressed by verbs. The
second class comprises sentience verbs. The lexical default for the first
two classes of verbs that select an Amin is a B-prefix. Intransitive verbs
belonging to a third class select motion (active participation) and exclude
volitional involvement. Sentience is added if the argument is also subcat-
egorized as animate (for example amu ‘pant’). There is no default for this
class. The fourth class are action verbs with an active participant that
causes (that is, is the source of) and is aware of the event named by the
verb. In their most specific reading, the verbs denote a volitional involve-
ment. Here are some examples for the four classes of verbs:

B-prefix: (i) porã ‘be beautiful, right’, marete ‘be powerful, strong’
(ii) akãraku ‘be enthusiastic, exalted’, as� ‘be sick, feel pain’

(iii) kerai ‘talk in one’s sleep’, kurusu ‘shrink’

A-Prefix: (iii) ahoga ‘drown’, gwe ‘disappear, go out’
(iv) gwata ‘walk’, koroi ‘scold’

The distribution shown in Guarani is typical for morphological split
intransitivity and is also attested in Tlingit, Bats (�Tsova-Tush) and
Acehnese (cf. Primus 1999: Ch. 4).

These empirical observations are captured by the Involvement Scale and
the general ranking schema (6a) repeated here for convenience in (13):

(13) Thematic case selection in morphologically split intransitive
languages
Amax/A �� Amax/¬A

Amin/A Amin/¬A

>>

>>
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Table 4.4 Guarani: agreement prefixes with intransitive verbs

Basic thematic relations number A-prefix B-prefix
readings

(i) Amin 198 22 (11%) 176 (89%)
(ii) Amin: sentience 29 6 (21%) 23 (79%)

(iii) Amin/max: motion, �/� sentience 53 30 (57%) 23 (43%)
(iv) Amax: sentience, motion, causation, 92 89 (97%) 3 (3%)

�/� volitional involvement



Morphological split intransitivity is also attested as a marginal phenom-
enon in many other languages. A case in point are older varieties of
German and Latin. The majority of intransitive verbs selects a nomina-
tive, but some verbs with Amin do not. Cf. (14):

(14) German: Mich (ACC) friert. ‘I am cold.’

Latin: Me (ACC) pudet. ‘I am ashamed.’

Alternative approaches to split intransitivity are based on a single
semantic feature and cannot capture the data appropriately. The 
traditional view, suggested by the term active coding, is supported,
among others, by Mithun (1991) who claims that in Guarani the split is
motivated by the aspect opposition stative vs active. But Table 4.4
clearly shows that verbs of classes (iii) and (iv), which express dynamic
situations, do not behave uniformly. Volitional involvement has also
been considered to be a relevant factor (cf. Van Valin 1990). But voli-
tionality alone cannot capture the attested difference between class (iii)
and classes (i) or (ii) in Guarani. Morphological split intransitivity is
sensitive to the degree of agentivity of the verbal argument, as captured
by the Involvement Scale and the prototype approach to agentivity
pursued here.

Since split intransitivity is a semantically well-motivated linking 
system, the question arises why not all languages have this type of link-
ing. This typological variation emerges from the competition between
Thematic Case Selection and markedness constraints, as captured in OT
by the invariant ranking of constraints in (15):

(15) (a) Case Dependency

*[nC&¬mC] >>*[nC&mC] given mC � nC
*[nC&¬mC] is equivalent with [nC→mC] and means ‘nC 
does not occur without mC’

(b) Case Markedness

*nC >>*n�1C (alternative: n�1C! >>nC!)

The dependency constraints in (15a) prohibit, for instance, an oblique
case without a nominative (or absolutive) as well as a dative without an
accusative (or ergative). Case Dependency will play a role in section
4.4.1. (15b) is logically stronger than (15a). Thus, 1C! bans every pattern
without a nominative.

Beatrice Primus 101



Two language types exist due to the fact that there are two logical
options of ranking the 1C-Requirement relative to the semantic con-
straints that require an oblique case for a Proto-Agent. Cf. (16):

(16) No split-intransitive case selection: 1C! >> Amax/¬1C or Amin/¬1C
For example English, French, Swedish (accusative languages);
Dyirbal and Yidiny (cf. Blake 1987: 28f., ergative languages)

Split-intransitive case selection: Amax/¬1C or Amin/¬1C >>1C!
For example German, Latin, Icelandic (accusative languages);
Bats, Lhasa Tibetan, Tupinamba (ergative languages); Guarani

The ranking options mention two semantic constraints, Amax/¬1C or
Amin/¬1C. Amax/¬1C, specifically Amax/2C, is the strongest antagonist of
1C! in ergative languages; Amin/¬1C is the strongest competitor in accu-
sative languages.

The reason why German is not considered a typical split-intransitive
language is the fact that the default ranking is 1C! >> Amin/¬1C, as in
English. This ranking holds for every verb lexeme that is not explicitly
listed in a lexical constraint that ranks above 1C! Following Hammond
(1995), lexical exceptions are captured by lexical constraints, as shown
in (17).

(17) German: LEX-Amin/¬1C(frieren, hungern, … ) >> 1C! >> Amin/¬1C

Lexical constraints are also appropriate for Icelandic, Russian, Latin,
Quechua, Avar, Laz and Hindi, where a rather small number of intransi-
tive verbs select an oblique case.

The last two sections have shown that the involvement distinctions are
well suited to capture basic facts about the three major linking systems
and their characteristic properties. This typological variation is based on
paradigmatic involvement distinctions. The next section will deal with
ditransitive verbs. With this class of verbs, �max and �minco-occur.

4.3.3 Case selection in ditransitive clauses

There is general agreement that the following examples show a seman-
tically typical ditransitive verb such as give and case patterns that are
widely distributed for such verbs among the languages of the world:

(18) German: Der Vater (1C) gab dem Sohn (3C � NP) ein Pferd (2C).
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(19) English: The father (1C) gave a horse (2C) to his son (3C � PP).

(20) English: The father (1C) gave the son (2C) a horse (2C).

(21) Laz: Babak cxeni meču skiris.

Father (2C) horse (1C) gave son (3C)

The examples are translations of each other in order to facilitate cross-
linguistic comparison. Table 4.5 shows the thematic analysis of give, a
semantically typical ditransitive verb denoting a volitionally caused
change of possession, and the optimal case options for this input.
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Table 4.5 Thematic analysis of give and its optimal case selection options

GIVE: x � Amax y � Amin/Pmin z � Pmax

Proto-Agent: volition, Proto-Agent: sentience of Proto-Agent: –
causation, sentience, z, possession of z Proto-Patient: object of
physical activity, Proto-Patient: change of sentience and possession,
possession possession and sentience change of possessor

Proto-Patient: – caused volitionally by x caused volitionally by x

1C in accusative patterns No strong thematic 2C in accusative patterns
2C in ergative patterns constraints; restricted by 1C in ergative patterns

Case Markedness and
Case Distinctness

A similar analysis holds for verbs with benefactives as in Peter is baking
Mary a cake. The relation between Mary and cake in these examples
implies a possessor–possessed relation (cf. Jackendoff 1991; Shibatani
1996). Other typical ditransitive verbs such as teach, tell and show have
the Proto-Agent implication of sentience for the argument y. If x teaches
y z, then x intends that y gets to know z. If x shows y z, then x intends
that y sees z. With all these types of predicate, argument x is a maximal
agent, z a maximal patient and y has both minimal agentive and
patientlike properties. As a possessor or an experiencer, this argument is
a Proto-Agent relative to the third participant z, as specified by the
possessive or sentience meaning component of the verb. At the same
time it is a Proto-Patient relative to the first argument x, which causes its
change in possession and sentience, as specified by the causal meaning
component of the verb. This combination is abbreviated as Proto-
Recipient for convenience.

The bottom part of Table 4.5 shows the optimal case selection for this
role constellation. In accusative constructions, Amax occurs in the nomi-
native (� 1C) and Pmax in the accusative (� 2C). In ergative constructions,



Amax occurs in the ergative (� 2C) and Pmax in the absolutive or nomina-
tive (� 1C), as in the example (21) from Laz. The semantically optimal
case patterns for Amax and Pmax are also optimal with respect to Case
Markedness and Case Distinctness. Case Distinctness blocks identical
cases within the case frame of a predicate. These constraints explain the
fact that there is little cross-linguistic and language-internal variation in
the coding of Amax and Pmax, apart from the ergative–accusative distinc-
tion. By contrast, there is both cross-linguistic and language-internal
variation in the coding of the Proto-Recipient. This can be explained by
the fact that the semantic constraints for Amin and Pmin are universally
lower in rank and in competition with Case Markedness and Case
Distinctness.7

Let me summarize the findings about the role-semantic motivation of
case selection. The distinction between �max and �min is needed in order
to capture the existence of the three major types of case linking: erga-
tive, accusative and split intransitive. In the active or split intransitive
type, the distinction between �max and �min finds a direct expression:
maximal and minimal agents of intransitive verbs are coded differently.
An economy-driven markedness constraint that favours the selection of
the least marked case (the absolutive or nominative) is responsible for
the fact that not all languages have morphological split intransitivity.

Accusative and ergative patterns exist and are widely attested because,
according to the criterion of quantitative involvement �max � �min, both
Proto-Agent and Proto-Patient qualify for the highest ranking case of 
a language. This criterion also correctly predicts that the distinction
between ergative and accusative constructions is most clear with maxi-
mal agents and patients, which fall under high ranking constraints. This
is also the reason for the fact that the co-occurrence of ergative and
accusative constructions (morphological split ergativity) is never
dependent on the choice of the verb lexeme. The hypothesis that cases,
and not basic order, are sensitive to the Involvement Scale explains why
morphological ergativity is the basic phenomenon and the prerequisite
for syntactic ergativity.

The constraints for �min-roles show a different ranking profile. This
explains the great lexical and cross-linguistic variation in the case 
patterns of psychic verbs and of the Proto-Recipient of ditransitive
verbs.

The next section shows that the distinction between �max and �min is
irrelevant for the basic order of verbal arguments. Basic order is moti-
vated by a role-semantic criterion that is called Thematic Dependency in
the present approach.
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4.4 Thematic Dependency, thematic structure and 
basic order

4.4.1 The basic notions

The criterion of Thematic Dependency (cf. (4) above) is repeated for
convenience in (22):

(22) Thematic Dependency Scale: Proto-Agent �dep Proto-Patient

Let us examine this dependency notion. The standard definition of
dependency is based on the logic of unilateral implication q→p and is
usually formulated as follows: q depends on p if and only if q cannot
hold without p (but p may obtain without q). This standard definition is
applicable in (22). All Proto-Patient properties in the present approach
involve the same basic concepts that also characterize the Proto-Agent:
volition, causation, change (for example movement), sentience and pos-
session. The difference between the two roles is that a Proto-Agent does
not entail the presence of another participant, while a Proto-Patient
does. (22) generates the more elaborate and specific thematic hierarchies
in (23):

(23) Thematic Dependency Hierarchies (corollary of (22))

Proto-Agent �dep Proto-Recipient �dep Proto-Patient

experiencer stimulus

possessor possessed

The dependencies experiencer �dep stimulus and possessor �dep pos-
sessed immediately follow from (22). That Proto-Recipients take an
intermediate position also follows from (22) and from the fact that they
have both A- and P-properties, as discussed in section 4.3.3 above.

As to a deeper explanation for the Thematic Dependency A �dep P,
cognitive approaches to the notion of causality contribute towards its
clarification. Contrary to the assumption of Dowty and other linguists
who treat causation as one component of agentivity, cognitive ap-
proaches suggest that causality is the relevant cluster concept and
agentivity the derived manifestation of it (cf. Premack 1990; Leslie 1995;
Premack and Premack 1995). If this turns out to be a viable hypothesis,
the fact that a Proto-Patient depends on a Proto-Agent is an epiphe-
nomenon of the dependency between cause and effect.
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The dependency between cause and effect has been formulated explic-
itly in the tradition of philosophical logic: a cause is considered to be 
a necessary condition for the effect (cf. Lewis 1973; Stegmüller 1983).
Two further factors, which have been shown to be relevant for causal
cognition and the development of causal notions in infants (cf. Leslie
1995; Premack and Premack 1995), deserve special mention: the causing
object must be contiguous in space with the causally affected object and
the effected event must immediately succeed the causing event (cf. also
Stegmüller 1983). A well-known example is one rolling ball causing the
movement of another ball.

The causal notion that is captured most appropriately and directly by
this view is physical, mechanical causation. As pointed out by Premack
(1990), among others, there must be a crucial asymmetry in the move-
ment of the two objects in order to establish a causal relation. The move-
ment of the causer has to be self-propelled; that is, the source of the
energy lies within this object. In fact, it suffices to postulate the weaker
condition that the movement of the first object is independent of the
movement of second. Additionally, physical causal relations have the
above-mentioned properties of physical contact (spatial contiguity) and
temporal immediate succession. This physical causal relation is captured
in the present approach by the movement component in the notions of
Proto-Agent and Proto-Patient.

The other causal notions are psychological. Agents pursue goals and
act voluntarily upon entities which are not necessarily contiguous in
space and whose change is not necessarily physical and temporarily
immediate. Such situations are denoted by the verbs threat, console and
promise. This goal-oriented notion is called teleological causality in both
cognitive (cf. Leslie 1995) and philosophical approaches (cf. von Wright
1971). It characterizes the volitional or intentional involvement of a
participant in the event named by the verb and is the most uncontro-
versial and widely accepted component of the notion of agentivity.

The other psychological causality notion is sentience. Sentience is an
important condition for action. But even when it occurs in isolation, 
as with psychic verbs, sentience is a systematic causal factor: if the
experiencer had not had the verb-specific sentience, the situation
named by the verb would not have occurred. The existence of the stim-
ulus is also a necessary condition, but the stimulus does not necessarily
have the specific mental or sensory state denoted by the verb. All other
things being equal, the experiencer, and not the stimulus, is the verb-
specific causal factor.8 This holds for stative psychic verbs like know, like,
fear and see. But there are also psychic verbs such as frighten, surprise and
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please that have an inchoative reading in which the stimulus causes 
a change of state in the experiencer. With such verbs, the stimulus
precedes the experiencer in the causal structure of the verb.

As to possession, the following observations of Premack and Premack
(1995: 193f.) about the cognitive difference between the notion of group
and that of possession are revealing. Both notions imply that two or
more objects are physically connected and capable of co-movement. But
only possession requires that one object be more powerful than the
other. Ultimately, it is the ability to control movement that counts
according to the authors. Control of movement implies that all above-
mentioned causal factors are potentially (not actually) involved: voli-
tionality, physical movement and sentience.

In sum, cognitive approaches to the notion of causality offer a prom-
ising way of explaining the Thematic Dependency A �dep P on the basis
of the dependency between cause and effect.

Dependency is a major determinant of the basic order of verbal argu-
ments as stated in the Principle of Structural Expression of Dependency
(cf. Primus 1995, 1999: Ch. 5):

(24) Structural Expression of Dependency: 9

If a non-head constituent Y depends on a non-head constituent
X, then X precedes and/or c-commands Y.

X c-commands Y if and only if X and Y do not dominate 
each other, and the first branching node that dominates X 
dominates Y.

Standard semantic representations of the thematic structure of predi-
cates (for example give (x, y, z) decomposed roughly as CAUSE (x, POS-
SESS (y, z)) are in conformity with (22) and (24). When Proto-Agent and
Proto-Patient are structurally represented on the semantic level, they are
always aligned in accordance with (22) and (24): the variable for a Proto-
Agent precedes and/or c-commands the variable for a Proto-Patient. The
present chapter does not represent thematic structures formally, but (22)
is explicit enough for an empirical verification. The fact that thematic
role asymmetries are responsible for the basic order or deep syntactic
structural alignment of arguments is widely accepted in various types of
approaches.

But the Principle of Structural Expression of Dependency (24) has 
a wider range of application. This is the main reason why it does not
assign specific structural positions to the various types of constituents it
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applies to. A classical case of semantic dependency is that between an
antecedent and its reflexive pronoun. (24) captures the fact that
antecedents precede and/or c-command their reflexive anaphors 
(cf. Reinhart 1983). Another type of semantic dependency is established
by scopal operators (for example quantifiers) or modifiers and their
semantic domain. Quantified NPs and modifiers also tend to precede
and/or c-command the elements within their scope (cf. Pafel 1993).
Case Dependency effects on word order will be discussed below.

In the following, basic order will be the major focus of attention, since
broader cross-linguistic studies in terms of c-command are not available.
Within the present approach, as in many others, word order is viewed as
a multi-factor phenomenon. There are several competing linearization
constraints and each constraint determines a particular word order.
Violable constraints determine preferences that are strictly local in 
the sense that they hold only relative to one determining factor or
constraint as stated in (25):

(25) The order of two constituents < X, Y> is preferred or unmarked
relative to a linearization constraint C if and only if <X, Y> is
ordered according to C, and <Y, X> is not (<Y, X> is the dispre-
ferred or marked order relative to C).

<Y, X> does not invalidate C unless <Y, X> is statistically more frequent
than <X, Y> and this frequency cannot be explained by another domi-
nant constraint C� that requires <Y, X>.

The notion of basic order is a special instance of (25) as it is restricted
to those constraints that are most dominant. Since we are interested in
thematically determined order, the following sections will deal with
basic order in precisely this sense. Thematic roles and grammatical func-
tions are considered to be universally dominant factors, but there are
also languages in which discourse-functional constraints are more
prominent (cf. Kiss 1995; Lambrecht 1994). Case Dependency (that 
is morphologically defined grammatical functions) may also determine
the relative order of verbal arguments in some languages. Case
Dependency is formalized as *[nC&¬mC] in (15a) above and is logically
equivalent to [nC→mC]. It states that the selection of a more marked
case nC unilaterally implies the selection of the less marked case mC.
Case Dependency seems to be relevant in Dyirbal, where OSV occurs 
as a statistically dominant order. This order challenges the The-
matic Dependency Scale A �dep P. Cf. (10b) above, repeated here 
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for convenience:

(26) bayi ya�a baŋgun �ugumbi�u balgan.
DEM(ABS) man(ABS) DEM(ERG) woman(ERG) hit(NFUT)
‘The woman is hitting/hit the man.’

Under the assumption that Case Dependency is at issue, Dyirbal does
not have patient–agent, but rather nominative–oblique as a basic order.
OS is an epiphenomenon of ergative case linking, not only in Dyirbal,
but also in other languages. Thus, for example, all OSV-languages and
the majority of OS-languages in Nichols’s sample (1992) are ergative.
The rarity of this type of basic order even among ergative languages sug-
gests that Thematic Dependency, which requires agent–patient as a basic
order, is, in general, a more dominant constraint than Case Dependency.

The basic order of Dyirbal can be considered to be an ergative syntac-
tic rule. The next section takes a closer look at the distinction between
ergative and accusative syntactic rules.

4.4.2 Syntactic split ergativity

A syntactic ergative rule treats the unique argument of an intransitive
clause and the patient of a transitive clause alike as a primary grammat-
ical relation (� syntactic pivot) and the agent of a transitive clause as a
secondary grammatical function (cf. Sasse 1978; Dixon 1979). Besides
basic order, Dyirbal also has an ergative coordination reduction rule.
Where an intransitive and a transitive clause (cf. also (10a) and (10b) �

(26) above) are conjoined and the two absolutive arguments are corefer-
ent, (27) can be derived:

(27) bayi ya�a bani�u baŋgun �ugumbi�u balgan.
DEM manj come Øj DEM woman hit
(ABS) (ABS) (NFUT) (ABS) (ERG) (ERG) (NFUT)

‘The man came here and the woman hit him.’

By contrast, in an accusative language such as German, the unique
argument of an intransitive clause and the patient of a basic transitive
clause do not form a pivot, as shown in (28):

(28) *Der Hundj (NOM) kam her und Øj(ACC) schlug der Mann.
‘The dog came here and the man hit him.’
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Coordination reduction in Dyirbal cannot be expressed uniformly in
terms of thematic structure or thematic roles. The rule links the maxi-
mal agent of the verb bani�u ‘came’ with the maximal patient of the
verb balgan ‘hit’. The conspicuous common property of these arguments
is the fact that they are linked to the first case. This shows that syntactic
ergativity, that is patient orientation, as shown in the coordination
reduction in (27) and the basic order in (26), is an epiphenomenon of
ergative case linking. This explains the more general observation from
above that syntactic ergativity unilaterally implies morphological erga-
tivity. The rarity of the profound syntactic ergativity found in Dyirbal
can be explained by the fact that the grammar of languages is rarely
determined to such a great extent by cases (cf. Heath 1979 and Dixon
1994: section 5.3, for some accusative traits in Dyirbal).

The fact that syntactic ergativity is an epiphenomenon of ergative
morphology is also corroborated by the observation that syntactic erga-
tive rules are more frequently attested in rules that are typically deter-
mined by cases, such as verb agreement and passive/antipassive.
Syntactic accusative rules in ergative languages are more frequently
attested in rules that are typically determined by thematic or deep syn-
tactic structure, such as imperative, reflexive binding, relative clause for-
mation, ‘infinitival’ control or coordination reduction (cf. Anderson
1976; Dixon 1994: section 5.3; Croft 1991: 30f.). Strong support for this
observation is offered in Table 4.6. It shows the implicational pattern
between ergative and accusative phenomena found by Croft (1991: 30f.).
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Table 4.6

Coordination Relativization Agreement Case marking

Dyirbal erg erg erg erg
Quiche10 acc erg erg Ø
Avar acc ? erg erg
Warlpiri acc acc acc erg
Russian acc acc acc acc

The Avar examples in (9) above illustrate an ergative agreement rule.
The verb agrees in nominal class with the absolutive argument only,
irrespective of its semantic role and structural position. Example (27)
from above shows the ergative coordination rule of Dyirbal.

Syntactic accusativity means that Proto-Agents of transitive clauses
and the single arguments of intransitive clauses are treated alike as a
syntactic pivot. Verb agreement in Warlpiri has an accusative syntactic



pivot. Warlpiri has been more thoroughly analysed in terms of structural
relations by Hale (1983). (29) offers some examples:

(29) Warlpiri (Hale 1983: 18)

(a) ngaju ka-rna wangka-mi
I(NOM) PRS-1SG speak-NPAST
‘I am speaking.’

(b) ngaju ka-rna-ngku parda-rni nyuntu-ku
I(NOM) PRS-1SG-2SG wait-NPAST you-DAT
‘I am waiting for you.’

(c) ngajulu-rlu ka-rna-ngku nyuntu nya-nyi
I-ERG PRS-1SG-2SG you(NOM) see-NPAST
‘I see you.’

Consider first the agreement marker -rna- for a first person Proto-Agent.
The case of this argument is irrelevant (nominative in (29a, b), ergative
in (29c)). The agreement marker -nkgu is used for a second person Proto-
Patient, no matter whether this argument is in the dative (cf. (29b)) or
in the nominative (cf. (29c)). Hale formulates the agreement rule in
terms of structural notions that are defined on the basis of the following
lexical thematic structure (1983: 23):

(30) [Xagent [Ypatient V]]

The thematic structure (30) expresses the Thematic Dependency Scale 
A �dep P in terms of both precedence and c-command. For this structural
thematic hierarchization, Hale adduces reflexivization facts so that the
analysis of verb agreement in terms of lexical thematic structure is well
supported. Hale’s proposal and the examples in (29) demonstrate that
the Involvement Scale �max � �min is irrelevant: maximal agents and
experiencers must have the same position in lexical structure as they
trigger the same agreement marker (cf. -rna- in (29a, c) ).

To the extent that a grammatical phenomenon is determined by the-
matic structure, directly or indirectly via deep syntactic structures that
iconically map lexical thematic structures, the corresponding rule treats
Proto-Agents as syntactic pivots. This situation characterizes accusative
languages and accusative rules in ergative languages. As widely docu-
mented in the typological literature and as well known since Anderson
(1976), the situation in Warlpiri, where ergative case marking has a 
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P-pivot and the greater part of the grammar has an A-pivot, is more 
typical for ergative languages than the situation in Dyirbal, which has a
lot more case-determined rules based on a P-pivot.

The hypothesis of division of labour clarifies these puzzling facts. Case
marking and all case-determined phenomena can treat either Proto-
Patient or Proto-Agent as a pivot; thematic structure and all phenomena
based on thematic structure can only treat Proto-Agent as a pivot. In an
ergative language, case marking has a P-pivot and thematic structure has
an A-pivot. A syntactic split is expected to occur and to show the partic-
ular pattern mentioned above: phenomena that have a natural affilia-
tion to cases, such as verb agreement and antipassive, are more often
ergative, phenomena that have a natural affiliation to deep structure,
such as basic order and coordination reduction, are rarely ergative. If
they are ergative; they presuppose ergative morphology. In an accusative
construction, both case marking and thematic structure are A-oriented.
Therefore, there is no split behaviour. However, accusative languages
have been claimed to have syntactic ergativity, as suggested by the
Ergative or Unaccusative Hypothesis that will be discussed and refuted
in the next section.

4.4.3 Structural split intransitivity

The Ergative or Unaccusative Hypothesis is illustrated with the follow-
ing examples from German and Italian:

(31) (a) Also hat das Kind heute im Garten den Zaun zerbrochen.
‘Therefore the child broke the fence today.’

(b) Also ist heute im Garten der Zaun zerbrochen.
‘Therefore the fence broke in the garden today.’

(32) (a) Ich bin weggegangen.

(b) Sono partita.

(33) (a) Ich habe gelacht.

(b) Ho riso.

(34) (a) der geschriebene Brief, der weggegangene Gast
‘the written letter’, ‘the guest who left’

(b) *das gelachte Kind, *der gearbeitete Linguist
‘the child who laughed’, ‘the linguist who worked’
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The examples show that there are two classes of intransitive verbs in
these languages: the verbs in (31b) and (32) are called ‘ergative’ or ‘unac-
cusative’ (e-verbs in the following), and the verbs in (33) are analysed as
accusative or unergative (a-verbs in the following). The main evidence
for the Ergative Hypothesis (cf. Burzio 1986; Grewendorf 1989 for fur-
ther criteria) is the following:

(i) The sole argument of an e-verb (Se in the following) and the object-
patient of a transitive verb (O) share the same basic position. Note
that Se in (31b) is closer to the clause final verb than the sole argu-
ment of an a-verb (Sa in the following).

(ii) The participial form of a verb can be used as a noun modifier in
German and other languages. The function of the modified noun
with respect to the verb is restricted to Se and O, as illustrated in (34).

(iii) E-verbs cannot be passivized even in languages such as German
that allow passivization of intransitive verbs.

(iv) E-verbs do not serve as a basis for agentive nominalizations such as
*Weggeher ‘leaving person’, *Verblüher ‘fading flower’, *Sterber ‘dying
person’.

(v) E-verbs select the auxiliary be, for example in German, Italian,
Dutch and French (cf. (32)), whereas a-verbs take the auxiliary have
(cf. (33)).

These criteria do not coincide and yield slightly different classifications.
Nevertheless, they are useful for a delimitation of the phenomenon and
the following discussion. Within relational grammar (for example
Perlmutter 1978) and generative grammar (for example Burzio 1986;
Grewendorf 1989), these facts are treated syntactically by analysing
surface Se as deep O.

Typologists have justly criticized the use of the term ‘ergative’ or
‘unaccusative’ for the phenomena under discussion (cf. Comrie 1978:
391f.; Dixon 1987: 5f., 1994: 19f.). Let us look at morphological facts
first. Se and O do not share the same case and, therefore, this phenome-
non cannot be ergative, no matter what definition of ergativity one
chooses. Other properties, specifically basic position and participial
attribution, are justified by a broader definition of ergativity. By this
broader criterion, a phenomenon is ergative if the subject of intransitive
verbs (S) shares properties with the objects of transitive verbs (P or O) (cf.
Grewendorf 1989: 1). But these properties do not match the stricter,
more recent definition (cf. Sasse 1978; Dixon 1979, 1994): a rule or phe-
nomenon is ergative if and only if it treats S and P (� O) as a syntactic
pivot (that is primary grammatical relation) and differently from the
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agent of transitive clauses. The ergative phenomena in Dyirbal (cf. the
basic order in (26) and the coordination reduction in (27) above) meet
this stricter criterion; the alleged ‘ergativity’ discussed in this section,
where Se and O share object properties, does not. The term ‘unac-
cusative’ is also misleading because an unaccusative type of construc-
tion that is different from the ergative or accusative type does not exist
within the domain of relational typology.

But the facts mentioned in (i)–(v) fulfil the criteria of split intransi-
tivity (cf. section 4.3.2 above): the subject of one class of intransitive
predicates (S) behaves like the agent of transitive verbs (A) and the sub-
ject of another class of intransitive predicates behaves like the patient of
transitive verbs (P or O). The close relationship between split intransi-
tivity and the Ergative or Unaccusative Hypothesis has not gone unnno-
ticed in past research. There are a number of studies which treat the
‘unaccusativity’ found in Italian or German on a par with the type of
split intransitivity found in Guarani or Lakhota, for example Rosen
(1984), Van Valin (1990) and Dowty (1991). The present approach
claims that the two types of split intransitivity have to be distinguished
from each other since they are expressed differently. The split intransi-
tivity discussed in this section is of the structural type; the split intran-
sitivity found in Guarani or Lakhota is of the morphological type.

As expected from the hypothesis of division of labour, the morpho-
logical type is sensitive to the Involvement Scale �max � �min (cf. section:
4.3.2 above), the structural is not. This is obvious, for instance, in
German and English, cf. (35a, b):

(35) (a) A-verbs
German: frieren, blühen, schwitzen, arbeiten
English: feel cold, bloom, sweat, work

(b) E-verbs
German: zerbrechen ‘break’, schmelzen ‘thaw, melt’, 
verblühen ‘fade’, laufen ‘run’

English: break, thaw, melt, spill

The a-verbs in (35a) are translations of each other: frieren/feel cold select
an experiencer, blühen/bloom and schwitzen/sweat select an active partici-
pant that is also an experiencer if it is animate, arbeiten/work have a max-
imal agent. In a language with morphological split intransitivity such as
Guarani (cf. Table 4.4 above), Acehnese, Tlingit and Bats, these verbs
would determine different morphological markers for their subject. As
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to the e-verbs in (35b), the English ones are thematically less heteroge-
neous, since maximal agents are absent (this is explained later by the
specific causal structure of e-verbs in English). But the German 
e-verbs in (35b) cover the whole range from Amin to Amax. Laufen ‘go,
run’, gehen ‘go, walk’ and klettern ‘climb’, for instance, have a maximal
agent. Such verbs are used in the imperative, can be modified with
adverbs implying volitional involvement (for example deliberately, care-
fully) and have agentive nominalizations: Läufer ‘runner’, schneller Geher
‘fast walker’, guter Kletterer ‘good climber’.

The most successful semantic explanations of the structural split
under discussion point to aspectual and causal structure. The first factor
seems to be crucial for German (cf. Helbig and Buscha 1989; Abraham
1994).11 E-verbs are telic, inchoative or perfective, a-verbs atelic or
imperfective. In more appropriate and precise terms, e-verbs denote two
subevents with a stative second subevent that the Se is predicated to be
involved in. This treatment also captures the volitional stative e-verb
bleiben ‘stay, remain’. According to von Wright (1971) and Dowty
(1979), it denotes the fact that the two subevents are the same. This is
expressed formally as pTp. T is the operator that connects two subse-
quent subevents and that is interpreted as ‘and then’. Only the ergative
verb sein ‘be’ cannot be straightforwardly accommodated by this analy-
sis. All other German e-verbs have the aspectual structure ¬pTp, which
is abbreviated by Dowty (1979) as BECOME(p).

This kind of approach can easily explain the particular behaviour of e-
verbs listed in German. The basic object-like position of the argument of
e-verbs is explained by their aspectual structure and the Principle of
Structural Expression of Dependency. The basic assumption we need 
is that time and causation are both conceptualized as directional, that is
asymmetrical (cf. Fales 1990). The dependency at issue is purely tempo-
ral and is congenially expressed by the temporal operator T. If an 
argument is predicated to be involved in the second subevent, it is struc-
turally expressed by the second, more embedded structural position (cf.
for English Levin and Rappaport Hovav (1995) referred to below). This
holds for the patients of transitive accomplishment or achievement
verbs (for example write a letter, find the key), but also for the unique
arguments of e-verbs.

The participial attribution illustrated in (34) has an even stronger
aspectual restriction in German. The second subevent must be overtly
expressed. Der weggegangene Gast ‘the guest that is gone away’ is accept-
able, *der gegangene Gast is not. Similarly die übrig gebliebene Soße ‘the
sauce that is left over’ or ‘eine nie da gewesene Situation ‘a situation that
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has never been/occurred’ vs *die gebliebene Soße or *eine nie gewesene
Situation.

As to passivization, most approaches claim that e-verbs cannot pas-
sivize because they are underlyingly passive verbs. More recent
approaches (cf. Rapp 1997) have clarified the point in terms of aspectual
structure. In German, both e-verbs (cf. (36a)) and a-verbs (cf. (36b)) pas-
sivize under the condition that they are interpreted as an atelic, durative
and non-static event. With inherently telic or punctual verbs, this inter-
pretation can be achieved by an iterative reading and an implicit plural
subject, as shown in (36):

(36) (a) Hier wird gestorben. ‘People die here.’

(b) Hier wird gehustet. ‘People cough here.’

The agentive nominalization is a rather weak indicator of the distinction
between e- and a-verbs. Recall that motion verbs that select sein ‘be’ as an
auxiliary, such as laufen, gehen and klettern, can have agentive nominal-
izations. But nevertheless, the pertinent aspectual restriction seems to be
operative: *Wegläufer and *Verblüher, e-verbs with an overtly expressed
and highlighted resultant state, do not have this type of nominalization.

The auxiliary selection matches the distinction between e- and a-verbs
quite closely, but not perfectly. The verb sein ‘be’ and motion verbs select
sein, even if they do not denote a second subevent, for example wir sind
stundenlang herumgelaufen ‘we have been walking around for hours’. This
means that the use of sein as an auxiliary has been extended by analogy.

In sum, the structural split intransitivity of German is motivated by
aspectual structure and is insensitive to the Involvement Scale �max �

�min, which has been shown to be the basic semantic motivation for the
morphological split intransitivity found in German and Guarani. The
plausibility of the assumption that morphological and structural intran-
sitivity have different semantic motivations is also confirmed by the fact
that the two types of split intransitivity may co-occur in one language.
German has both the structural type, as shown above, and the morpho-
logical type, as mentioned before in section 4.3.2. Cf. ich (NOM) arbeite
‘I am working’ vs mich (ACC) friert ‘I am cold’.

The distinction between e- and a-verbs in English has a different, but
related semantic motivation. Let us look at some promising explana-
tions for this split. The crucial factor for Levin and Rappaport Hovav
(1995) and McKoon and Macfarland (2000) is the causal structure of 
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e- and a-verbs, reproduced in a simplified form in (37):

(37) (a) causal structure of a-verbs: e[x]
for example the rose bloomed, the iron corroded

(b) causal structure of e-verbs: e1[y] CAUSE e2[x]
for example the ice melted, the water spilled, the pole broke

The illustrated verbs select an inanimate, non-volitional agent so that
the relevant causal distinction appears in isolation. If such a-verbs
denote a change (for example bloom, corrode, ferment), this change is
caused internally; that is, the means of bringing about the change 
is conceptualized as residing in the subject entity. This also holds for 
the animate or volitional agent of work, laugh, or sweat. The source of the
event denoted by e-verbs (for example melt, spill, break) is external to 
the subject participant. There is a causing event involving another par-
ticipant (e1), which is not overtly expressed. If this causing event 
is expressed, we get, for instance, the warm wind melted the ice.12 This
explains why verbs that select an animate participant whose activity is
self-propelled are not e-verbs in English (for example run, walk, climb).
McKoon and Macfarland (2000) adduce psycholinguistic evidence for
the difference in the causal structure of a- and e-verbs.

The relevant structural linking rule (Levin and Rappaport Hovav 1995:
158f.) that captures the structural asymmetry between Se and Sa links the
structural external argument position to the argument of a verb that
denotes the immediate cause of the eventuality described by the verb. Sa
fulfil this criterion, Se do not. Se fall under the default rule assigning them
an internal, deep structure object position or the rule for change-of-state
verbs. It states that an NP that refers to the entity that undergoes the
change of state in the eventuality described in the VP must be the (deep
structure) direct object of the verb heading the VP (this second rule is also
crucial for the e-verbs of German). This analysis is in conformity with the
notion of causal or aspectual dependency between subevents and the
Principle of Structural Expression of Dependency in the present approach.

In sum, the semantic motivation underlying the purely structural dis-
tinction between e- and a-verbs in English is causal dependency, a
dependency factor that is more closely related to Thematic Dependency
than the temporal–aspectual asymmetry found in German. In both lan-
guages, structural split intransitivity is insensitive to the Involvement
Scale that distinguishes minimal and maximal agents. The division of
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labour between case and structure is particularly evident in languages
such as German, in which morphological and structural split intransi-
tivity co-occur.

4.4.4 The basic order of Proto-Recipient (R) and 
Proto-Patient (P)

The relative order of R and P is particularly revealing for the hypothesis
of division of labour. As shown in section 4.3.3. above, the optimal case
pattern has a lower ranking case for R (R/nC) and a higher ranking case
for P (P/mC) due to the asymmetry between Pmin for R and Pmax for P.
This means that R is the indirect object and P the direct object in terms
of morphologically defined grammatical functions. In terms of struc-
tural grammatical functions, R is expected to be the direct object and P
the indirect object, as R is expected to precede and/or c-command P due
to the Thematic Dependency R �dep P.13

This structural hypothesis is most clearly confirmed in constructions
in which R and P are morphologically not distinguished from each
other. In such constructions, Case Dependency does not conflict with
Thematic Dependency, yielding RP as a fairly rigid order. This situation
is found in the Germanic languages that lack a morphological distinc-
tion between dative and accusative, for example English, Swedish,
Norwegian, Danish, Dutch and Frisian. Examples are offered from
English in (38) and Swedish in (39):

(38) She gave John a book. / *She gave a book John.

(39) Hon gav Johan en bok. / *Hon gav en bok Johan.

A fairly rigid RP-order is also found in languages that have distinct cases,
but use the same case for R and P with some verbs, as in the examples
(40) from Icelandic (cf. Ottósson 1991) and (41) from German:

(40) Jón skilaði Maríu (DAT) bókinni (DAT) / ??bókinni Mariu.
‘John returned the book to Mary.’

(41) Der Lehrer lehrte die Schüler (ACC) die Vokabeln (ACC) / ??die
Vokabeln die Schüler.
‘The teacher taught the pupils the words.’

In a competition model of word order, a rigid order arises by virtue of
the fact that there are no competing constraints that are strong enough
to motivate a reverse order. In the languages illustrated so far, the
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Thematic Dependency R �dep P has no grammatical antagonist in the
Case Dependency based on the markedness hierarchy mC � nC. But 
the RP-order may be reversed for pragmatic or weight reasons, in princi-
ple.14 In a study of 64 European languages (Primus 1998), all languages
and constructions in which mC � nC and R �dep P are not in conflict
have a fairly rigid RP-order.

The case pattern in which R �dep P and mC � nC do not match is the
most widely attested, canonical ditransitive construction, as demon-
strated in section 4.3.3 above. The word order pattern of R and P in the
canonical constructions is more varied. In one type of canonical con-
struction, R is expressed by a PP, and P by a NP. In this event, R �dep P
has two systematic competitors, mC � nC and weight, because NPs are
systematically shorter than PPs (cf. Hawkins 1994). The interaction of
these competing constraints is demonstrated in (42)–(43):

(42) mC � nC and weight beat R �dep P: She gave a book to John.

(43) Weight and R �dep P beat mC � nC: She gave to John the expensive
book I bought yesterday.

In the second type of construction with canonical linking, there is no
systematic weight difference between R and P because both R and P are
nominal. R �dep P has only mC � nC as a systematic competitor. In this
event, RP-order is generally, but only weakly preferred. Cf. an Icelandic
and a German example in (44):

(44) R �dep P is slightly stronger than mC � nC:
Icelandic: Jón gaf Maríu (DAT) bókina (ACC).
German: Hans gab Maria (DAT) das Buch (ACC).
‘John gave Mary the book.’

The observations from above are also supported by evidence from out-
side Europe. In half of the 107 languages examined by Blansitt (1973),
the recipients are not marked by an adposition or a particle (that is, they
are nominal). The other half of the languages have recipients expressed
by an adposition or another particle. With nominal recipients, there is a
clear skewing towards RP as a basic order irrespective of the basic posi-
tion of the verb. Conversely, there is a skewing towards PR as a basic
order with adpositional recipients.

In conclusion, RP is the optimal basic order option for Proto-Recipient
and Proto-Patient. The basic order RP is always selected unless there are
stronger competing word order constraints that require PR.
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The structural direct object status of R shows up most clearly in
languages such as English, where the structural position of verbal argu-
ments is decisive for their syntactic behaviour. Anaphor binding is such
a structurally determined phenomenon. Cf. (45):

(45) I showed Maryj herselfj in the mirror.
*I showed herselfj Maryj in the mirror.

A nominal recipient binds a nominal patient, but not vice versa. Other
phememona that indicate the structural superiority of nominal recipi-
ents over nominal patients in English are passive, cf. (46), and topical-
ization in wh-clefts, cf. (47):

(46) (a) We gave Mary the book.
(b) Mary was given the book.
(c) ??The book was given Mary.15

(47) (a) What Ann did for Beth was give her the car.
(b) ?What Ann did with the car was give it Beth.

The fact that patients are less accessible to these rules cannot be
explained by an independent constraint against patients. In the prepo-
sitional construction, nominal patients are more accessible than prepo-
sitional recipients, cf. (48)–(49):

(48) (a) We gave the book to Mary.
(b) ??Mary was given the book to.
(c) The book was given to Mary.

(49) (a) ?What Ann did for Beth was give the car to her.
(b) What Ann did with the car was give it to Beth.

The relative basic order and the assignment of structural grammatical
functions to R and P falsify Dowty’s Argument Selection Principle,
particularly the following corollary (1991: 576): ‘With a three-place
predicate, the nonsubject argument having the greater number of
entailed Proto-Patient properties will be lexicalized as the direct object
and the nonsubject argument having fewer entailed Proto-Patient prop-
erties will be lexicalized as an oblique or prepositional object.’ This 
critique is further aggravated by the thematic meaning difference
between the direct object and the prepositional object construction 
in English: the more agentive R is, the more likely it is coded as a struc-
tural direct object.
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Leaving pragmatic and weight differences aside, R has to be inter-
preted as a possessor in order to surface as a structural direct object 
(cf. Pinker 1989; Jackendoff 1991; Shibatani 1996), as in the following
examples:

(50) I gave/brought/baked/told/showed Ann something.

Verbs like tell and show can be included in the possession schema by
metaphorical extension (‘possession’ of information, cf. Shibatani 1996)
or can be captured directly by the Proto-Agent property of sentience. 
If the argument in question cannot be interpreted as a possessor or an
experiencer, it cannot surface as a structural direct object in more con-
servative varieties of English, cf. (51):

(51) *I opened/closed/cleaned Ann the door.

The English varieties in which (51) is acceptable and other languages
(for example German) license this construction due to the presupposi-
tion that Mary wanted (or intended) the change of state involving the
door and the speaker acts on her behalf (cf. Jackendoff 1991; Shibatani
1996). It is more plausible to include this meaning component in the list
of Proto-Agent properties than in the list of Proto-Patient features.

If R surfaces as a prepositional object with to, it refers to the goal of
the movement of P, as in the following examples (cf. Pinker 1989;
Jackendoff 1991; Krifka 2001):

(52) I sent/brought/carried a package to London.

A locational goal is not a Proto-Agent property and a transfer of posses-
sion is not necessarily involved in this construction. The meaning of
many verbs allows both constructions. The double object verbs in (50)
license the prepositional construction because P undergoes a change of
place (cf. I gave something to Ann). If this interpretation is not possible,
the construction is blocked (cf. I denied him something /*I denied 
something to him). The examples (52) cannot be used in the double
object construction because (or as long as) London does not qualify for 
a possessor or an experiencer.

In conclusion, if R is distinguished only structurally from P, R surfaces
as the structurally superior object only if it is more agentive than P. This
result confirms the criterion of Thematic Dependency, but invalidates
Dowty’s proposal. However, Dowty’s prediction for the prepositional
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construction, which distinguishes R and P by case in the broader sense,
is correct. As P accumulates the higher number of patientlike properties
(that is change of location), it is a direct object in the objective case; 
R has the lower number of patientlike properties (that is goal of loca-
tion) and surfaces as an oblique prepositional object.

4.4.5 Case determined by structure: challenge or confirmation?

There is strong evidence that the two nominal cases of English (nomina-
tive and accusative or objective) are not directly linked to thematic infor-
mation, but determined by the structural position of the verbal arguments
(cf. Chomsky 1981 and subsequent work). Space limitation does not allow
us to repeat the rather impressive body of grammatical evidence for this
hypothesis. It suffices to show the consequences of this analysis for the
hypothesis of division of labour between case and structure.

For structural cases and verbs selecting two arguments, the hypothesis of
division of labour predicts that the nominative is always linked to the
semantically independent argument and the objective to the dependent
argument. Furthermore, the Involvement Scale �max � �min is predicted to
be irrelevant: maximal and minimal agents on the one hand and maximal
and minimal patients on the other are not systematically distinguished by
case because they have the same position in thematic structure.

Psychic verbs and the causal dependency between experiencer and
stimulus demonstrate the viability of this hypothesis. Recall from
section 4.4.1 above that the specific mental, sensory or emotional state
of the experiencer is a necessary condition for the occurrence of the sit-
uation denoted by the verb. All other things being equal, the experi-
encer is the verb-specific causal factor that qualifies for the structural
subject position. This holds for stative psychic verbs like know, like, fear
and see. In English, the case asymmetry between experiencer and stimu-
lus is an epiphenomenon of the structural asymmetry between these
two roles. But there are also psychic verbs such as frighten, surprise and
please that have an inchoative reading in which the stimulus causes a
change of state in the experiencer. With such verbs, the stimulus pre-
cedes the experiencer in the causal structure of the verb and qualifies for
the structural subject position. Dowty (1991: 587) adduces the following
evidence for the semantic difference between the two classes of psychic
verbs in English:

(53) (a) The birthday party is pleasing Mary.
(b) *Mary is liking the birthday party.
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(54) (a) What happened to Mary was that the birthday party surprised
her.

(b) *What happened to Mary was that she liked the birthday party.

In conclusion, the difference in the aspectual and causal structure of the
two classes of psychic verbs has a direct correspondence in the basic syn-
tactic position of experiencer and stimulus in English, case being an
epiphenomenal trait.

The situation in German and many other languages is different. The
case-linking mechanism of German is non-structural, a fact that is
acknowledged in generative grammar (cf. Haider 1993). In sharp con-
trast to the English stative psychic verbs, in German such verbs can have
the experiencer in the nominative (for example wissen, kennen ‘know’,
sehen ‘see’, mögen ‘like’, bevorzugen ‘prefer’), the dative (for example
gefallen ‘like’, behagen ‘be pleasant’, schmecken ‘be tasteful’), or accusative
(for example wundern ‘be intrigued’, interessieren ‘be interested’). This vari-
ation is expected with experiencers (that is minimal agents) under the
assumption that cases are directly linked to thematic roles and that they
are sensitive to the Involvement Scale �max � �min. As expected from the
causal dependency experiencer �dep stimulus with stative verbs, the
above-mentioned German verbs prefer the experiencer in structural sub-
ject position. If the experiencer is in the nominative, the word order is
rather rigid because Thematic and Case Dependency coincide. If the expe-
riencer is in an oblique case, word order is more variable because Thematic
and Case Dependency are in conflict (cf. Primus 1999: 155f., 2002a).

In conclusion, the difference between structural and thematic cases
validates the hypothesis of division of labour. Structural cases are assigned
according to the Principle of Structural Expression of Dependency.
Thematic cases are assigned following Thematic Case Constraints. In 
both types of case system, formal case constraints (for example the
1C-Requirement) are additional constraints.

There is neurolinguistic evidence for the difference between structural
and thematic cases, which serves indirectly as evidence for the hypoth-
esis of division of labour. Cf. the following double case ungrammaticali-
ties in English and German:

(55) English: they took we to the airport

(56) German: Welchen Detektiv beobachtet den Kommissar?
‘Which detective (ACC) is watching the superintendent (ACC)?’
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In neurolinguistic experiments with event-related brain potentials
(ERP), sentences like (55) elicited an early left anterior negativity (LAN)
at the point of the underlined NP in English (cf. Coulson et al. 1998).
The LAN-pattern generated by (55) indicates that case and structural
position do not match, since, in general, LAN is induced by syn-
tactic–structural violations (cf. Friederici 1999: 286f.).

Sentences like (56) in German elicited an N400-pattern at the point of
the underlined NP (cf. Frisch 2000; Frisch and Schlesewsky 2001). A
LAN-pattern was absent. N400 is generally interpreted as an indicator of
an increased parsing difficulty in the lexical–semantic component (cf.
Friederici 1999: 285f.). The presence of an N400 and the absence of a
LAN is interpreted by Frisch and Schlesewsky as evidence that the pro-
cessing of case in German leads directly to the activation of the lexi-
cal–semantic component. The N400-pattern shows that the activation
of an appropriate thematic role is impossible.

In sum, the division of labour between case and structure manifests itself
in the difference between a case system with structural cases and a case sys-
tem in which cases are directly linked to thematic information. Recent
neurolinguistic studies indicate that this difference is psychologically real.

4.5 Summary and outlook

The present chapter has focused on two aspects of role-semantic informa-
tion. The first is the degree of involvement of a participant in the event
named by the verb and was captured by Dowty’s prototype approach to
thematic roles. The crucial property of this kind of approach is that it dis-
tinguishes only two cluster concepts, Proto-Agent (A) and Proto-Patient
(P), while it makes finer distinctions within one Proto-Role depending on
the number of consistent properties an argument accumulates. These
finer distinctions were abbreviated within the present approach in the
Involvement Scale �max � �min. Given exactly two Proto-Roles A and P, this
scale has exactly two manifestations Amax � Amin and Pmax � Pmin.
Regarding this involvement criterion, agents and patients are equal.

The second aspect of role-semantic information is the causal or aspec-
tual side. Causal and aspectual differences are binary and asymmetrical:
one argument is involved either in the initial, causally independent
subevent or in the succeeding, causally dependent subevent denoted by
the verb. This binary asymmetry, particularly the causal one, has the
property of the dependency relation and was therefore called Thematic
Dependency. By this criterion, Proto-Agents outrank Proto-Patients, that
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is A �dep P, no matter whether they are maximally or minimally
involved. This scale was explained drawing upon cognitive linguistic
and logical–philosophical research on the notion of causality.

It is important to note that in the present approach, the two thematic
rankings are not postulated but derived from different underlying
aspects (number of consistent Proto-Role properties and causal depend-
ency). The thematic scales abbreviate, that is extract, the information
that is represented in formal thematic structures (cf. Primus 1999).

The hypothesis of division of labour between case and structure or
basic order claims that case in the broader sense (that is morphologically
defined grammatical relations) is sensitive to the aspect of involvement
and structure (that is structurally defined grammatical relations) to that
of dependency. The first aspect is captured in a general Thematic Case
Constraint and was formalized in OT in the present chapter. The second is
captured by a general constraint on Structural Expression of Dependency
that not only captures the preference to place Proto-Agents before Proto-
Patients but also many other seemingly disparate phenomena. This aspect
was partly formalized in OT in previous publications (Primus 1999) and
was applied on an informal basis in the present approach.

A first typologically major consequence of the hypothesis of division
of labour is that case may be patient-oriented, but structure not.
Languages with ergative constructions, in which the first, least marked
case is linked to P, exist and are widely attested because in terms of case,
languages can treat either A or P as a primary grammatical function
(pivot) and link it to their first case. This and the trivial hypothesis that
syntactic rules may be determined by the case function of an argument
immediately explain the second major property of ergative languages:
all syntactically ergative languages are also morphologically ergative.
The fact that syntactic ergative rules are case-based was illustrated with
data mainly from Dyirbal. In contrast, agent-oriented rules in ergative
languages (syntactic split ergativity) are phenomena determined by the-
matic or deep syntactic structure, as shown with data from Warlpiri.
This is explained by the fact that agents outrank patients in thematic
structure.

Further typological observations corroborate the hypothesis of divi-
sion of labour for ergative languages. Ergative rules are of the type that
show a natural affiliation to cases (for example verb agreement, antipas-
sive); accusative rules are of the type that are sensitive to semantic
dependencies and/or are structural in nature (for example basic order,
reflexive binding, coordination reduction). No language has yet been
found in which case marking and agreement are exclusively accusative
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and coordination reduction or reflexive binding is ergative. As a case-
based parameter, ergativity is linked to the Involvement Scale �max �

�min. This explains why it is most clear with �max-roles – an insight that
was made more precise by an OT-formalization. This hypothesis also
explains the fact that the co-occurrence of ergative and accusative con-
structions in a language (morphological split ergativity) cannot be
determined by �max-constraints and as a consequence, it cannot be
dependent on the choice of verb lexemes selecting �max-roles.

A second typologically relevant consequence of the division of labour
between case and structure is that morphological split intransitivity is
sensitive to the Involvement Scale �max � �min, and structural split
intransitivity to aspectual or causal structure (semantic dependency). 
A good representative of the morphological type is Guarani; good repre-
sentatives of the structural type are German and English, as shown in
the chapter. The plausibility of the hypothesis of division of labour is
enhanced by the fact that the two types of split intransitivity may 
co-occur in a language (for example German).

The third consequence of the division of labour that was discussed here
is the syntactic realization of recipients. The cluster concept of Proto-
Recipient was introduced for convenience, because it is a particular fre-
quent combination of Proto-Agent and Proto-Patient. In terms of
involvement, Proto-Recipients are less involved than maximal patients.
As a consequence, they are predicted to be realized morphologically as
oblique objects, that is by a case that is less prominent than that of maxi-
mal patients. This is indeed the most widely attested default, as shown in
the chapter. In terms of role-semantic dependency, Proto-Recipients out-
rank Proto-Patients, because they have agentive properties that patients
lack. As a consequence of this ranking, they are predicted to be preferably
placed before patients in basic order and to be realized structurally as
superior objects, particularly in double object constructions. The prefer-
ence to place recipients before patients is cross-linguistically well attested.
This preference is overriden only if the reverse order is motivated by
strong competing constraints (for example pragmatics or weight).

Further evidence for the division of labour between case and structure
are structurally determined cases. They are predicted to be selected
according to the Principle of Structural Expression of Dependencies, and
not according to Thematic Case Constraints, which are sensitive to the
criterion of involvement. This prediction was confirmed by the distribu-
tion of case pattern with psychic verbs in English and German and by
neurolinguistic experiments that indicate that structural determined
cases (English) and thematically determined cases (German) are cogni-
tively parsed differently.
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The chapter presented evidence in favour of the strongest version of
the hypothesis of division of labour: case has a universally fixed (or at
least strongly preferred) function that is distinct from that of structure.
But why should cases be sensitive to involvement distinctions and struc-
ture to dependency distinctions and not the other way round? The present
chapter presented quite compelling evidence in favour of the stronger
hypothesis that is based on well-documented typological data; but nev-
ertheless, our present knowledge is not sufficient to allow a firm conclu-
sion. Therefore, let us pursue the question whether the stronger
assumption has a plausible general explanation.

Such a general explanation is readily available. Dependency distinctions
are binary and binary syntactic relations such as precedence and 
c-command are sufficient to express them. Involvement distinctions are
too varied for a binary syntactic system. In this essay, only a rough 
six-way distinction between Amax, Amax/min (for Guarani), Amin, Pmax, Pmin

and Amin/Pmin (Proto-Recipients) was considered. This sufficed to clarify
major typological case patterns. For more exact analyses of individual lan-
guages, finer distinctions are needed. Furthermore, only those basic the-
matic properties were investigated that are unquestionably relevant on a
larger cross-linguistic basis: volitionality (or control), causation, move-
ment, sentience and possession. The more distinctions we consider, the
larger the number of individual roles. Such an intricate system cannot be
expressed in a functionally optimal way by word order and structural rela-
tions. One can invoke the fact that structural relations are able to differen-
tiate a lot of distinct syntactic positions if one allows several syntactic
phrasal projections above the verbal node V. But the crucial point for the
present argumentation is that such finer structural distinctions are highly
ambiguous in actual parsing. The expressive power of a case system is theo-
retically unbounded and is actually much greater than that of precedence
and c-command, particularly if we not only take nominal cases, but also
adpositions into consideration. In conclusion, cases (in the broader sense)
are better suited for the various differences that are presupposed by
Thematic Case Constraints than precedence and c-command, which, in
their turn, are well suited to express binary dependency distinctions.

Notes

1. Closely related proposals are the macrorole approach of Van Valin (cf. Foley
and Van Valin 1984; Van Valin and LaPolla 1997) and the transitivity concept
of Hopper and Thompson (1980).

2. Cf. Dowty’s closely related proposal (1991: 576): ‘In predicates with grammat-
ical subject and object, the argument for which the predicate entails the great-
est number of Proto-Agent properties will be lexicalized as the subject of the
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predicate; the argument having the greatest number of Proto-Patient entail-
ments will be lexicalized as the direct object.’ The main difference from
Dowty and other approaches with similar principles is that in the present
approach the variables A and B range only over cases in the broader sense
and that the most prominent syntactic function, the subject, is not linked to
the Proto-Agent.

3. A counterexample seems to be Trumai (Christian Lehman, p.c.), an Equatorial
Amerind language. In general, a verb belongs to exactly one lexical class,
either ERG-NOM or NOM-ACC, according to the case categorization offered
by Monod-Becquelin (1976). But her case analyses are too sketchy to allow 
a firm conclusion.

4. The constraints can be verified or falsified according to their logical form.
The notation Amax/1C, for instance, is an abbreviation of the implication
[Amax→1C], which is logically equivalent to *[Amax&¬1C]. This means that
this constraint excludes maximal agents that do not occur in the nomina-
tive. The following evaluations will take thematic information as input and
cases as output, but the framework is also compatible with the other perspec-
tive. Note the logical equivalence between [Amax → 1C] and [¬1C → ¬Amax], for
example.

5. Cf. Aissen (1999) for a person- or animacy-determined split, and Primus
(2002b) for a tense/aspect-determined split in OT. Cf. Silverstein (1976) for a
more general typological treatment.

6. Verbs such as (11b) in German have occasionally been called ‘ergative’ 
(cf. Wegener 1985; Fanselow 1992). This typologically misleading classification
is rarely adopted by typologists. In German and other accusative languages, 2C
is preferred for a minimal agent, in ergative constructions 2C is favoured for a
maximal agent. These are inverse case selection options, as captured by (7)–(8)
above.

7. Case frames that are non-optimal with respect to the principles presented
here require an additional lexical constraint. Cf. for example verbs selecting
nominative Amin-recipients and oblique Amax-arguments, such as receive and
get (cf. Mary got a book from Peter) and their equivalents in other languages.
These verbs have Amax/¬1C & Amin/1C, a pattern that cannot win as a default
in an accusative language due to the fixed ranking Amax/1C >>Amin/1C.

8. Some authors (cf. Croft 1993) claim that the stimulus, rather than the expe-
riencer, is the systematic causal factor with all types of psychic verb. Cf.
Primus (2002a) for a critique of this hypothesis.

9. There are readers who have interpreted this principle in the sense of verb-
bondedness. Under this interpretation, patients are closer to the verb than
agents, due to the fact that patients form a closer semantic unit with verbs in
general. Verb-bondedness is a plausible relevant factor, but it is not the factor
intended in (34). Not only empirical evidence (cf. Primus 1998), but also psy-
cholinguistic evidence (cf. Frisch and Schlesewsky 2001) suggests that
dependency is computed immediately and incrementally from argument to
co-argument even before the verb has been encountered.

10. Quiche has no overt case marking, so that ergative morphology is overtly
expressed by verb agreement.

11. Kaufmann (1995) takes a different view, which nevertheless corroborates our
claim that the Involvement Scale is irrelevant for German.
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12. McKoon and Macfarland (2000) demonstrate that not all e-verbs participate
in the intransitive–causative alternation. Levin and Rappaport Hovav (1995)
also include verbs of existence and appearance (for example exist, appear,
arise) and verbs of spatial configuration (stand, lean) in the list of e-verbs. For
these subclasses the authors postulate a dyadic event structure, but no exter-
nal causer.

13. The apparently contradictory ranking between Proto-Recipient and Proto-
Patient is reflected by the fact that two options have been assumed in past
research. P is the higher role for example in Dik (1978) and Dowty (1991), R
is the higher role for example in Jackendoff (1972) and Wunderlich (1997).

14. This kind of competition between constraints is formalized most appropri-
ately in a stochastic OT-framework (cf. Koontz-Garboden 2001).

15. There is language variation regarding the unacceptability of the question
marked clauses in (46)–(49). Thus for instance, sentences like (46c) are
rejected by most American English speakers, but are accepted by some British
speakers (cf. Baker 1996: 18).
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5
Action and Agent Nouns in 
French and Polysemy
Petra Sleeman and Els Verheugd

5.1 Introduction

In French, three main classes of deverbal nouns can be distinguished:
action (or process) nouns, external argument nouns (generally called
agent nouns) and internal argument nouns. Zwanenburg (1993) shows
that the semantic structure of each of these three groups of deverbal
nouns can be described in terms of argument structure, which is based
on conceptual structure (Williams 1981). According to Di Sciullo and
Williams (1987: 32–45), derived words tend to display function compo-
sition, which means that the arguments of the affixal head and those of
the non-head base together compose the argument structure of the
derived word. Action nouns are assumed to have an external argument
position R, which is their reference. They have furthermore inherited all
the arguments of the verbal base:

(1) l’accusation d’un innocent par le procureur
‘the accusation of an innocent person by the prosecutor’

External argument (or agent) nouns are characterized by the identifica-
tion of the argument position R with the external argument position of
the verbal base (Sproat 1985: 170–1). They can also in principle inherit
the valency of their verbal base (cf. Hietbrink 1985):

(2) l’accusateur des militaires algériens
‘the accuser of the Algerian soldiers’



Internal argument nouns are defined by the identification of R with the
direct internal argument position:

(3) l’accusé
‘someone whom one accuses, who is accused’

Zwanenburg shows that each of these three types of deverbal nouns is
associated with a particular set of synonymous suffixes. French action
nouns end in a variety of affixes, among which -age, -ment, -aison and
-ation, as in the following examples:

(4) atterrissage, aboiement, comparaison, accusation
‘landing’, ‘barking’, ‘comparison’, ‘accusation’

For French agent nouns Zwanenburg mentions the suffixes -(at)eur and
-ant, among others:

(5) accusateur, chanteur, étudiant
‘accuser’, ‘singer’, ‘student’

The internal argument noun suffixes are in fact the past participle suf-
fixes (-é, -i and -u):

(6) accusé, converti, détenu
‘accused’, ‘convert’, ‘detainee’

This means, in Zwanenburg’s view, that the suffixes themselves do not
form deverbal internal argument nouns: internal argument nouns must
be related in one way or another to past participle adjectives. This leaves
us with only two main groups of nominal suffixes forming deverbal
nouns, those used for action nouns and those used for agent nouns,
each group with its own set of synonymous suffixes (cf. Devos and
Taeldeman 2000, and Ch. 6 this volume).

Zwanenburg (1993) claims furthermore that if a suffix has several
meanings, these are not homonyms, but are in general related by means
of polysemy. The suffixes with which action nouns are formed, for
instance, can also serve to form result nouns:

(7) la traduction
‘the translation’
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Besides, this same set of suffixes can be used to form collective nouns,
which are generally denominal:

(8) feuillage
‘foliage’

Levin and Rappaport (1988) argue that, just like action nouns, English
deverbal agent nouns ending in -er can also have an event (9) and a non-
event reading (10). The non-event -er nominal in (11) has an instru-
mental rather than an agentive interpretation:

(9) a saver of lives

(10) a lifesaver

(11) an opener

In this chapter, we will argue that, for action nouns as well as for agent
nouns ending in -eur, the distinction between an event and a non-event
reading is not fine-grained enough. We distinguish three readings for
both the suffixes forming action nouns and the suffix -eur that forms
agent nouns. We will argue that these readings are related to a change in
function composition, associated with a gradual loss of eventivity and
agentivity.

We will also discuss nouns ending in the suffix -ant, which can also have
an agentive or an instrumental reading, just like nouns ending in -eur:

(12) un participant, un battant
‘a participant’, ‘a clapper’

We will claim that, just like internal argument nouns, deverbal nouns
ending in -ant are related to participles, more specifically to present par-
ticiples that can also be used as adjectives. We will argue that the differ-
ent readings associated with nouns ending in -ant are therefore not the
result of a change in function composition, but of nominal ellipsis.

The chapter is organized as follows. In section 5.2, we argue that
deverbal action nouns are in principle polysemic as a result of a gradual
process of deverbalization in which three stages can be distinguished. In
section 5.3, we present the analysis of English agent nouns ending in -er
by Levin and Rappaport (1988), who distinguish an eventive and a non-
eventive reading. Furthermore, we show, on the basis of French -eur
nouns, that Levin and Rappaport’s distinction is not fine-grained
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enough and that three readings can be distinguished for agent nouns,
which are related to each other as a result of a change in function com-
position. In section 5.4, we discuss French deverbal entity nouns ending
in -ant. We argue that the suffix -ant does not form external argument
nouns, but is simply a participial suffix. In this way we will explain why
nouns ending in -ant behave differently in several respects from nouns
ending in -eur. Finally, section 5.5 summarizes the results of this chapter.

5.2 Action nouns

The morphological operation of nominalizing a verb by means of one of
the suffixes that form action nouns, is generally assumed to result in two
types of nominal. The first is the complex event or process nominal,
which denotes an event; the second type is the result nominal, which
denotes an object. This semantic distinction has been correlated (see for
example Grimshaw 1990) with the property of taking, respectively not
taking, syntactic arguments. The two types are illustrated by (13) and (14):

(13) La construction de ce bâtiment (par l’entrepreneur) a pris plus
d’un an.
‘The construction of that building (by the contractor) took
more than a year.’

(14) Est-ce que tu connais la traduction néerlandaise de ce roman?
‘Do you know the Dutch translation of that novel?’

It should be noticed that in the first example, with the event denoting a
process noun, the original external argument of the verb does not need
to be expressed, and that in the last example the complement of the
noun is an optional adjunct, not an argument of the verbal base.

However, van Hout (1991) argues for English that the semantic
change from a noun denoting an event into a noun denoting an object
does not happen in one step, and that there is an intermediary form. In
previous work (see Sleeman and Verheugd 2000 and Sleeman 2001) we
argued that this is the same for French. This is illustrated in (15)–(17):

(15) La/*les traduction(*s) *(de ce roman) (par Philippe Noble)
a/*ont pris plus d’un an.
‘The translation(*s) *(of that novel) (by Philippe Noble) took
more than a year.’

(16) J’ai assisté à toutes les exécutions (de/par Yoeri Egorov) 
(du programme Schumann).
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‘I was present at all the executions (of/by Yoeri Egorov) (of the
Schumann programme).’

(17) Je vais te montrer tous les achats (*de vêtements) (de ma fille).
‘I will show you all the purchases (*of clothes) (of my daughter).’

In (15), the action noun denotes an event and has event structure,
although its syntactic category is that of a noun; it is not countable, it is
obligatorily followed by a prepositional phrase that is the logical object
of the verbal base (here, de ce roman), and it can be followed by a phrase
expressing the agent of the event (here par Philippe Noble). These com-
plements satisfy the argument structure of the verb, which is associated
with its event structure. The only difference between a verb and a
process noun is that the agent can be left out in the latter case.

In (16), the deverbal action noun has lost some of its verbal properties,
and has become more ‘nouny’. It is countable, and it refers to some sort
of abstract object with an eventive meaning. We assume that the origi-
nal conceptual arguments of the verbal base are still present, although
they cannot be mapped onto syntactic arguments of the verb. They can,
however, be optionally expressed as adjuncts of the noun. The original
agent can be introduced not only by par but also by de, a preposition
that normally introduces noun complements. So, in our view, the
derived noun in (16) has become more ‘nouny’, although the event
structure and the associated conceptual argument structure of the verb
are not deleted. That is why the participants of the action expressed by
the verb can be expressed in the form of optional adjuncts. In that sense,
the form is still verbal.

Finally, in (17), the noun refers to the result of the action denoted by
the verb. The noun in question does not have event structure, and the
conceptual arguments of the verbal base cannot be expressed in the
form of complements. It should be noted that de ma fille expresses
the possessor, and not the agent. This means that the original event
structure and the associated argument structure are completely deleted.
The result meaning of the action noun corresponds in most cases to 
the internal argument of the verb, as in traduction (‘translation’), écriture
(‘writing’) and attelage (‘team of horses’). So, one might say that the
denotation of the internal argument is identified with, or absorbed 
by, the denotation of the action noun. The conclusion of this section is
that the nominalization operation that derives action nouns from verbs
consists in a gradual loss of the internal syntactic and logical properties
of the verbal base. This process of deverbalization is schematized in
Table 5.1.
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5.3 Agent nouns

In this section we will consider agent nouns ending in the suffix -eur,
which is very productive in French. We will argue that, just like action
nouns, deverbal agent nouns ending in -eur display a gradual process of
deverbalization. This gradual process manifests itself in a gradual loss of
the original valency or argument structure of the verb, and a gradual
change from an event-denoting agentive noun into a non-eventive
object-denoting noun. In section 5.3.1, we will present a number of
analyses of English agent nouns ending in -er, especially Levin and
Rappaport (1988). In section 5.3.2, we will discuss French agent nouns
ending in -eur.

5.3.1 Event and non-event agent nouns

Several linguists, including Fabb (1984) and Levin and Rappaport
(1988), have argued that the notion ‘agent noun’ is not entirely correct
and that -er nominals in English refer to the external argument of the
base verb rather than to the agent. This is exemplified by (18) and (19).
The external argument of the base verb is an experiencer in (18) and 
a beneficiary in (19):

(18) an admirer of the Greek poets

(19) a receiver of compliments

Although the -er nominal can refer to all kinds of semantic roles, it can
only refer to the external argument and not to an internal argument of
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Table 5.1 Gradual deverbalization of French action nouns

1. Event and argument structure present; la construction de ce bâtiment (par
argument structure obligatorily mapped l’entrepreneur)

onto syntactic arguments, except for (abstract noun denoting event)
external argument

2. Event structure present, argument les exécutions (de/par Yoeri Egorov) 
structure present at conceptual level, (du programme Schumann) 

optional mapping onto noun adjuncts (abstract noun denoting eventive
object)

3. Event and conceptual argument la construction (� bâtiment)
structure deleted (concrete noun denoting 

internal argument)



the base verb. There are, for instance, no -er nominals derived from
unaccusative verbs:

(20) *a disappearer

(21) *a dier

The external argument of the verb is, one might say, absorbed by the suf-
fix, and, as a result, the derived noun refers to the external argument.
That is why these nouns are also called ‘external argument nouns’.
These nouns often refer to agents, because the external argument of 
a transitive verb in general denotes the agent of the process. Of course,
agent nouns such as these can be derived from intransitive, unergative
verbs too, as is the case with:

(22) a swimmer

(23) a thinker

Whereas it is the external argument that the -er nominal refers to, the
internal arguments of the base verb can be inherited as well, as exempli-
fied by (24) and (25):

(24) the destroyer of the city

(25) a saver of lives

In the examples given above, the obligatory internal arguments of the
verbal base are inherited by the agent noun. In cases where the comple-
ment of the noun cannot be interpreted as the argument of the verb, as
in (26), it is rather an optional complement of the derived, intransitive
noun:

(26) the best swimmers of this country

Levin and Rappaport (1988) claim that -er nominals which inherit the
argument structure of the verbal base receive an event interpretation,
whereas those that do not have argument structure receive a non-event
interpretation. The event interpretation of (24) and (25), for instance, is
forced by the presence of the complement. In (24), for instance, the
nominal can only refer to someone who has actually participated in the
event of destroying the city and thus presupposes that destruction has
occurred. The examples in (22) and (23) are agentive non-event 
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-er nominals. In this case there is no of-complement. Often the 
complement is expressed in a compound, see (27):

(27) a lifesaver

The interpretation of these agentive non-eventive nouns is ‘someone
intended for V-ing’. Levin and Rappaport illustrate the difference
between the event and the non-event reading with the examples (25)
and (27). Someone may be called a lifesaver even if he or she has never
actually saved anyone, but someone may not be called a saver of lives
unless he or she has actually been involved in saving lives.

Since it is usually instruments and not people that are defined as
‘intended to do’ a particular action, non-event -er nominals usually take
on instrumental rather than agentive interpretations. An opener in (28)
is normally understood as the instrument intended to open something,
although it may never have been used in this way:

(28) an opener

We have shown that Levin and Rappaport make a distinction between
two interpretations: -er nominals can have either an event or a non-event
reading. Only agentive nominals can have an event reading. A non-event
reading is available both for agentive and instrumental -er nominals. This
distinction between an event reading and a non-event reading recalls the
distinction between the action reading and the result reading that is
made for example by Grimshaw (1990) for action nouns. However, in the
previous section we showed that this distinction is not fine-grained
enough and that a third reading has to be distinguished. In the next sec-
tion, we will argue on the basis of French that Levin and Rappaport’s two-
way distinction for agent nominals is not fine-grained enough either.

5.3.2 French -eur nouns

Just like English -er nouns, French deverbal -eur nominals (which can also
end in the learned suffix -ateur, or in the feminine forms -euse, respec-
tively -atrice) always refer to the external argument of the base verb.
There are no nouns ending in -eur that have been derived from unac-
cusative verbs, as shown by the impossible formations given in (29):

(29) *un arriveur, *un moureur, *un existeur
‘an arriver’, ‘a dier’, ‘an exister’
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French nominals ending in the suffix -eur can be followed by a 
complement (generally introduced by de):

(30) le créateur de cette ville
‘the creator of that city’

(31) le dénonciateur de Paul
‘the snitcher of Paul’

(32) un amateur de musique moderne
‘a lover of modern music’

(33) un collectionneur d’objets d’art
‘a collector of objets d’art’

The examples given above refer to someone who has performed an
action at a certain moment, as in (30) and (31), or to someone who per-
forms this action habitually, as in (32) and (33). So, whereas in the first
two examples the agent nouns denote a temporary activity, they denote
a habitual social or professional activity in the last two examples.

In the previous section we saw that according to Levin and Rappaport
(1988) only -er nominals followed by a complement can have an even-
tive reading. In our view, however, in French, intransitive agent nouns
can also have an eventive reading:

(34) ce rieur
‘that laugher’

(35) le promeneur
‘the stroller’

The examples (34) and (35) refer to someone who is performing an
action at a certain moment and therefore they denote a temporary activ-
ity just like (30) and (31). In all examples (30)–(35), we are dealing with
an event reading.

We assume that in the event reading, the agent noun has the argument
structure of the verbal base. The external argument of the verb is bound
by the suffix -eur. If the noun is followed by a complement, this com-
plement realizes the internal argument of the verb. We assume that in
this eventive interpretation, we are dealing with noun phrases with a
real syntactic argument. Since (32) and (33) can denote a habitual activ-
ity, we are assuming that we are dealing with syntactic constituents and
not with compounds in these cases. The argument can be separated

Petra Sleeman and Els Verheugd 145



from its head, as in (36), can be moved, as in (37), or can be replaced by
the pronoun en, as in (38) (cf. Bisetto and Scalise 1999):

(36) Paul est un amateur passionné de musique moderne.
‘Paul is a passionate lover of modern music.’

(37) De quoii est-il un amateur passionné ti?
‘Of what is he a passionate lover?’

(38) Il eni est un amateur passionné ti.
‘He is a passionate lover of it.’

But besides this eventive reading, which we consider to be the first stage
of a process of deverbalization, deverbal agent nouns can also in princi-
ple have a non-eventive, more lexicalized reading. We consider this to
be the second stage of a gradual process of deverbalization. This is possi-
ble with intransitive verbs, as in (39), and with transitive verbs with an
indefinite complement, exemplified by (40):

(39) Je n’aime pas les rieurs.
‘I don’t like laughers.’

(40) Paul est un preneur de son professionnel.
‘Paul is a professional audio engineer.’

As for agent nouns derived from intransitive verbs, we assume that they
can have an eventive interpretation, as in (34), or can denote a property,
as in (39). In the last case, we are dealing with a lexicalized form. The
form in (40) can be seen as a compound, and thus also has a lexicalized
and therefore non-eventive reading, witness the position of the adjec-
tive, as opposed to the position of the adjective in (36). As the gloss
shows, English has a synthetic compound in this case. French, however,
does not have real compounds of this type, and instead makes use of
syntactic constructions, which are frozen or lexicalized. Other examples
of lexicalized syntactic constructions are bureau de poste ‘post office’ and
pomme de terre ‘potato’. We assume that in forms like (39) and (40) the
syntactic argument structure of the verb has been lost, although it is still
present at the conceptual level. Whereas the external argument of the
verbal base still binds the suffix -eur, which makes the noun normally
agentive, the internal argument in (40) is not realized as a syntactic
argument of the verb, but as a kind of modifier of the noun. In (40),
which contrasts in this respect with (36) given above, the complement
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of the noun cannot be separated from its head. This is shown by the
ungrammaticality of (41):

(41) *De quoii est-il un preneur ti professionnel?
‘Of what is he a professional engineer?’

French agent nouns like preneur de son ‘audio engineer’ are therefore like
English compounds of the type a lifesaver, which Levin and Rappaport
analyse as non-eventive nominals that do not inherit the argument
structure of the verbal base. Once again, the interpretation is non-
eventive, because someone may be called a lifesaver even if he or she has
never actually saved anyone.

In this type of lexicalized form the conceptual internal argument can
sometimes be left out, because it no longer satisfies the syntactic argu-
ment structure of the verb, and because of lexicalization. In that case,
the head noun takes over the meaning of the whole lexicalized form, as
in buveur ‘drinker’ for buveur d’alcool ‘drinker of alcohol’ or constructeur
‘constructor’ for constructeur de bâtiments ‘constructor of buildings’.
Often, this reduced form is the preferred variant, because of principles of
economy. These examples have a characteristic reading and often refer
to people employed in certain occupations. In this respect they resemble
the intransitive form in (39), which can have a non-eventive, lexical-
ized, reading, besides an eventive reading (and so can denote an action
that is being performed at a certain moment).

In short, we assume that -eur nominals of the type exemplified by (39)
and (40) are derived by a process of deverbalization and lexicalization.
The resulting forms are lexicalized agentive non-eventive nouns, with or
without a complement, denoting persons.

Also, in French, deverbal nouns ending in -eur or its feminine form -euse
are frequently used to refer to instruments, as in (42) and (43):

(42) un mouilleur, un adoucisseur, une perceuse
‘a sprinkler’, ‘a softener’, ‘a drilling machine’

(43) un alimentateur de blé
‘a feeder of corn’

These instruments are seen as the mechanical agents of a process. The
agent is depersonalized, and comes to denote an object, that is, an
instrument intended to do something. This meaning can easily be
derived from the agentive non-eventive meaning associated with deverbal
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nouns of the type un charmeur ‘a charmer’ and un conteur d’histoires ‘a
storyteller’, which denote persons.

So, we consider both the [�human] agentive nouns with a character-
istic reading and the instrumental nouns to belong to stage two of the
process of semantic change affecting agent nouns. In this case the noun
has a characteristic rather than an eventive reading, but is interpreted as
agentive.

We claim, however, that there is also a third step. We have argued that
in [�human] non-eventive nominals, the original agent of the verb is
identified by the suffix -eur, which make the nouns agentive in mean-
ing. But in two specific cases, this agentive reading is no longer present.
The first case is exemplified by (44), where the originally [�human] -eur
form is used in an adjectival way:

(44) Il est amateur de bonne cuisine.
‘He adores good cooking.’

In (44), the -eur form denotes a pure predicate and is non-agentive,
which suggests that the binding relation between the external argument
of the verbal base and -eur has disappeared.

The second case representing the third step of deverbalization are -eur
nouns denoting products, which are derived from the agentive non-
eventive non-human nominals. Examples are given in (45)–(48):

(45) un durcisseur d’ongles
‘a product which hardens fingernails’

(46) un régulateur de la tension nerveuse
‘a product regulating nervous tension’

(47) un révélateur
‘a developer’

(48) un fixateur (d’images photographiques)
‘a fixative (for photos)’

According to Winther (1975), these nouns denote products which can
be seen as the chemical agents of a specific process. This would mean
that they are still agentive non-eventive nouns denoting an object,
which is now a product and not an instrument. However, it can be
shown that instruments are more agentive than products. Levin and
Rappaport (1988) show for English that with verbs of the spray/load type
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only instruments can be used as external arguments, whereas products
cannot:

(49) A spray gun sprayed the weedkiller on the grass.

(50) *The weedkiller sprayed the grass.

We conclude that in this case as well, the original external theta-role,
the agent, is no longer present. The non-eventive non-human nominal
has become non-agentive.

The gradual process of deverbalization of action nouns in -eur that we
sketched out in this section is summarized in Table 5.2.

In the next section we will discuss another suffix traditionally
assumed to form agent nouns in French, the suffix -ant.

5.4 French -ant nouns

5.4.1 Differences between -eur and -ant

Just like deverbal nouns in -eur, nouns ending in -ant (-ante in the femi-
nine form) can denote animate agents, instruments and products as in
(51)–(53) respectively:

(51) un militant, un étudiant, un manifestant, un représentant
‘an activist’, ‘a student’, ‘a demonstrator’, ‘a representative’

(52) un battant, une imprimante
‘a clapper’, ‘a printer’
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Table 5.2 Gradual deverbalization of French agent noun ending in -eur

�human �human

1. Event structure and
argument structure le fondateur de cette ville
present; external 
argument binds -eur

2. Loss of event structure,
but arguments present at un buveur un mouilleur
conceptual level; -eur (characteristic reading) (instrument)
identified with external
argument

3. -eur is no longer bound Il est amateur de bonne un durcisseur d’ongles
by the external argument; cuisine (product)
non-eventive reading (predicate)



(53) un calmant, un colorant, un désinfectant
‘a tranquillizer’, ‘a colouring-matter’, ‘a disinfectant’

Furthermore, they can sometimes denote abstract nouns as in (54):

(54) le penchant, la variante
‘the inclination’, ‘the variant’

Sometimes a form in -ant exists next to a form in -eur, denoting a differ-
ent type of entity (Winther 1975). In that case, -eur serves to derive
nouns denoting animate agents and instruments, whereas -ant is used to
denote abstract nouns and products:

(55) un excitateur, un adoucisseur
‘a discharger’, ‘a (water) softener’

(56) un excitant, un adoucissant
‘an excitant’, ‘a softener’

In cases where the two forms coexist and seem to refer to the same type
of entity, they do not have the same meaning, as is shown by the pair un
exploiteur ‘an exploiter’ versus un exploitant ‘an owner’. We will come
back to this point in more detail below.

A further difference between -eur and -ant nominals concerns the pos-
sible presence of a complement. As we have shown above, forms ending
in -eur can inherit the direct object of their verbal base, which normally
takes the form of a de complement, as in le conteur d’histoires ‘the story-
teller’. Winther (1975) observes that nouns ending in -ant cannot do
this. For instance, *le récitant d’histoires ‘the storyteller’, derived from the
verb réciter ‘tell’ is ungrammatical. Although this is generally true, one
may find deverbal -ant nouns like the following, where a complement
seems to be present after all. We will come back to this point below.

(57) les occupants de l’appartement
‘the inhabitants of the apartment’

(58) le représentant de l’ONU
‘the representative of the UN’

A final difference between -eur and -ant concerns the possibility to attach
the suffixes in question to an unaccusative verbal base. Whereas -ant
can be attached to such a verb, as in un arrivant, ‘an arriver’, un mourant
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‘a dier’, -eur cannot: *un arriveur, *un moureur. In the following subsec-
tion, we will explain this different behaviour of substantivized -ant
forms on the basis of their derivation.

5.4.2 The derivation of nouns ending in -ant

As we have seen, deverbal nouns ending in -eur can be followed by a
complement in all their uses. Deverbal nouns ending in -ant, however,
normally cannot be followed by a complement:

(59) *un représentant de personnel
‘a representative of personnel’

(60) *une imprimante de résultats
‘a printer of results’

(61) *un détachant de taches
‘a remover of spots’

This can be explained if one assumes that these nouns derive from 
so-called verbal adjectives. Verbal adjectives are the lexicalized forms of
present participles. But whereas participles inherit the arguments of
their verbal base, verbal adjectives do not. They are non-eventive and
cannot take syntactic arguments. Compare, for instance, (62) and (63):

(62) des personnes parlant quatre langues
‘people speaking four languages’

(63) les sujets parlants (*quatre langues)
‘(four languages) speakers’

Note that the verbal adjective is really adjectival and shows adjectival
inflection, contrary to the participial form. Furthermore, the suffix -ant
does not bind the external argument of the verbal base, like -eur does.
So, it rather denotes a property, and not an agent.

However, Van Willigen (1987) observes that verbal adjectives can
sometimes be followed by a complement, as in (64):

(64) la dernière piscine existante sur la Seine
‘the last swimming-pool existing on the Seine’

This complement may seem to be the inherited complement of the
verbal base, but is in fact an optional adjunct. Examples like (57) and
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(58) above can be explained in the same way. The prepositional phrases
in (57) and (58) are not complements, but adjuncts that rather function
as modifiers of the noun.

If one assumes that deverbal nouns in -ant are formed by a process of
nominalization based on a verbal adjective, this may explain the fact
that these derived nominals are non-agentive whereas -eur nominals
have an agentive interpretation. Winther (1975) looks into the differ-
ences in meaning between formations ending in -eur and formations
ending in -ant. For persons, Winther states that un voyeur ‘a voyeur’, 
for example, is somebody who acts in order to see, but un voyant ‘some-
one (clear-)sighted’ is somebody who can see. And whereas un exploiteur
‘an exploiter’ acts in an exploiting way, un exploitant ‘an owner’ is some-
body who has an exploitation. Une cireuse ‘a waxing machine’ and un
aspirateur ‘a vacuum cleaner’ are instruments conceived to perform a
certain function, un battant ‘a clapper’ and une soufflante ‘a blower’ are
instruments not seen as the agents of a process but as ‘the place where
the process takes place’. Un battant, for example, is not made in order to
clap, but when it is used it claps. In the same way, the products denoted
by forms ending in -ant have the objective property in question: 
un adoucissant ‘softener’ has as its effect that it makes something soft.

The fact that -eur nominals cannot be based on unaccusatives follows
from the binding properties of -eur: -eur always binds the original external
argument of the base. Verbal adjectives and their nominalized forms do
not bind any argument of the verbal base. So, nominals ending in 
-ant do not refer to agents. The verbal adjective, being an adjective just like
for example intelligent ‘intelligent’, has its own theta-role associated with it.
When an adjective is used as a modifier of the noun, as in un homme intel-
ligent ‘an intelligent man’ or une femme enseignante ‘a teaching woman’,
this theta-role is identified with the theta-role associated with the noun, in
the sense of Higginbotham (1985). The noun that will be deleted by means
of noun ellipsis in the process of nominalization of the verbal adjective can
therefore denote a human being acting as an agent, as in un (homme) négo-
ciant ‘a negotiator’, an instrument, as in une (machine) soufflante ‘a blower’,
or a product, as in un (produit) adoucissant ‘a softener’. The derivation of
deverbal nouns ending in -ant is summarized in Table 5.3.

5.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have argued, both for French action nouns and for
agent nouns ending in -eur, that the distinction between an event and a
non-event reading (Grimshaw 1990; Levin and Rappaport 1988), is not
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fine-grained enough. We have distinguished three polysemic readings
for the suffixes forming action nouns as well as for the suffix -eur that
forms agent nouns. We have argued that these polysemic readings are
related to a change in function composition, associated with a gradual
loss of eventivity and agentivity. We have also discussed nouns ending
in the suffix -ant. These are related to verbal adjectives, we have claimed,
so that the different readings associated with these nouns are not the
result of a change in function composition, but of nominal ellipsis.
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Table 5.3 Derivation of deverbal nouns ending in -ant

1. Present
participle;
event structure le professeur la clé tournant un produit
and argument enseignant le russe dans la serrure adoucissant l’eau
structure present

2. Verbal adjective;
no event or une femme une machine un produit
argument structure, enseignante soufflante adoucissant
theta-identification (person) (instrument) (product)
with the noun

3. Deletion of the
noun and une enseignante une soufflante un adoucissant
nominalization (person) (instrument) (product)
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6
Deverbal Nouns and the Agentive
Dimension across Languages
Filip Devos and Johan Taeldeman

6.1 Introduction

Like many other languages, Dutch has a fair number of word formation
rules that derive nouns from verbs (for example regering, geschenk,
bakkerij, vulsel, bezit, komst, belijdenis, bijsluiter, huurling, knoeierd). Not
only do these deverbal nouns show a great formal (suffixal) diversity
and different degrees of productivity, they also have a rather heteroge-
neous semantic output, that is they can fill a variety of ‘semantic slots’,
such as nomen actionis (for example vernietiging ‘destruction’), affected
object (for example geschenk ‘present’), effected object (for example
tekening ‘drawing’), experiencer (for example beginneling ‘beginner’),
patient (for example gijzelaar ‘hostage’), ergative object (for example
overblijfsel ‘remains’), locative (for example bakkerij ‘bakery’), manner
(for example gedrag ‘behaviour’), temporal (for example zitting ‘session’),
instrumental (for example vulsel ‘filling’) and nomen agentis (for exam-
ple regering ‘government’). In most cases, there is no one-to-one rela-
tionship between form and meaning. Deverbal -ing nominals, for
instance, may be found in almost all semantic classes, and -er nominals
can be nomen agentis (for example bezoeker ‘visitor’), affected object (for
example bijsluiter ‘information leaflet’) or instrumental (for example
(haar) droger ‘(hair) drier’).

In Dutch, the distribution of the formal types of deverbal nouns seems
to be ruled by the feature [� agentive], in the sense that some (very pro-
ductive) formal deverbal types are (proto)typically [� agentive], for
example -er nominals, while others are (proto)typically [� agentive], for
example -ing nominals. These prototypical formal types hardly ever
cross the [� agentive] border. Interestingly, the dividing line between 



[� agentive] and [� agentive] seems to run through the category of
‘nomen instrumentalis’, in the sense that instrumental nouns referring
to products or substances (for example vulling ‘filling’ or voedsel ‘food’)
have kept a real ‘instrumental’ character, while deverbal nouns referring
to instruments or machines (for example koppeling ‘clutch’ or boor
‘drill’), have developed an ‘agentive reading’.

An analysis of the deverbal noun system across languages may shed
some more light on this typologically interesting topic. Therefore, 
this chapter will address the question of whether we can adduce 
cross-linguistic evidence for the [� agentive] border hypothesized
above. The main focus of the chapter will be on Dutch and French,
though some observations on English, German or Italian may also
support the hypothesis.

6.2 Basic semantic outline of Dutch deverbal nouns

This analysis of deverbal nouns takes a semasiological approach: we raise
the question of whether different types of one and the same formal phe-
nomenon (that is different types of nouns derived from verbs) also share
a common element of meaning. In other words, we shall analyse the dif-
ferent meanings of a word form, or a Word Formation Rule (henceforth
WFR), and this analysis will clearly reflect the view of Schultink (1962:
13), among others, who explicitly considers morphology to be the study
of the systematic relationship between form and meaning.

Dutch has different (formal) deverbal derivational types, like (een)
onderkom � en ‘shelter’, reger � ing ‘government’, ge � schenk ‘present’,
bakk � erij ‘bakery’, vul � sel ‘filling’, bezit � Ø ‘property’, kom � st
‘arrival’, erf � enis ‘inheritance’, bijsluit � er ‘information leaflet’, huur �

ling ‘hireling’, knoei � erd ‘bungler’. These examples already show that
deverbal nouns not only display a great formal diversity, but also 
a rather varied semantic output. The meaning of deverbal nouns cannot
be predicted from their form: deverbal nouns similar in form can be
assigned to different ‘semantic slots’.

Table 6.1 in the Appendix to this chapter gives a general overview of
the different formal types of deverbal nouns in Dutch and their lexical
semantic (sub)classification: the table gives an indication of the types
of semantic slots the derivations can be assigned to. In this overview
only [� native] Dutch types of affixation are mentioned and not 
[� native] types like chantage ‘blackmail’, fabrikant ‘manufacturer’ or
vibrator ‘vibrator’. The overview is mainly based on Devos (1990: 26),
Taeldeman (1990: 102), De Haas and Trommelen (1993), Haeseryn 
et al. (1997: 640–80) and Booij and van Santen (1998).
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Semantically, deverbal nouns correspond with a ‘case’ belonging to
the case frame of the root verb. Cases can be looked upon as primary
semantic categories. Fillmore (1968), among others, has argued that the
verb, as the pivotal element in the sentence, controls the choice of the
sentence parts. The semantic type of the verb plays an essential role in
this: valencies differ as to whether the verb is or is not an action verb.
Non-action verbs, for instance, do not have an agentive case in their
case frame (for example John dies). Action verbs do have an agentive case
(for example John hits Jim), next to an affected object (for example John
is reading a letter), an effected object (for example John is baking a pie)
and/or an instrumental (for example John opens the door with a key).
Non-action verbs may further take an experiencer/patient (for example
John is dying) or an ergative object (for example The sun is shining). Both
action and non-action verbs may take one of the following cases: loca-
tive (for example He is playing in the room), temporal (for example He is
coming tonight) or manner (for example The tomatoes slowly mature).

Not only can cases be used to render sentence relations, they can also
render the relation(s) between verbs and their deverbal counterparts: the
derivation inherits a case label of the root verb. In Table 6.1 the follow-
ing cases/semantic categories are distinguished.

1. Patient, benefactive object and experiencer are three semantic roles
referring to persons. Patient refers to (a group of) persons who undergo
an action (for example gegijzelde ‘hostage’, huurling ‘hireling’, lichting
‘class’). The underlying syntactic realization is a direct object. The bene-
factive object refers to persons to whom an action is addressed (for
example bestemmeling, geadresseerde ‘addressee’). The syntactic realization
is that of indirect or benefactive object. The last subcategory, experiencer,
refers to persons to whom something occurs/has occurred, and here the
underlying syntactic function is that of subject (for example inwoner
‘inhabitant’, beginneling ‘beginner’, verdronkene ‘drowned person’). In
English these semantic roles are often rendered by the suffix -ee (for
example addressee, employee, evacuee, examinee, nominee (Bauer 1983:
243–50)). Only for the cases patient and experiencer does Dutch have 
a productive WFR, namely nominalized past participles ending in -e.
In Table 6.1, productive deverbal types have been shaded.

2. Nomina actionis refer to an action, a process or a state: for example
(het) verouderen (van de bevolking) ‘(the) ageing (of the inhabitants)’, aan-
passing ‘adaptation’, gesnurk ‘snoring’, omkoperij ‘bribery’, doopsel ‘bap-
tism’, duw ‘push’, aangifte ‘declaration’. We conceive of the notion
‘nomen actionis’ in a broader sense than, for instance, Bauer (1983:
185–6) does, who distinguishes between ‘act’, ‘state’ and ‘process’ nom-
inalizations. In Dutch, four productive WFRs can be distinguished for
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this semantic category: the infinitive form, and deverbal nouns ending
in -ing, ge- and -erij (Taeldeman 1985; Devos 1990; Hüning 1992).

3. Effected objects refer to the result of the action denominated by the
verb, or to ‘what comes into existence by V-ing’, for example (ons) schrijven
‘(our) letter’, schildering ‘painting’, gebak ‘pastry’, schilderij ‘painting’,
druksel ‘print’, breuk ‘crack’, overzicht ‘overview’.

4. Affected objects refer to the object that is passively involved in the
action denominated by the verb. Hence, affected objects do not result
from the action denominated by the verb (for example drinken ‘bever-
age’, bezitting ‘property’, raadsel ‘riddle’, bezit ‘possession’, gift ‘gift’, bijs-
luiter ‘information leaflet’). In other words, the prototypical affected
object (for example geschenk ‘present’) cannot be detached from the
action itself, while the prototypical effected object (for example gebouw
‘building’) can, because, as opposed to the affected object, it comes into
existence ‘through’ the action. Both the effected and the affected object,
which most often refer to concrete things, are syntactically realized as
direct object (cf. English reader, cooker, bestseller). In Dutch, only deriva-
tions ending in -ing and -sel show some productivity for these effected
object and affected object readings (Devos 1990; Taeldeman 1990).

5. Ergative objects refer to inanimate objects from which radiates some
kind of action or to which a state or change of state occurs. The syntac-
tic realization shows an inanimate subject with an (intransitive) non-
action verb (for example (een) inkomen ‘(an) income’, bezinking ‘deposit’,
gewas ‘crop’, uitsteeksel ‘projection’, hindernis ‘obstacle’, meevaller ‘piece
of luck’). Only -sel derivations are productive for this semantic role
(Taeldeman 1990).

6. Among the semantic categories of locative, manner and temporal
only locative deverbal nouns ending in -erij are productive in Dutch (for
example brouwerij ‘brewery’, wasserij ‘laundry’, cf. Hüning 1992). The
same holds for German -erei (for example Färberei ‘dyeworks’, Gie�erei
‘foundry’, Wäscherei ‘laundry’), or French -erie (for example distillerie
‘distillery’, imprimerie ‘printing office’, raffinerie ‘refinery’).

7. Instrumental nouns generally name the object or the ‘force’ with
which the action named by the verb is done. They are (generally)
derived from transitive action verbs. On the one hand, they may refer to
all kinds of machines or tools. These are labelled instrumental2 nouns in
Table 6.1, for example koppeling ‘clutch’, geschut ‘artillery’, boor ‘bit/drill’,
ontkurker ‘corkscrew’, blikopener ‘can opener’. For this type, only -er is
productive. On the other hand, a lot of instrumental nouns refer to all
kinds of substances or products: these are labelled instrumental1 nouns;
for example vulling ‘filling’, voedsel ‘food’, lijm ‘glue’, ontkalker ‘decalcifier’.
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For this type, both -ing and -sel are productive, though -er as well has
more and more come to denote substances and products. As in English
and German, these derivations are often to be found in synthetic com-
pounds, for example onkruidverdelger ‘weedkiller’, haarversteviger ‘hair con-
ditioner’, poriënvuller ‘pore filler’. The fact that instrumental nouns from
the [�agentive] field are less close to nouns in the [� agentive] field can
be shown by paraphrases such as those under (1):

(1) a. ? iets wat voedt, is voedsel/voeding
‘something that feeds is food’

b. iets wat kurken trekt, is een kurkentrekker
‘something that screws corks is a corkscrew’

c. iets wat ontkalkt is een ontkalker
‘something that decalcifies is a decalcifier’

The distinction between two subtypes of instrumental nouns seems to
be much more fundamental than has always been thought: it even lies
at the heart of the hypothesis we will formulate in section 6.3.1.

8. Finally, nomina agentis or agent nouns refer to the person or the group
of people who actually perform(s) the action denotated by the verb. These
are only derived from action verbs, and the only productive category we
find in Dutch is that of nominals ending in -er and its allomorphs (for
example bezoeker ‘visitor’, dienaar ‘servant’, schilder ‘painter’).

6.3 Macrostructural categorization of deverbal nouns

6.3.1 The Agentivity Hypothesis

Figure 6.1 in the Appendix to this chapter presents a macrostructural
semantic categorization of deverbal nouns in Dutch, which distin-
guishes two major categories: [� agentive] and [� agentive]. It is our
hypothesis that, of old, the formation and the meaning development of
deverbal nouns was or is dominated or controlled by the semantic fea-
ture [� agentive]. The primary dividing line in the field of deverbal
nouns would then run through the semantic label of ‘instrumentalis’
(cf. Table 6.1). So, what at first sight seems to be one single semantic
label instrumental, should in fact be looked upon as a general label for
two subcategories: instrumental1, referring to substances or products, and
instrumental2, referring to machines or tools. As it happens, in Dutch
this distinction is nicely rendered by two different lexemes: materiaal
(instrumental1) and materieel (instrumental2). These two subcategories

Filip Devos and Johan Taeldeman 159



seem to be clearly separated by the strongest dividing line in the whole
deverbal field: instrumental1 belongs to the [� agentive] sector of the
table, whereas instrumental2 belongs to or is ascribed to the [� agentive]
sector. As becomes clear from Figure 6.1 in the Appendix, several for-
mal deverbal suffixation types correspond with these two sublabels.
Prototypical for the [�agentive] field are nomina actionis, whereas nom-
ina agentis are prototypically [� agentive]. In both cases the suffixes
associated with these semantic roles never, or hardly ever, go beyond
their prototypical field. The infinitive type as well as deverbal nouns
ending in -erij, -sel, -eling, -erd and -e never cross their prototypical field,
but some other types occasionally do. We will come back to this in the
next subsection (section 6.3.2.).

Within the two major categories of [� agentive] and [� agentive]
nominals, a further distinction can be made between [� animate] and
[� animate]. Thus we arrive at four major categories in which all
deverbal nouns in Dutch can be situated. Table 6.1 shows that all 
non-agentive derivations refer to inanimate things. This will also be
dealt with in the next subsection.

Next we will illustrate some points by looking into the suffix that is
typical and productive for the [�agentive] deverbal field, that is the
suffix -ing (see Table 6.1): -ing has developed a number of metonymic
extensions, but these do not affect semantic coherence, because seman-
tically speaking -ing stays transparent. That is to say, the -ing-extensions
can all be associated with the ‘core meaning’, the meaning which is pro-
totypical for the macrocategory [� agentive, � animate], namely
‘nomen actionis’. Certain semantic classes may well be reinterpreted as
productive categories. This is the case for effected objects and affected
objects. The arguments for this are: (1) the relative high frequency of 
-ing in these semantic roles, especially in recent formations, (2) the few
idiosyncratic meaning extensions that can be found, and (3) the striking
monopoly position -ing has in the connotative field. The fact that there
are few deviations from the [� agentive, � animate] category, namely
only some instrumental2 nouns such as versnelling ‘gear’ or schakeling
‘clutch’, and a number of agentive nouns such as regering ‘government’
or vergadering ‘meeting’, is to be related directly to the presence of a mor-
phological type that is typical for these semantic categories, viz. 
the individualizing type -er. Moreover, to some extent, the meaning
extensions mentioned above have to be put in perspective: in the for-
mation of morphologically complex words, -ing shows more semantic
homogeneity than in the formations derived from simplex verbs. The
polysemy in the class of simplex words is much bigger than the 
polysemy in the class of complex verbs: more than 40 per cent of 
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the -ing-derivations have undergone meaning extension(s), while in the
case of complex words, this is only 25 per cent (Devos 1990).

6.3.2 Contrastive support for the Agentivity Hypothesis

Blondé (2000) and Devos and Taeldeman (2000) show that in German
and French respectively we not only find the same semantic slots as in
Dutch, including the distinction between instrumental1 and instrumen-
tal2, but also the same kind of meaning extensions. For instance, the
French suffix -ion, which is productive in the formation of nomina
actionis (for example adoration ‘adoration’, classification ‘classification’,
infantilisation ‘infantilization’), has meaning extensions towards, among
others, effected object (for example classification ‘classification’, traduc-
tion ‘translation’), affected object (for example possession ‘possession’),
instrumental1 (for example décoration ‘decoration’), instrumental2 (for
example climatisation ‘air conditioning’), and agent nouns (for example
direction ‘management’). In this sense, the French suffix -ion can easily
be equated with the Dutch suffix -ing.

Moreover, the French deverbal system seems to largely correspond to
the macrostructural categorization of Dutch deverbal nouns outlined
above. In the non-agentive field we find -(e)ment (for example ornement
‘decoration’, vêtement ‘clothing’), -ion (for example décoration ‘decoration’,
obturation ‘filler’), -ure (for example peinture ‘paint’, rinçure ‘rinse water’),
-age (for example bourrage ‘filling’, plombage ‘stopping’) and -ade (for
example marinade ‘marinade’), all of them suffixes with which instru-
mental1 nouns can (easily) be formed, but these nouns (almost) always
stay within their non-agentive field. On the other hand, some French
suffix types are typical for the agentive sector (nomen agentis and
instrumental2):

1. The frequently used formal suffix -oir(e) only derives instrumental2
nouns, for example arrosoir ‘watering can’, attisoir ‘fire hook’, ébranchoir
‘trimming knife’, frottoir ‘polishing cloth’, réservoir ‘tank’, tranchoir
‘cheeseboard’.

2. The (just as) frequently used type ‘stem � noun’ (for example 
brise-soleil ‘sun-blind’, chauffe-biberon ‘nursing bottle warmer’, pèse-
personne ‘balance’, ramasse-couverts ‘cutlery tray’, ramasse-miettes ‘mini
carpet-sweeper for picking up crumbs’, ramasse-poussière ‘dustpan’,
garde-chasse ‘gamekeeper’, trouble-fête ‘killjoy’) derives deverbal nouns in
the agentive field, both real ‘nomina agentis’ and instrumental2 nouns.
Just like derivations with -oir(e) they never cross their semantic field. The
same holds for equivalent structures in English, for example killjoy, pick-
pocket (agentive nouns) and Italian, for example tagliaborse ‘pickpocket’,
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taglialegna ‘lumberjack’, portalettere ‘postman’ (agentives) next to tagli-
acarte ‘letter-opener’, tirastivali ‘shoehorn’, tritacarne ‘meat grinder’
(instrumental2 nouns).

3. The less frequent types like -in (for example baladin ‘comedy
actor’, brassin ‘wort boiler’) and -ard (for example babillard ‘chatterbox’,
clochard ‘tramp’, partouzard ‘partygoer’) never cross their [� agentive]
field.

In short, contrastive evidence seems to support the Agentivity
Hypothesis formulated above. Still, there are some (apparent) excep-
tions, in Dutch as well as in other languages, which we will have a closer
look at in the next subsection.

6.3.3 Some (apparent) exceptions to the Agentivity Hypothesis

The general outline presented in sections 6.3.1 and 6.3.2, and repre-
sented in Figure 6.1, only shows some minor deviations and (apparent)
exceptions to the Agentivity Hypothesis: the suffixes associated with pro-
totypical semantic roles in either the [�agentive] field or the [�agentive]
field never, or hardly ever, go beyond their prototypical field.

1. Among the deverbal nouns of the instrumental2-type there are but
very few instances of other formal derivational types than those ending
in -er (for example versnelling ‘gear’, koppeling ‘clutch’, gehoor ‘hearing’,
geschut ‘artillery’, hak ‘chop’ or fiets ‘bicycle’). Historically, many of the
stem forms (for example hak ≈ hakken ‘to chop’) are probably so-called
‘backformations’, and not real deverbal nouns. Strikingly too, most -ing-
instrumentals do not really refer to a real concrete object, but rather to
some kind of (technical) devices. They have definitely kept their abstract
character (for example verlichting ‘light(ing)’).

2. Among the agentive nouns we found formations such as regering
‘government’, verdediging ‘defence’, gevolg ‘retinue’, gedrang ‘crowd’,
bestuur ‘administration’, bezoek ‘visitors’ and overkomst ‘visitors’. All
deverbal nomina agentis of another formal type than the individualiz-
ing types ending in -er, -(e)ling and -erd refer to (1) a group of persons
who (2) generally fulfil a certain societal task or function. They do not
refer to professions or crafts, as opposed to (individualizing) -er (for
example schilder ‘painter’, brouwer ‘brewer’, verpleegster ‘nurse’). Since
this clearly diminishes ‘the action character’ of these verbs, we could call
these agentive nominals ‘bleached agentives’. These forms, too, have
kept their abstract character. The same holds for French and German:
suffixes that are typical for the [� agentive] field, only sporadically
name (groups of) persons. Examples include accompagnement ‘accompa-
niment’, gouvernement ‘government’, administration ‘administration’,
direction ‘management’, assistance ‘assistance’, accueil ‘reception’;
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Anhang ‘adherers’, Regierung ‘government’, Führung ‘leaders’, Gedränge
‘crowd’, Hilfe ‘assistance’.

3. We have already mentioned that all non-agentive derivations refer
to inanimate objects. An exception is found in deverbal nouns ending in
-er (and allomorphs) or -(e)ling which are experiencer (for example
inwoner ‘inhabitant’, laatbloeier ‘late developer’; sterveling ‘mortal’) or
patient (for example gijzelaar ‘hostage’, martelaar ‘martyr’, huurling
‘hireling’, zendeling ‘missionary’). Semantically, these forms come close
to formations of the (productive) type ‘past participle � -e’, which like-
wise can be interpreted as experiencer (for example gestorvene ‘deceased’,
verdronkene ‘drowned person’) or patient (for example geëvacueerde ‘evac-
uated person’, verstotene ‘outcast’). These non-agentive deverbal nouns
referring to animate beings, that is the ones ending in -(e)ling, -er and -e,
are motivated by the feature ‘theme’ and so they are not to be situated
in the agentive sector (Taeldeman 1987). Theme refers to ‘a person who
undergoes an action or a (change of) state’. Clearly, these nouns are
bleached, too, in the sense that they have acquired a more object-like
(and less intentional) status. A vluchteling ‘refugee’, for instance, is not
‘iemand die vlucht’ ‘someone who flees’, but ‘iemand die door de
omstandigheden gedwongen is op de vlucht te gaan’ ‘someone who has
been forced to take flight’. These formations, which refer to a ‘state of
being’ rather than to some ‘real agentive action of one’s own free will’,
could be called ‘semi-agentives’. The same explanation applies to French
forms ending in -é(e)/-u(e) (for example détenu ‘detainee’, toqué ‘fool’ and
in -aire (for example destinataire ‘addressee’, abdicataire ‘person who
resigns’): these formations have a more objectlike character and they do
refer to ‘a person in a certain state’ rather than to ‘a person performing
some real action’. The agentive character has completely disappeared in
the so-called benefactive objects (for example geadresseerde ‘addressee’).

4. To a certain degree, the suffix -er seems to cross its typical [� agentive]
field in forming deverbal nouns of the instrumental1-type (for example
ontkalker ‘decalcifier’, ontstopper ‘(sink and so on) unblocker’, oppepper
‘booster’, pijnstiller ‘painkiller’, slotontdooier ‘lock defroster’, wasverzachter
‘fabric softener’). Perhaps due to the influence of the language of adver-
tising, which sees objects as real working ‘agents’, focusing on such
products’/substances’ own agentivity (cf. ‘the fabric softens through the
product itself’, or ‘one’s headache is “killed” by some chemical sub-
stance’), deverbal nouns ending in -er have come to cross their (proto-
typical) border. This is mainly caused by their polyvalent character. In
this sense too, instrumental objects constitute an important semantic
category in the deverbal field. The polyfunctional nature of this suffix
type becomes evident when one has a look at other languages.
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In line with the hypothesis outlined in section 6.3.1, the French
suffixes -eur (for example avorteur ‘abortionist’, coiffeur ‘hairdresser’) and
-ant (for example exploitant ‘proprietor’, sympathisant ‘sympathizer’) not
only refer to agent nouns, but also to instrumental2 nouns (for example
amortisseur ‘shock absorber’, démarreur ‘starting motor’, élévateur ‘elevator’,
projecteur ‘projector’, tondeuse ‘trimmers’; clignotant ‘direction indicator’,
imprimante ‘printer’). Among the instrumental2 nouns, we have only
found three formations with French -ant: clignotant ‘indicator’, impri-
mante ‘printer’ and voyant (de contrôle) ‘warning light’ (Devos and
Taeldeman 2000). However, -eur and -ant, just like Dutch -er, have defi-
nitely undergone an extension towards the instrumental1 category. This
is strikingly evident when one has a look at the productive suffix -ant:
for example amaigrissant ‘slimming product’, autobronzant ‘sun tan
product’, dégraissant ‘degreasing product’, démaquillant ‘make-up
remover’, détartrant ‘decalcifier’, nettoyant ‘cleaning product’, polluant
‘pollutant’, stimulant ‘booster’. The products these nouns denotate are
mostly chemical substances, the administration of which requires no
specific human (manual) skill. They have an agentive character of their
own. English -ant is productive for this instrumental1 reading too 
(for example convulsant, coolant, denaturant), just like Italian -ante/-ente
(for example absorbente ‘absorbent’, calmante ‘tranquillizer’).

Although in both English and German, instrumental2 nouns are 
typically formed with the suffix -er (for example cooker, drier; Dosenöffner
‘can opener’, Trockner ‘dryer’, Korkenzieher ‘corkscrew’, Plattenspieler
‘record-player’), and instrumental1 nouns are typically formed with 
-ing/-ung (for example covering, clothing; Füllung ‘stuffing’, Umhüllung
‘covering’) or in English also with -ment (for example ointment) or -ion
(for example decoration), in these languages too, -er-nouns have more
and more come to denote product names. This is most notably the case
in English (for example fertilizer, filler, painkiller, thinner, tranquillizer,
decalcifier, fabric softener), and to a lesser degree also in German
(Allesreiniger ‘all-purpose cleaner’, Haarfestiger ‘hair conditioner’,
Kalkstopper ‘decalcifier’, Schlankmacher ‘slimming product’), a language
that very often uses compounds with -mittel (for example Schmerzmittel
‘painkiller’, Weichspülmittel ‘fabric softener’).

5. Derivations with -er such as bijsluiter ‘information leaflet’, overgooier
‘pinafore dress’ (lit. over-thrower) and meezinger ‘singalong song’ 
(lit. along-singer), which we have called affected objects in Table 6.1, are
the most blatant violation of our hypothesis. Probably two facts are
responsible for this: (1) the enormous productivity of -er in Dutch, as 
a result of which this suffix can and does come apart at the seams, and 
(2) the bleached, open nature of -er, on the basis of which the meaning
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relation between -er-nominals and their root verbs can only be detected
by using context and situation. For a language user who hears the word
bijsluiter ‘enclosed (medical) information leaflet’ for the first time, only
context and situation can make clear or disambiguate the meaning of
the word. If a pharmacist asks a client to read the bijsluiter, the client
knows that what is not meant is (1) ‘the person who encloses some-
thing’ or (2) ‘an instrument/means to enclose something’, but what is
meant is (3) ‘an object (you can read, so a kind of note) that is enclosed’.
The meaning relation between denominal nouns ending in -er and their
root word (for example wetenschapper ‘scientist’, rolstoeler lit. wheelchairer
‘wheelchair user’) has to be made clear by context and situation as well.

6. Finally, in French, the suffix -oir(e) also seems to contradict the
Agentivity Hypothesis (Devos and Taeldeman 2000). There are quite 
a lot of instrumental2 -oir(e)-nominals, which are [� agentive] (for example
arrosoir ‘watering can’, butoir ‘buffer’, séchoir ‘dryer’), but -oir(e) also forms a
lot of locative nominals, which are [� agentive]: abattoir ‘slaughterhouse’,
dortoir ‘dormitory’, présentoir ‘counter’, et cetera. However, we may assume
that -oir(e) (historically speaking) has primarily formed instrumental2
nouns, and has only been used to derive locative nominals when the
instrumental2 meaning was impossible due to the semantic make-up of
the verb or due to the extralinguistic context. Marchand (1969: 216)
signals an identical phenomenon for the English suffix -er:

The instrument by means of which something is done may come to be
looked upon as the place where the action is done if the idea of place
is more in evidence than the idea of instrumentality. This explains
boiler, […] locker, container, kneeler, […] dresser, counter, trencher.

This not only holds for English -er nominals, but also for Italian nouns
ending in -oio (for example ammazzatoio ‘slaughterhouse’, galoppatoio
‘riding track’). In French, formations of the type ‘stem � noun’ can have
a (additional) locative interpretation, too (for example garde-robe
‘wardrobe’, garde-meubles ‘furniture storehouse’).

6.4 Conclusions

In this chapter we have tried to find evidence for the hypothesis that the
formation and the meaning extensions of deverbal nouns were/are
dominated by the feature [� agentive]. In contrasting the Dutch deverbal
noun system with some other languages, we found prima facie evidence
for this hypothesis. The exceptions we found in Dutch and in some
other (Germanic and Romance) languages have been shown to be only
apparent exceptions. Still, these findings do not allow us to posit the
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Agentivity Hypothesis as a universal guideline. Evidently, only a more
thorough and multilingual contrastive approach may provide convinc-
ing evidence for the hypothesis we have outlined. We invite fellow
researchers to test the Agentivity Hypothesis against the languages of
their expertise. Paykin (Chapter 7, this volume) presents some interest-
ing observations which would seem to question the validity of the
hypothesis for Russian. We hope this may prove the beginning of a
stimulating debate on the issue of deverbal nouns and agentivity. Also,
we hope that this contribution on deverbal nouns may instigate
research into contrastive word formation in general.



DEVERBAL NOUNS

↓ ↓
[– agentive] [+ agentive]

↓ ↓ ↓ ↓
[+ animate] [– animate] [– animate] [+ animate] 

Prototypes Patient Nomen actionis Agentive
Experiencer
Benefactive object ⎣ Instrumental2 ⎦

Meaning extension Effected object/Affected object 
Patient/Experiencer/Benefactive object
Ergative object 
Locative/Manner/Temporal
⎡Instrumental1⎤

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Formal  types -(e)ling

past part -e
infinitive / -ing -er -er/ -ster

-erdDutch ge- / -erij 
-sel / stem (+ ablaut)
-(s)t/ -te/ -enis

Figure 6.1 Macrostructural semantic categorization of Dutch deverbal nouns

Appendix



Table 6.1 Formal and semantic categorization of (native) deverbal nouns in Dutch

infinitive -ing ge- -erij / -arij -sel stem/ -(s)t/ -te/ -er /-aar -(e)ling -erd -e
ablaut -enis

� agentive Patient lichting gijzelaar huurling gegijzelde
� animate (class) (hostage) (hireling) (hostage)

verovering martelaar zendeling verstotene
(conquest) (martyr) (missionary) (outcast)

Benefactive bestemmeling geadresseerde
object (addressee) (addressee)

Experien- verschijning inwoner beginneling overledene
cer (appearance) (inhabitant) (beginner) (deceased

laatbloeier nakomeling person)
(late- (descendant) verdronkene
bloomer) (drowned

person)

� agentive Nomen aarzelen aanpassing geaarzel bedelarij doopsel aanval aangifte
� animate actionis (doubting) (adaptation) (doubting) (begging) (baptism) (attack) (registra-

snurken ontmoeting gesnurk omkoperij oliesel duw tion)
(snoring) (meeting) (snoring) (bribery) (anointing) (push) komst

(coming)

Effected schrijven schildering gebak schilderij brouwsel breuk overzicht
object (letter) (painting) (pastry) (painting) (brewage) (fracture) (over-

tekening gebouw stoverij druksel druk view)
(drawing) (building) (stew) (print) (edition) vangst

(catch)

Affected drinken bezitting gebraad broedsel aanname erfenis bijsluiter

object (beverage) (possession) (roasted (brood) (assump- (inheri- (enclosure)
eten meat) tion) tance)



heffing mengsel meezinger
(food) (charge) geschenk (mixture) voorstel gift (‘along-

(present) (proposal) (gift) singer’)

Ergative inkomen bezinking gevolg bezinksel bloei hindernis meevaller
object (income) (deposit) (conse- (deposit) (bloom) (obstacle) (‘piece of

opwelling quence) uitslag inkomst luck’)
(impulse) gewas overblijfsel (rash) (income) staander

(crop) (remains) (standard)

Locative onderkomenberging bakkerij gang aankomst (hoog)
(shelter) (storeroom) (bakery) (corridor) (finish) slaper
treffen woning brouwerij uitkijk oprit (‘high-
(meeting (house) (brewery) (lookout) (drive) sleeper’)
place) (drie)zitter

(three-
seater
settee)

Manner houding gedoe gedrag snit
(attitude) (way of (beha- (way of
opstelling doing) viour) cutting)
(arrange-
ment)

Temporal Hervorming huur jacht
(Reformation) (tenancy) (open
zitting hunting
(session) season)

Table 6.1 Contd.



Table 6.1 Contd.

infinitive -ing ge- -erij / -sel stem/ -(s)t/ -te/ -er /-aar -(e)ling -erd -e
-arij ablaut -enis

Instrumental kleding smeersel lijm ontkalker
1 (clothing) (grease) (glue) (decalcifier)

voeding vulsel verdunner
(food) (filling) opmaak (thinner)
vulling witsel (make-up) vuller

wash) (grease) (filler)

� agentive Instrumental koppeling geschut fiets boender
� animate 2 (clutch) (artillery) (bicycle) (scrubber)

sluiting geweer hak gieter
(fastening) (gun) (chop) (water can)
versnelling zaag opener
(gear) (saw) (opener)

� agentive Agentive regering gedrang aanhang opkomst bezoeker knoeierd
� animate (government) (crowd) (adher- (attend- (visitor) (bun-

verdediging gevolg ents) ance) dienaar gler)
(defence) (retinue) hulp overkomst (servant) sufferd
vergadering (assist- (visitors) schilder (dope)
(meeting) ance) (painter)
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7.1 Introduction

The main question this study aims to answer is whether a [� agentive]
border can constitute a real border in the Russian deverbal noun sys-
tem and if not, whether a dividing line can be found using other param-
eters. Far from being exhaustive, this analysis should be regarded as
a starting point for a vast research devoted to Russian deverbal
nominals.

Section 7.2 will examine the deverbal noun formation rules in Russian
and the semantic meanings associated with them, taking into account
the development of their behaviour, and their productivity. The 
possibility of using the [� agentive] feature to harmonize the Russian
deverbal noun system will be considered in section 7.3. Finally, section 7.4
will explore various possible dividing lines. However, it will concentrate
on the verbal aspect constraints that weigh upon certain word 
formation rules, the verbal aspect being a feature typical of Slavic 
languages.

7.2 Russian word formation rules (WFRs)

7.2.1 Deverbal WFRs

Like any other language, Russian possesses numerous word formation
rules (WFRs), though those affecting deverbal nouns are rather limited
in number. The WFRs for deverbals can be reduced to the following
three types.

1. Rules without any formal devices, in which case the derived
noun does not have any additional elements when compared with the

7
Deverbal Nouns in Russian: 
in Search of a Dividing Line
Katia Paykin
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derivational verbal base, as in (1):

(1) vyvozit’[V] → vyvoz[N] (to remove → removal) nomen actionis

vzryvat’[V] → vzryv[N] nomen actionis
(to blow up/to blast → explosion)

The formation without suffixes is mostly limited to abstract nouns naming
actions, and the direction of the motivation within such verb–noun
pairs is rather problematic. In other words, the debate on whether these
nouns are derived from verbs or the verbs are derived from nouns is still
open. According to Grammatika sovremennogo russkogo literaturnogo
jazyka (1970), a nomen actionis noun is always considered to be moti-
vated by a verb because a verb is a category designated to denote an
action while a noun is not. However, in many other works, this primacy
of the verb is contested. For detailed discussions on the subject, please
refer to Lopatin (1977) and Uluhanov (1977).

2. Rules that unite two bases, one of which is verbal, like the forma-
tions in (2):

(2) sneg[Nagent] � pad(at’)[V] → snegopad[N] event
(snow � to fall → snowfall)

stal’[Nobject] � var(it’)[V] → stalevar[N] active participant
(steel � to boil → foundry worker)

pyl’[Nobject] � sos(at’)[V] → pylesos[N] instrument
(dust � to suck → vacuum cleaner)

Since this rule always presupposes a second base, necessarily non-verbal,
which enters into a relation with the verbal base (a noun base, for
instance, expressing an object of an action or its agent), the formed
noun cannot be considered as a purely deverbal noun and its meaning
is limited. In the majority of cases, the semantic slots of nouns derived
this way are restricted to those of acting persons and instruments, as
well as events (for more information on this type, please refer to
Vinogradov 1952; Vinogradov et al. 1952).

3. Rules using various suffixes, as illustrated in (3):

(3) učit’[V] → učitel’[N] (to teach → teacher) active participant
dvigat’[V] → dvigatel’[N] (to move → engine) instrument
opravdat’[V] → opravdanie[N] nomen actionis
(to justify → justification)



174 Contrastive Analysis in Language

The present work will only consider the suffixal method since it is the
most widespread in usage and the most productive. The nouns thus
formed are also the most varied in meaning. For more details, see among
others Vinogradov et al. (1952) and Potiha (1970).

7.2.2 Vinogradov’s classification of Russian noun derivations

The overwhelming majority of authors, addressing the question of noun
formation in Russian, use Vinogradov’s onomasiological classification as
their starting point. According to Vinogradov et al. (1952), five main
semantic types should be distinguished within the nouns derived from
verbs, as listed in (4):

(4) (a) names of persons:

učit’ → učitel’ (to teach → teacher) active participant

znat’ → znatok (to know → expert) experiencer

vospitat’ → vospitannik patient

(to bring up → pupil, the one brought up)

(b) names of animals:

gryzt’ → gryzun (to gnaw/to 
nibble → rodent) active participant

(c) names of concrete objects:

razdevat’sja → razdevalka place of an action

(to undress → cloakroom)

nabrosat’ → nabrosok (to sketch → sketch/
draft) result of an action

rezat’ → rezec (to cut → cutter/chisel) instrument

(d) nouns with abstract meaning:

dremat’ → dremota (to 
slumber → drowsiness) state

brodjažničat’ → brodjažničestvo 
(to be a tramp → vagrancy) activity

agitirovat’ → agitacija nomen actionis

(to agitate for/against → propaganda)

(e) nouns with evaluative meaning:

boltat’ → boltuška (to chatter →
chatterbox) term of endearment

vixljat’ → vixljaj term with a nuance 
(to sway → the one that sways) of contempt or 

disdain
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Although the very same suffix can form nouns from several groups, the
primacy in the classification is given to the semantic distinctions
between animate and inanimate, concrete and abstract, which are
classical distinctions inherited from a Russian philological tradition that
goes back to the eighteenth century.

According to Vinogradov’s classification, which constitutes the most
exhaustive repertoire of Russian word formation rules, 88 suffixes form
nouns from verbs: 42 of these suffixes are no longer productive, 22 are
mentioned as still fully productive and 24 as marginally productive,
used in very restricted areas of language, such as professional jargon or
colloquial speech. The majority of deverbal nouns, however, are derived
in modern Russian with the help of a dozen suffixes, the most important
of which are listed in (5):

(5) -ščik/-čik, -l’ščik, -(l’)nik, -(e)ni(e), -k(a), -acij(a), -most’, -tel’, -lka, 
-l’nja

Following Vinogradov’s example, the Russian literature on noun forma-
tion divides these suffixes into two groups, those forming nouns desig-
nating persons (NDPs), as in (6), and those forming inanimate nouns,
concrete as well as abstract, as in (7).

(6) gruzit’ → gruzčik (to load → loader) active participant

vypuskat’ → vypusknik (to graduate/to 
let out → graduate) patient

bolet’ → bolel’ ščik (to be ill/to be a fan of → fan) experiencer

(7) odrjaxlet’ → odrjaxlenie (to grow
decrepit → decrepitude) state

zapisat’ → zapiska (to write down → note) result
agitirovat’ → agitacija nomen actionis
(to agitate for/against → propaganda)

Like Vinogradov’s general diachronic noun classification, these two groups
contain heterogeneous semantic noun types. In (6), we find an active par-
ticipant, a patient and an experiencer, while in (7), we have a state, an
object resulting from an action and a nomen actionis. Obviously, we need
to subdivide Vinogradov’s types much further to obtain, among others,
the following main semantic slots of Russian deverbal nouns, as in (8):

(8) active participant:
učit’ → učitel’ (to teach → teacher)



patient:
izgnat’ → izgnannik (to banish/to expel → exile)
experiencer:
žit’ → žilec (to live → inhabitant)
instrument: dvigat’ → dvigatel’ (to move → engine)
result of an action:
vydumat’ → vydumka (to invent → idea/invention)
location, institution:
klast’(kladu) → kladbišče (to put (I put) → cemetery)
state:
dremat’ → dremota (to slumber → drowsiness)
degree of affectedness:
soprotivljat’sja → soprotivljaemost’
(to resist → resistibility/resistive capacity)
activity:
brodjažničat’ → brodjažničestvo (to be a tramp → vagrancy)
object of action:
zakusyvat’ → zakuska (to snack/to eat → snack)
nomen actionis:
agitirovat’ → agitacija (to agitate for/against → propaganda)
event:
bombit’ → bombëžka (to bomb → bombing)
capacity to perform an action or be subject to an action or a state:
zabolevat’ → zabolevaemost’ (to fall ill → capacity to become sick)
and some others.

7.2.3 Productive deverbal suffixes and 
their controversial specifications

Considering that some of the deverbal noun suffixes that are still
productive today have changed their specification and, in modern
Russian, have started to form types of nouns that differ from earlier
types, the evolution that some of these suffixes have undergone can be
examined on the basis of a number of concrete examples. One of the
suffixes that manifest a change in behaviour is the suffix -k(a). In
the past, this suffix formed NDPs, possibly assimilated with active
participants, as well as names of actions as in (9):

(9) vyskočit’ → vyskočka expressive name of a person
(to jump out → upstart)

vorovat’ → vorovka (to steal → thief) neutral name of a person
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vozit’ → vozka (to carry/to nomen actionis
cart → carting)

In modern Russian, however, -k(a) no longer serves to derive gender
non-specific NDPs with an expressive character, like vyskočka, though it
is still used to form nouns of feminine gender from infinitives ending
with -ovat’, like vorovka. On the other hand, it is gaining more and more
ground in forming abstract and concrete inanimate nouns, which easily
acquire the meaning of an object resulting from an action, such as
svjazka, or an instrument, such as tërka in (10). These nouns can now be
formed from almost any verb, perfective or imperfective.

(10) svjazat’perf → svjazka (to bind/to tie → sheaf/bundle) result object

teret’imperf → tërka (to grind/to grate → grater) instrument

The less productive suffix -ok could, in the past, form NDPs, active
participants and experiencers, from imperfective verbs, transitive as well
as intransitive, as in (11):

(11) ezdit’imperf, intrans → ezdok (to ride/to travel → active participant
rider)

znat’imperf, trans → znatok (to know → expert, experiencer
connoisseur)

It could also form action nouns and nouns designating the result of an
action from any verbal base, transitive and intransitive, perfective and
imperfective, this function being the only one still available in modern
Russian.

(12) kivat’imperf, intrans → kivok (to nod → nod) action

nabrosat’perf, trans → nabrosok (to result
sketch → draft/sketch)

mazat’imperf, trans → mazok action and result

(to smear/to spread → dab/stroke/touch)

While the evolution of some suffixes, like the ones just studied, is
unanimously accepted, changes in the behaviour of others have become
subject to much debate. This is the case of the suffix -tel’, for example,
illustrated in (3) above. According to Potiha (1970), this suffix, which
was used in the past to form primarily NDPs from transitive verbal bases
as well as intransitive ones, as in (13), is no longer productive. The same
suffix -tel’, on the other hand, is used in modern Russian to form instru-
ment nouns only, as in (14).
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(13) učit’trans → učitel’ (to teach → teacher) active participant

žit’intrans → žitel’ (to live → inhabitant) experiencer

mečtat’intrans → mečtatel’ (to dream → dreamer) active participant

(14) dvigat’ → dvigatel’ (to move → engine) instrument

obogrevat’ → obogrevatel’ (to warm → heater) instrument

vyključat’ → vyključatel’ (to switch → switch) instrument

Surprisingly enough, the same suffix -tel’ is mentioned in Vinogradov’s
repertoire as the most productive one in forming NDPs in modern
Russian. The only behaviour difference noted by the author is the fact
that, at present, this suffix takes almost exclusively transitive verb bases.

A similar point of view is expressed by Hohlačeva (1969), who clearly
shows that the suffix -tel’, originally deriving NDPs only, started to form
both types of nouns, instruments as well as persons, in the eighteenth
century and continues to do so in modern Russian.

Another discrepancy appears in the treatment of the suffix -nik. For
Potiha, this suffix is largely used in modern Russian to form NDPs from
the verbal bases that do not combine with the suffix - ščik for mor-
phophonological reasons. A verbal base ending with such consonants as
-š, -č, -c, -ž, -k, as in (15), has to take the suffix -nik instead of -ščik.

(15) peč’ → pečnik (to bake → chimney-worker/stove-maker)
vypuskat’ → vypusknik (to graduate/to let out → graduate)

The same suffix -nik is listed in Vinogradov (1952) and Vinogradov et al.
(1952) as no longer productive in forming NDPs in modern Russian and
is described as an instrument-forming suffix only. It thus appears as part
of such nouns as are illustrated in (16):

(16) okučivat’ → okučnik (to earth up → hiller)
zapaxivat’ → zapašnik (to plough → plough)

According to Hohlačeva (1969), it is the suffix -l’ščik, and not the suffix
-nik as is claimed by Potiha, that comes to the rescue of the suffix -ščik
in modern Russian to form NDPs when - ščik cannot be used for
morphophonological reasons, as can be seen from (17):

(17) sušit’ → *sušščik, *sušnik, sušil’ščik (to dry → dryer (person))
gasit’ → *gasščik, *gasnik, gasil’ščik
(to extinguish/to put out → the one that extinguishes)



In fact, the nouns pečnik and vypusknik mentioned by Potiha to illustrate
the usage of the suffix -nik and listed in (15) are questionably deverbal.
The noun vypusknik can be formed from a verbal base vypuskat’, as well
as from a nominal base vypusk, depending on what we consider to be the
derivational origin. The noun pečnik, on the other hand, is formed from
a concrete noun peč’ (‘stove’) and not from the verb peč (‘to bake’). The
two forms are identical in Russian. If the noun had in fact been derived
from the verb peč, it would have denoted somebody who bakes, in other
words a baker, and not a stove-maker.

It goes beyond the scope of this study to decide between these contra-
dictory positions. It is interesting to note, however, that the dispute
involves the suffixes that at some point in the history of the Russian
language formed both agentive and instrumental deverbal nouns,
excluding other noun types, and that in modern Russian, they tend to
lose their capacity to derive both. It also seems that the changes happen
in favour of the instrumental nouns.

This brings us to the discussion about the existence of a possible divid-
ing line in the formal deverbal noun system.

7.3 A possible division of deverbal nouns into 
plus and minus agentive

As we have shown earlier, Vinogradov’s traditional five-group classifica-
tion cannot be considered as a satisfactory ordering of the Russian
deverbal nouns for at least two reasons:

(i) Each group contains nouns that belong to various semantic types.
However, semantic types do have repercussions on the linguistic
behaviour of nouns. For example, the referent of a patient noun,
like vospitannik (‘pupil, the one being brought up’) is the referent
of an object of the verb from which the noun is derived, while
the referent of an agent noun, like vospitatel’ (‘educator’) is the
referent of a subject of the same verb vospitat’ (‘to bring up, to
educate’). Both nouns, though, are listed in Vinogradov’s classifi-
cation as the names of persons.

(ii) There is no one-to-one correspondence between formal WFRs and
each of the five groups since numerous suffixes are repeated sev-
eral times, each time forming a different type of deverbal noun.

We should therefore examine whether the [� agentive] feature, which,
according to Devos and Taeldeman (Chapter 6, this volume), rules the
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distribution of the formal types in Dutch and other languages, can con-
stitute a real dividing line in Russian.

7.3.1 The [� agentive] feature

For our analysis, we define the term ‘agentive’ as being linked to an
agent, that is a volitional initiator (an active participant) or a causer/
performer of an action, an entity that can change a situation or have an
impact on it. An agent therefore stands in opposition to a patient,
affected by an action or a situation, as well as to all other non-
agents (entities that do not intervene in the course of an action or situ-
ation). According to this definition, nouns expressing animate active
participants, such as builder or educator, constitute prototypical agent
nouns. Nouns that denote instruments that perform an action with the
help of an intervening active participant, such as graters and vacuum
cleaners, as well as material substances, such as thinners or paints, have to be
situated somewhere closer to the borderline but still on the [� agentive]
side. On the other hand, a result nominal, such as invention, or nouns
denoting states or activities, such as being or walking, present prototypi-
cal [� agentive] nouns. In the present chapter, we leave aside the analy-
sis of such nouns that can be considered plus or minus agentive
depending on the context in which they are used, such as event nouns
like bombing.

7.3.2 Active participants vs instruments

Vinogradov has already pointed out (new 1994 edition) that the partic-
ularity of the Russian language lies in its ability to combine an active
participant and an instrument meaning in one and the same word, as in
(18). It seems though that this particularity is not really particular to
Russian, as we find the same phenomenon in various other languages.
Consider for instance such nouns as cutter or fighter in English and
chargeur or exterminateur in French.

(18) istrebit’ → istrebitel’ active participant and instrument
(to destroy/to exterminate → destroyer/fighter)
raspredelit’ → raspredelitel’ active participant and instrument
(to distribute/to assign → distributor)

In spite of the ‘genetically common character’ of these two types of
nouns, to use Markova’s (1984) term, certain linguists, including
Markova and Vinogradov, consider agent nouns and instrument nouns
as belonging to two distinct types of derivation. Among Markova’s 
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arguments for this independence we find the following:

● The fact that many instrument nouns in modern Russian are formed
without a possible active participant reading, as in (19). We should
note, however, that it is questionable whether the derivation of the
active participant reading is really blocked, or whether the selection
needs to be situated in usage. In other words, is it indeed the formation
of a noun with an active participant reading that is impossible (under
this constraint, the noun obogrevatel’ can never denote a person who
heats)? Or is it rather usage that selects an instrument reading, making
the active participant reading no longer available or plausible?

(19) obogrevat’ → obogrevatel’ (to heat → heater)
zagruzit’ → zagruzčik (to load → loader)

● The fact that instrument nouns ending in -tel’, unlike agentive nouns
with the same suffix, can be further suffixed to obtain a real agent
noun, as in (20). Markova considers this phenomenon as a proof that
the suffix -tel’ is in fact not sufficiently agentive.

(20) uvlažnitel’ → uvlažnitel’ščik (humidifier → person who humidifies)
osvetitel’ → osvetitel’ščik
(lighting appliance → person in charge of lighting effects)

● The very existence (or rather coming into being) of the suffix -l’nik,
reserved for instrumental nouns, in order to counterbalance the
existing suffix -l’ščik, which exclusively forms agents.

(21) borozdit’ → borozdil’nik (to furrow → furrowing appliance)
plavit’ → plavil’nik (to melt/to fuse → smelting device)
versus

borozdit’ → borozdil’ščik (to furrow → furrower)
plavit’ → plavil’ščik (to melt/to fuse → furnace operator)

Thus, it seems that agent and instrument nouns do not want to mix. In
other words, they do not want to find themselves on the same side of
the [� agentive] border. Let us, however, consider the global picture (see
Table 7.1 in the Appendix to this chapter).

7.3.3 A spectrum rather than a binary division

Among the still productive WFRs in Russian, we notice that the most
prolific of them form agentive as well as non-agentive deverbal nouns.
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Some suffixes can be considered specialized, such as -(e)ni(e) and -ščik,
-čik. The suffix -(e)ni(e) forms exclusively [� agentive] nouns, and suf-
fixes -ščik, -čik (the only exclusively [� agentive] suffixes) form active
participants and instruments, as in (22):

(22) vosklicat’ → vosklicanie (to exclaim result/process
→ exclamation)

versus

buntovat’ → buntovščik active participant
(to rebel/to revolt → rioter)
peredat’ → peredatčik
(to communicate → transmitter) instrument

If we take the suffix -l(o), we find that while svetilo (‘expert, leading light,
star’) in (23) is necessarily [� agentive] since its referent sheds light in 
a direct or figurative way, the instrument nouns gruzilo (‘sinker’) and
pokryvalo (‘cover’) are less agentive, and nouns like peklo (‘scorching
heat, hell’) can only be considered as necessarily [� agentive].

(23) svetit’ → svetilo (to shine → expert/ [� agentive]
leading light/star)

gruzit’ → gruzilo (to charge/to load → sinker) …
pokryvat’ → pokryvalo (to cover → shawl/cover)

peč’ → peklo (to bake → scorching heat/hell) [� agentive]

The suffix -lk(a), however, forms an entire spectrum of deverbal nouns,
from prototypically [� agentive] to prototypically [� agentive] as in (24):

(24) gadat’ → gadalka (to guess/to tell fortunes [� agentive]
→ fortune-teller)
gret’ → grelka (to heat/to 

warm → hot-water bottle) 
sidet’ → sidelka …
(to sit → sicknurse)
razdevat’(sja) → razdevalka
(to undress → cloakroom) [� agentive]

The suffix -k(a), possibly the most polyvalent suffix, also forms nouns
that range from active participant nouns to nomina actionis, including
instrument nouns and action result nouns.

(25) vorovat’ → vorovka (to steal → thief) [� agentive]
teret’ → tërka (to grate/rub → grater) …
krasit’ → kraska (to paint → paint)
zapisat’ → zapiska (to note → note)

čistit’ → čistka (to clean → cleaning) [� agentive]
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The suffix -tel’ mostly forms [� agentive] nouns, active participants
as well as instruments (in spite of Markova’s claim that -tel’ is not
sufficiently agentive), but it can also form [� agentive], experiencer
nouns.

(26) grabit’ → grabitel’ (to rob → robber) [� agentive]

čislit’ → čislitel’ (to count → numerator) …
versus

ljubit’ → ljubitel’ (to love → amateur)
cenit’ → cenitel’ (to appreciate → judge,
connoisseur) [� agentive]

In fact, even the suffix -l’ ščik, which forms NDPs only and which
Markova considers as exclusively agentive, derives nouns denoting
experiencers as well as active participants as in (27):

(27) čistit’ → čistil’ščik (to clean → cleaner) active participant

bolet’ → bolel’ščik (to be ill/to be a fan
of → fan) experiencer

We find four suffixes that form [� agentive] nouns only, as in (28a–d):
-(e)ni(e) to derive nouns denoting states, nomina actionis and results
of actions; -acij(a) to derive nomen actionis nouns; -l’nja to derive
location/place of action nouns and -most’ to derive nouns denoting degree
of affectedness or capacity to perform an action or be subject to a state.

(28) (a) vleč’ → vlečenie (to draw/to state
attract → inclination/attraction)
delit’ → delenie (to divide → division) nomen actionis
stroit’ → stroenie (to build → building) result

(b) agitirovat’ → agitacija nomen actionis
(to agitate for/against → propaganda)

(c) gladit’ → gladil’nja (to iron → place place of action
for ironing)
spat’ → spal’nja (to sleep → bedroom) location

(d) soprotivljat’sja → soprotivljaemost’ degree of affectedness
(to resist → resistibility/resistive
capacity)

zabolevat’ → zabolevaemost’ capacity to be subject
(to fall ill → capacity to become sick) to a state
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Thus, the [� agentive] feature does not constitute a real dividing line in
the formal Russian deverbal noun system. Even if we consider all instru-
ment nouns as [� agentive], the Russian language possesses a signifi-
cant number of fully productive suffixes that form both prototypical 
[� agentive] and prototypical [� agentive] nouns, and therefore 
these suffixes should be considered to be the rule rather than the 
exception.

7.4 Deverbal nouns and aspect

Thus, the search should continue and we should look for the dividing
line somewhere else. One of the efforts to determine a dividing line
within the deverbal noun system was made by Hohlačeva (1969) who
distinguished two classes of nouns, those containing a verbal infinitive
vowel, considered to be an aspect suffix, and those without one. Thus,
she obtained nouns formed with -tel’ and -ni(e) suffixes, on the one
hand, and nouns formed with -ščik and -k(a), on the other, as in (29a)
and (29b) respectively.

(29) (a) istrebit’perf → istrebitel’ instrument/active 
(to destroy → destroyer) participant
dvigat’imperf → dvigatel’ instrument
(to move → engine)
vosklicat’imperf → vosklicanie action and result
(to exclaim → exclamation)
obmelet’perf → obmelenie process
(to grow shallow → shallowing)

(b) zabastovat’perf → zabastovščik active participant
(to go on strike → striker)
teret’imperf → tërka (to grate → grater) instrument

However, Hohlačeva’s division does not take into account the semantic
meanings of the deverbal nouns, and therefore, remains exclusively
formal.

It seems reasonable, nevertheless, to carefully examine the issue of
aspect since it constitutes one of the peculiarities of the Slavic verbal sys-
tem. If we consider the global picture of deverbal suffixes still productive
in modern Russian, we notice the following regularities:

● There are two types of suffixes, those that can only take imperfective
bases, as in (30), and those that are not aspect sensitive, as in (31).
Most of the productive suffixes are not aspect sensitive.
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(30) spat’imperf → spal’nja (to sleep → bedroom)
gruzit’imperf → gruzilo (to charge/to load → sinker)
but
istrebit’perf → *istrebil’nja (to destroy/to exterminate)
vysušit’perf → *vysušilo (to dry out)

(31) brodit’imperf(brožu) → broženie
(to roam/ferment (I roam) → fermentation/roaming)
zatopit’perf → zatoplenie (to flood → flood)
dvigat’imperf → dvigatel’ (to move → engine)

istrebit’perf → istrebitel’ (to destroy → destroyer)

● It seems that no suffix can form nouns exclusively from perfective
verbal bases.

Certain tendencies can be distinguished in the semantic output of all
productive suffixes depending on the aspectual value of the verbal base:

● Suffixes that exclusively take imperfective bases cannot form result
nouns. That does not mean, however, that result nouns are formed
exclusively from perfective bases, although this is the case of the vast
majority of result nouns.

(32) stroit’imperf → stroenie (to build → building)

vydumat’perf → vydumka (to invent → idea/invention)

● On the other hand, a perfective verbal base cannot form nouns
designating a place of action specified in the base.

(33) razdevat’(sja)imperf → razdevalka (to undress → cloakroom)
spat’imperf → spal’nja (to sleep → bedroom)
istrebit’perf → *istrebil’nja (to destroy)

The most interesting characteristic of the Russian deverbal noun system
lies in the fact that certain suffixes can form deverbal nouns from both
perfective and imperfective bases of the same verb, thus forming nomi-
nal couples distinguished by the aspect of their base, as in example (34).

(34) (a) raspisat’perf → raspisanie
(to assign/depict → schedule)
raspisyvat’imperf → raspisyvanie
(to assign/depict → assigning/decoration)
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(b) rassmatrivat’imperf → rassmatrivanie
(to consider/examine → consideration/examination)
(physical action)
rassmotret’perf → rassmotrenie
(to consider/examine → consideration/examination)
(non-physical action)

Thus, we obtain pairs that can oppose resultative and procedural mean-
ings, as in (34a), or two procedural meanings, one referring to a physical
action and another to a non-physical one, as in (34b). It goes beyond the
scope of this study to examine this particular type of formation, but it
undoubtedly merits detailed diachronic and synchronic analysis.

Although the question of whether we can associate a category of
aspect with deverbal nominals is legitimate for Russian, more work
needs to be done before we can reach a conclusive answer. At this stage
of research, we can, however, examine Russian deverbal nouns with ref-
erence to their compatibility with spatio-temporal predicates, such as 
to last two hours or to begin an hour ago, hence dividing them into even-
tualities, that is entities that are situated in time, on the one hand, and
other objects, on the other (see Table 7.2 in the Appendix to this chap-
ter). Most suffixes form deverbal nouns denoting concrete objects, and
only three suffixes -(e)ni(e), -acij(a) and -k(a) can form nouns denoting
eventualities. It should be noted that the majority of nouns derived with
the suffix -(e)ni(e) are ambiguous and can have an eventuality and a
resultative meaning, as in (35), quite like the English nouns derived with
the suffix -ing, for example.

(35) vosklicat’ → vosklicanie result/process
(to exclaim → exclamation/exclaiming)
obmelet’ → obmelenie result/process
(to shallow → shallowing)

The suffix -k(a) seems to be the only suffix presenting a real complica-
tion for the above-mentioned division, and the answer to its polyva-
lence might lie in its diachronic development, which constitutes yet
another topic for further research.



Table 7.1 The [� agentive] feature in the Russian productive deverbal noun system (shaded cells represent marginally productive
types)

-ščik, -čik -l’ščik -(l’)nik -(e)ni(e) -k(a) -acij(a) -most’ -tel’ -lk(a) -l(o) -l’nj(a)

� agentive Patient izgnannik
� animate [exile]

Experiencer bolel’ščik vladetel’
[fan] [owner]

žitel’
[inhabitant]

� agentive Nomen valka agitacija
� animate actionis [felling] [propa-

čistka ganda]
[clean- aktivi-
ing] zacija

[activization]

Result voskli- vydumka
canie [inven-
[exclam- tion]
ation] zapiska
zameč- [note]
anie
[remark]
stroenie
[build-
ing]

Location/ kurilka peklo glad-
institution [smok- [scorch- il’nja

ing ing [ironing

Appendix



Table 7.1 Continued

-ščik, -čik -l’ščik -(l’)nik -(e)ni(e) -k(a) -acij(a) -most’ -tel’ -lk(a) -l(o) -l’nj(a)

room] heat, room]
razde- hell] spal’nja
valka [bedroom]
[cloak
room]
čitalka
[reading
room]

State vlečenie
[inclina-
tion]
odrjaxlenie
[decrepi-
tude]

Degree of soprotiv-
affected- ljae most’
ness [resistibi-

lity]

Process obmelenie
[shallow-
ing],
vosklicanie
[exclama-
tion]

Object of zakuska
action [snack]



� agentive Instrument bombar- okučnik tërka dvigatel’ bryzgalka molotilo
� animate diro [hiller] [grater] [engine] [sprin- [thresh-

vščik zapašnik kraska istrebitel’ kler] ing
[bomber] [plough- [paint] [destro- grelka device]
sčetčik ing yer] [hot pokry-
[counter] device] vyključatel’ water valo

budil’nik [switch] bottle] [cover]
[alarm
clock]
umyval’nik
[wash-
stand]

� agentive Active buntov- belil’ščik vorovka vospitatel’ gadalka svetilo
� animate partici- ščik [white- [thief] [edu- [fortune- [leading

pant [rioter], washer] torgovka cator], teller], light]
sortirov- cistil’ščik [market- ispytatel’ sidelka
ščik [cleaner] woman] [tester] [sick
[sorter] nurse]
gruzčik
[loader]



Table 7.2 Eventualities versus other objects (shaded cells represent marginally productive types)

-ščik, -čik -l’ščik -(l’)nik -(e)ni(e) -k(a) -acij(a) -most’ -tel’ -lk(a) -l(o) -l’nj(a)

Impos- Patient izgnannik
sible [exile]
with Experi- bolel’- vladetel’
spatio- encer ščik [owner]
temporal [fan] žitel’
predi- [inhabi-
cates tant]

Active bunto- belil’- vorovka vospi- gadalka svetilo
partici- vščik ščik [thief] tatel’ [fortune- [lead-
pant [rioter], [white- torgovka [edu- teller], ing

sortiro- washer] [market- cator], sidelka light]
vščik čistil’- woman] ispytatel’ [sick
[sorter] ščik [tester] nurse]
gruzčik [cleaner]
[loader]

Instru- bombar- okučnik tërka dvigatel’ bryzgalka molotilo
ment diro [hiller] [grater] [engine] [sprin- [thresh-

vščik zapašnik kraska istrebitel’ kler] ing
[bomber] [plough- [paint] [destro- grelka device]
sčetčik ing yer] [hot- pokry-
[counter] device] vyklju- water valo

budil’nik čatel’ bottle] [cover]
[alarm [switch]
clock]
umyval’nik
[wash-
stand]



Location/ kurilka peklo gladi-
[smok- [scorch- l’nja

insti- ing ing [iron-
tution room] heat, ing

razde- hell] room]
valka spal-
[cloak ’nja
room] [bed-
čitalka room]
[reading
room]

Object of zakuska
action [snack]

Degree of soproti-
affected- most’vljae
ness [resisti-

bility]
Result vosklicanie vydumka

[exclama- [inven-
tion] tion]
zamečanie zapiska
[remark] [note]
stroenie
[building]



Table 7.2 Continued

-ščik, -čik -l’ščik -(l’)nik -(e)ni(e) -k(a) -acij(a) -most’ -tel’ -lk(a) -l(o) -l’nj(a)

Possible State vlečenie
with [inclina-
spatio- tion]
temporal odrjaxlenie
predi- [decrepi-
cates Process tude]

obmelenie
[shallow-
ing],
vosklicanie
[exclama-
tion]

Nomen valka agitacija
actionis [felling] [propa-

čistka ganda]
[clean- aktivizacija
ing] [activiza-

tion]
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8
Contrastive Analysis across Time:
Issues in Historical Dialogue
Analysis
Andreas H. Jucker

8.1 Introduction

Historical dialogue analysis can be seen as a special case of contrastive
analysis, that is to say – as the title of this chapter suggests – as contrastive
analysis across time. The objects of investigation are not two different lan-
guages, but two (or more) different stages in the development of the same
language. In this chapter I want to discuss some of the similarities and
differences of synchronic and diachronic contrastive analysis.

In both cases speech patterns of two distinct speech communities are
compared. In one case the two speech communities live at the same
time, and individual members of both speech communities may interact
with each other. Typically the researchers of such synchronic contrastive
analyses have an intimate knowledge of both speech communities
under investigation, and they often are native speakers of one of the
communities. Thus the researchers can to some extent rely on their own
personal intuition of the speech patterns of at least one, but possibly
even both speech communities. In addition, and more significantly, the
researchers can interview members of both speech communities. They
can devise tasks for members of both speech communities. And they can
collect empirical data in a systematic fashion.

In a historical contrastive analysis, on the other hand, the speech
communities under investigation are not separated geographically but
historically. The researchers can have native or near-native competence of
only one speech community and for one of the speech communities there 
are no native speakers who can be interviewed or for whom experimental
tasks can be devised. This restriction may look so daunting that a historical
contrastive analysis is not even attempted. But recent advances in both
historical linguistics, pragmatics and discourse analysis have led to more



optimistic outlooks (see for instance Jucker 1995; Jucker et al. 1999; Fritz
and Jucker 2000).

In the following I would like to discuss three central issues and consider
some of the similarities and differences of contrastive analysis and
diachronic analysis across these issues. First, I will briefly describe the data
restriction of historical dialogue analysis. In this respect there are clear dif-
ferences from synchronic contrastive analyses because historical data are
always written data. But I want to argue below that this does not prevent
successful contrastive analysis across time even if it may make it more dif-
ficult. Second, I will consider the tertium comparationis, which is at the
heart of any contrastive analysis whether synchronic or diachronic. If we
are to uncover differences, we must have a common element, which jus-
tifies the comparison. And third, I will discuss the fact that a diachronic
contrastive analysis is also an analysis of a development, an analysis of
language change.

8.2 Data problems in diachronic contrastive analysis

I have discussed the data problems of historical pragmatics in several
places (Jucker 1994, 1998, 2000; Jacobs and Jucker 1995; see also Culpeper
and Kytö 2000a; Kryk-Kastovsky 2000). Here I want to summarize the
main points. Obviously, historical discourse analysis cannot rely on any
research methodologies that involve either the introspection of the ana-
lyst as a native speaker or the use of native speaker informants. It is obvi-
ously impossible to apply established methods of synchronic contrastive
analysis, such as discourse completion tests (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989) or
role-play tasks (Trosborg 1994). Apart from the last few decades there are
no tape recordings of spoken language, and all written records of spoken
language beg the question of their reliability. However, the historical dis-
course analyst does not have to rely solely on records of spoken language,
and in addition such records may provide rich resources of data even if
they fall short of the level of accuracy that we expect from modern tran-
scriptions of spoken data. Three reasons can be adduced why historical
data can indeed be useful for discourse analytical purposes.

First, there are numerous samples of written language that show many
elements that are more typical of spoken language. Indeed, recent
research has shown that it is inadequate to distinguish simply between
spoken language and written language. Instead it is useful to make a dis-
tinction between the scale of communicative immediacy versus commu-
nicative distance, on the one hand, and the dichotomy of the phonic and
the graphic code, on the other (Koch 1999). Communicative immediacy
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is characterized by features such as physical immediacy, privacy, familiarity
of the partner, high emotionality, deictic immediacy, dialogue, free topic
development and spontaneity (Koch 1999: 400). Face-to-face interac-
tions between friends, telephone conversations, private letters or email
messages are good examples of communicative immediacy. Partners
take turns, they can choose and change topics freely and they can for-
mulate their thoughts spontaneously.

Communicative distance on the other hand is characterized by the
opposite ends of these scales, that is to say physical distance, publicness,
lack of familiarity of speaker and addressee, low emotionality, deictic
distance, monologue, fixed topic development and high formality of
the situation. Typical examples for communicative distance are aca-
demic or legal texts, public speeches, news broadcasts, formal letters and
so on. Thus, the concepts of communicative immediacy and commu-
nicative distance do not constitute a binary distinction. They are the
endpoints of a scale with many intermediate stages.

The second dichotomy is a binary opposition and concerns solely the
physical medium in which language is transmitted. The graphic code relies
on a visual channel between the sender and the receiver and consists of
written words, typically on paper or on a computer screen. The phonic
code relies on the acoustic channel between the sender and the addressee,
which may be direct in a face-to-face situation or mediated electronically
via a telephone line or some other form of voice transmission.

Even though the scale of communicative immediacy and communica-
tive distance and the dichotomy of the phonic and graphic code are – in
principle – independent, it is obviously more typical for language in the
graphic code to show many features of communicative distance (for
example in legal texts or in scientific textbooks) and for language in the
phonic code to show many features of communicative immediacy (for
example in a spontaneous face-to-face conversation between friends).
But there are also instances of communicative distance in the phonic
code (public lectures or church sermons). And there are instances of com-
municative immediacy in the graphic code, for instance in the form of
personal letters, diaries and various written accounts of spoken language
such as plays, conversations in fiction, witness depositions, court records
and so on. These cases of communicative immediacy in the graphic
code are particularly relevant for the historical discourse analyst. Discourse
analysts are interested in the discourse features and interactional features
of language. Such features can be found directly in instances of the lan-
guage of immediacy, even if they are not records of ‘spoken language’ in
the sense of language that was originally produced in the phonic code.
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Second, many genres that originally occur in the phonic code can at
least partly be reconstructed on the basis of written evidence. Court
records, for instance, provide an account of the actual spoken proceedings
in a courtroom. We will of course never know in detail how accurate
these accounts are of the actual words spoken, but the records give an
interesting account of how court clerks chose to represent these interac-
tions (Koch 1999; Wright 2000; Culpeper and Kytö 2000b; Culpeper and
Semino 2000; Kryk-Kastovsky 2000; Archer 2002; Doty and Hiltunen
2002).

Court records are layered accounts. Within the frame of a formal writ-
ten account of the proceedings, we find a representation of the language
spoken in court. The judges, defendants and witnesses use a fairly for-
mal type of language, which the clerk transfers more or less faithfully
from the phonic code into the graphic code. But in spite of the formality
of the situation, the records often contain evidence of interactional fea-
tures, such as address terms or discourse markers. These passages occupy
an intermediate position on the scale of communicative immediacy ver-
sus communicative distance. In addition the participants often talk
about spoken interactions that took place outside the courtroom. 
A witness, for instance, may relate how the defendant insulted the plain-
tiff. Again, we do not know how faithfully the witness related the origi-
nal incident and how faithfully the clerk took down the account given
by the witness. But in this case we may safely assume that under normal
circumstances at least the clerk will aim at a faithful representation
because the outcome of the case may depend on the precise words that
were used in the insult. The original encounters, moreover, are very
likely to be instances of communicative immediacy.

Academic handbooks in Middle and Early Modern English often used
a dialogic form of presentation (Fries 1998; Taavitsainen 1999). The
material is presented in the form of a conversation between a master and
a pupil. We cannot expect any direct relationship between such repre-
sentations and actual scholarly interactions, but it is interesting to study
what kind of features of orality the authors of such textbooks chose to
integrate into such disputations. Language textbooks may present their
material in the form of parallel conversational texts (Hüllen 1995; Watts
1999; Becker 2002).

Fictional accounts of spoken language both in prose fiction and in
drama have often been taken as a substitute for the ‘real’ spoken lan-
guage of a particular period in the history of a language (for example
Brown and Gilman 1989; Rudanko 1993; Kopytko 1993, 1995; Bergner
1998; Busse 1998, 2002; Bax 1999). Pragmaticists or discourse analysts
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often reject such data on the grounds that fictional accounts of spoken
language are always idealized and do not correspond to the real thing.
Or it may be accepted on the grounds that the great authors (six out of
eight references quoted above deal with Shakespeare’s plays) had 
a particularly good ear for the spoken language of the day, and that their
representations, therefore, can be trusted as being accurate. However, 
I believe that fictional accounts of spoken language are of sufficient
interest in themselves to warrant pragmatic analyses. They do not have
to stand for anything else. This means that we cannot generalize our
findings to non-fictional genres, but it also means that we do not have
to apologize for imperfect data.

The third justification that can be adduced for historical data is that
written language, too, is language that is used for communicative pur-
poses. It is written by authors with specific communicative aims and it
is aimed at specific audiences. Watts (1995), for instance, investigates
the communicative patterns between Early Modern English grammari-
ans and their audiences. Sell (2001) focuses on the communicative
aspects of literary communication. And Mäkinen (2002) considers the
authors of Middle English and Early Modern English herbals and how
they interacted through their texts with their audiences.

Thus, we should not deplore the fact that the available data provide
only an imperfect glimpse at what spontaneous unconstrained, spoken
conversations were like in bygone eras. Much language has always been
used outside of such spontaneous and unconstrained spoken interac-
tions, and these forms are also worthy of analysis. The historical dia-
logue analysts have available a vast range of situations from situations of
communicative immediacy to those of communicative distance.

8.3 The tertium comparationis of contrastive analysis

The most serious issue of any contrastive analysis is the specification of
a tertium comparationis (see Krzeszowski 1984, 1989). This is true for all
levels of linguistic analysis, be it phonology, morphology, syntax or dis-
course. And it is true both in the case of a synchronic or a diachronic
contrastive analysis.

It is obvious that no comparison is possible without establishing 
a common platform of reference. In other words, all comparisons
involve the basic assumption that the objects to be compared share
something in common against which differences can be stated. This
common platform of reference is called TC. (Krzeszowski 1989: 60)
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On the discourse level the problem is exacerbated. Can we compare
different realizations of identical speech acts? Can we compare different
ways of being polite? Or can we compare different realizations of identi-
cal genres or forms of dialogue? And how, if at all, can we establish the
identity of genres, discourse types or speech acts across different lan-
guages or different stages of the same language? And what does it mean
to be polite in different speech communities?

For speech-act theory, one might hypothesize that speakers of differ-
ent languages realize apologies, requests or compliments differently, and
then analyse the differences in these realizations. In this case the illocu-
tionary force of the speech act would be the tertium comparationis (cf. the
cross-cultural speech-act realization project, CCSARP, reported on in
Blum-Kulka et al. 1989). However, it is not clear that the illocutionary
force is necessarily the best tertium comparationis even for contrastive
speech-act analyses, because different speech communities may very
well encode a different range of speaker intentions.

In the introduction to a volume on historical pragmatics (Jucker
1995), Jacobs and Jucker (1995) have distinguished between different
branches of historical pragmatics. Pragmaphilology is the branch which
investigates the language of past eras from a pragmatic perspective. In
the present context, this branch is not relevant since it does not work
contrastively. Diachronic pragmatics, on the other hand, focuses on the
development of pragmatic units. It falls into the two branches
diachronic form-to-function mapping and diachronic function-to-form
mapping, where the former takes linguistic forms as a starting point and
analyses the ways in which their functions change across time, while the
latter takes speech functions as starting points and analyses the different
linguistic forms that are used to realize them. However, later work in his-
torical pragmatics has shown very clearly that such a categorization may
be a useful way of conceptualizing different research efforts but that it is
too simplistic or abstract, because generally neither the form nor the
function of any given speech act remains constant across time.

In work carried out together with Irma Taavitsainen (Jucker and
Taavitsainen 2000; Taavitsainen and Jucker in press), we have shown
how insults change from Old English to Modern English. It turns out
that insults cannot be studied in isolation. They have to be studied in
the context of other forms of verbal aggression. That is to say a speech
act has to be analysed in relation to neighbouring speech acts. In Old
English insults occur mainly in the form of ritual insults that warriors
hurl at each other in pre-combat verbal exchanges (see Arnovick 1995;
Bax 1981, 1999). In Middle English we find instances of typified insults
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in saints’ lives. At the turning point in the saints’ lives they typically
address a tyrant in a manner that demonstrates their religious superior-
ity and can only be understood by the tyrant as insulting. Shakespeare’s
plays are full of insults, but these again take different forms and serve 
a variety of functions that differ clearly from earlier and later forms (for
example Hill and Öttchen 1995). In present-day English the diversity of
available data means that we have a broad range of different forms and
functions of verbal aggression. The ritual insults (for example Labov
1972; Arnovick 1995; Bronner 1996; Murray 1996) and flaming on the
Internet (Stivale 1997) are particular noteworthy examples.

Thus, the tertium comparationis in this case is neither the form of a par-
ticular speech act, nor its function, in spite of the fact that we use the
term ‘insult’ as a convenient shorthand for all its instantiations from
Old English to present-day English (the term itself is first used in Early
Modern English, that is in the sixteenth century). The tertium compara-
tionis is the pragmatic space of different forms of verbal aggression.

Arnovick (1999) provides examples of diachronic analysis of other
speech acts, for example closing salutations, greetings and sneeze bless-
ings. She does not analyse them within a pragmatic space of neighbouring
speech acts, but in these cases, too, it is both the form and the function
that change. Even in such seemingly simple cases as greetings the func-
tion does not stay constant. It changes from religious invocation (God be
with you) and leave-taking to a mere formulaic exchange (Goodbye).

Not only speech acts change over time but also discursive practices or
patterns of discourse. Per Linell suggests the term ‘communicative proj-
ect’ to refer to a problem or a task that it is designed to solve (Linell 1998:
220). Such communicative projects can be small, as for instance 
a ‘mutual greeting project’, or it can be large and complex, as for instance
the project of diagnosing a patient’s illness and proposing a cure in a
medical consultation. Recurrent tasks may become routinized as com-
municative genres. The term ‘communicative project’ denotes a fuzzy
category. Every single speaker is involved in countless different commu-
nicative projects every single day. Some of these projects will be highly
routinized, others will only be routinized to a limited extent. And still
others may be entirely new. Accordingly the notion of communicative
genre is also fuzzy.

This perspective goes beyond traditional speech-act theory because it
does not focus on individual utterances but on interactions between dif-
ferent participants. The point of departure is a communicative problem
or task. It is obvious that earlier generations may have been faced with 
a range of similar communicative tasks, but many tasks will have changed
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over time, new tasks have been added and old tasks have become obso-
lete. The pre-combat boasting speeches exchanged by medieval knights,
for instance (see Bax 1981, 1999; Bax and Padmos 1983) do not appear
to have any close equivalents in modern languages. The task of diag-
nosing a patient’s illness and proposing a cure in a medical consultation,
on the other hand, has existed for a very long time, even if not just med-
ical knowledge and the available medical cures have changed drastically
over the centuries but also the way in which this communicative project
is undertaken. In this approach the term ‘communicative genre’ is used
for routinized solutions to communicative tasks. Apart from medical
consultations, classroom interaction, courtroom proceedings, church
sermons and parliamentary proceedings would be obvious examples.
And again it is obvious that both the details of individual communica-
tive genres and the overall inventory of communicative genres may
change in the course of time. If the inventory changes, if new genres are
added or old ones become obsolete, the remaining genres will necessar-
ily change, too, because they are partly defined in terms of their
neighbouring genres.

In other frameworks, the term ‘genre’ is also used in opposition to the
term ‘text types’. ‘Genres’ are types of written texts for which members of
the speech community have specific terms such as ‘letter’, ‘advertisement’,
‘product label’, ‘textbook’, ‘contract’, ‘email’ and so on. Taavitsainen
(2001: 139–40) defines the term as follows: ‘Genres are inherently dynamic
cultural schemata used to organise knowledge and experience through
language.’ While genres are classified on the basis of text-external, cultural
features, text types are classified on the basis of text-internal features, such
as vocabulary profiles, sentence types or text structures:

The concept of text types is a fairly recent addition to the instrumen-
tarium of synchronic and historical linguistics … we have never got
close to understanding which or how many text types there are in a
particular culture nor with what distinctive features they can be
delimited from each other. (Görlach 1992: 736)

Individual genres and text types change over time and so does the
inventory of genres and text types. Some may gain importance. Some
may disappear. And others may change slowly but ultimately beyond
recognition.

So far no comprehensive account of the history of all the different
genres of the English language exists. At present we probably even lack
the appropriate methodology to attempt such an undertaking (but see

204 Contrastive Analysis in Language



the papers in Diller and Görlach 2001). However, the compilers of the
Helsinki Corpus of English Texts, who aimed for ‘a representative coverage
of language written in a specific period’ (Kytö 1991: 2), had to establish
an inventory of text genres for every period to be covered by the corpus,
and for every of the 11 subperiods, they present a different range of text
genres. In the second subperiod of Old English (850–950), for instance,
the following genres are covered: law, documents, medical handbooks,
philosophy, religious treatises, prefaces, history and the Bible. In the last
period (1640–1710) the list looks as follows: law, handbooks, science,
educational treatises, philosophy, sermons, trial proceedings, history,
travelogue, diaries, biography, autobiography, fiction, drama (com-
edies), private letters and non-private letters. There is no genre that is
included in all 11 subperiods. The category ‘law’, for instance, does not
occur in the Middle English period, because at that time laws were writ-
ten in French. Thus the 11 inventories from 850 to 1710 provide a kind
of historical account of genres. The emerging picture of genre develop-
ment is only a rough approximation because the genre categories are
generally very broad, and they do not include any spoken genres, even
though – as I have argued – the written genres often contain indirect
evidence of spoken genres.

8.4 Diachronic contrast and development

A historical analysis compares an ancestor variety and a descendant vari-
ety, and therefore poses crucial questions about intermediate varieties
and about lines of development. A synchronic contrastive analysis com-
pares two different languages. Individual linguistic elements of these
languages may be related via a common ancestor language, or they may
be entirely unrelated. In a diachronic contrastive analysis, on the other
hand, one language variety is always the earlier variety and the potential
source of the later variety. In a comparison of Early Modern English and
present-day English, for instance, the former is seen as the source of the
latter. Some individual elements of the present-day English variety are
therefore regularly analysed as reflexes of elements in the earlier variety,
while other elements will have been added or have become obsolete
between the earlier and the later language states.

However, it is a simplification, and perhaps even an unjustified sim-
plification, to contrast two historical varieties as if they were clearly
delimited entities. Neither Early Modern English nor present-day
English are in any way homogeneous units. In fact there is not even 
a clear-cut boundary between the two, even though it is customary to
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consider the year 1700 as the end of the former and the beginning of the
latter. Language change is continuous, and diachronic change always
depends on synchronic variation, because language change is only
possible if speakers have choices. In a very important sense linguistic
elements do not ‘change’, but speakers of a language – in the course of
time and across generations – come to use specific linguistic elements in
new ways, or they use new linguistic elements to express meanings that
were earlier expressed in other ways.

Speakers may use a linguistic element, for example a word, that is well
established in the language but use it in a new context or with a new
meaning (as in the case of metonymies). As a result the word appears to
have ‘changed’ its meaning. Or speakers may pronounce words in ways
that differ from the pronunciation used by their ancestors. As a result an
analyst may again get the impression that the language has changed,
but it is important to realize that it is always speakers who opt for some
elements and ignore some others. Thus, diachronic change always pre-
supposes synchronic variation. A language can only appear to change if
speakers have options. A comprehensive account of diachronic change
must therefore try to account for the options that are available to the
speakers at one time (the variation) and the patterns of their choices
that lead – in the long run – to diachronic change.

Fritz (1995: 469, see also 1994, 1997) gives an outline of the three
stages that are involved in the historical analysis of dialogue forms. At
the first stage individual historical texts are analysed with a view to
uncover their pragmatic effects and their discourse structure. At the sec-
ond stage two or more stages in the history of the language are con-
trasted. Fritz explicitly notes that this stage is a natural extension of
contrastive pragmatics (see for example Oleksy 1989). At the last stage,
finally, the evolution of dialogue forms is studied.

In the diachronic analysis of insults, for instance, we investigated 
the different instantiations of insults at different points in the history of
the English language and we developed a grid that allowed us to con-
trast the different instantiations (see Jucker and Taavitsainen 2000; and
Taavitsainen and Jucker in press). But so far it does not seem to be pos-
sible to give a sufficiently comprehensive account of all the options that
speakers had at a particular point in time and to account for the patterns
of choices. Who opted for which choices, and which choices survived in
the long run?

Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg (1995) analyse address formulae in
Early English correspondence, and to some extent they manage to cover
all three steps of the analysis. They provide a sufficiently comprehensive
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picture of the options that letter writers had in England between 1420
and 1680 and they account for the changes in these options.

Fritz (1995) concludes that work at the third level is still in its infancy.
In analogy with more advanced work from historical syntax or histori-
cal semantics he draws up a list of questions that should be tackled at
this third stage of historical dialogue analysis (Fritz 1995: 470):

● What types of changes in dialogue forms are there?
● Are there types of dialogues or aspects of dialogues that are more

prone to change than others?
● How do certain families of dialogue forms develop in the course of

time?
● How does the overall repertoire of dialogue forms in a given society

develop in the course of time?
● How does the diffusion of innovations work in the case of dialogue

forms?
● What counts as an explanation of a change of dialogue forms?
● Are there universals of dialogues?

So far these questions seem to be very difficult indeed if applied to forms
of dialogue.

8.5 Conclusion

I have argued that historical dialogue analysis is a special case of
contrastive analysis. The object of investigation is not two different lan-
guages, but two (or more) different stages in the development of the
same language.

The obstacles are not insignificant. The data are limited and many of
the usual research methods for a synchronic contrastive analysis are not
available to the analyst. However, the benefits are significant. A con-
trastive analysis sheds light not only on two stages of the language
under investigation but it will reveal important patterns of variability
and change. It focuses not only on the contrast between the two stages
but also on the patterns of speaker choices that ultimately led from the
earlier stage to the later stage.

I have argued above that recent advances in historical pragmatics and
historical discourse analysis have shown how the written data of the
past can be used (1) as instantiations of language of immediacy even in
the graphic code; (2) as indirect evidence of a variety of spoken genres of
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earlier periods; and (3) as data with their own communicative import as
written interaction between writer and audience.

The most serious issue of any contrastive analysis is the specification of
a tertium comparationis. I have argued that neither the pragmatic function
(illocutionary force or perlocutionary effect) nor the linguistic form can
serve as an unquestionable tertium comparationis for a diachronic analysis.
We have to expect that both form and function change in the course of
time. Speakers of a language are faced with changing cultural and institu-
tional needs and they choose among the available linguistic options. They
may introduce new elements, ignore existing elements or use existing ele-
ments in novel ways. As analysts we can only trace these developments if
we observe them within a pragmatic space of available options. As far as
discourse-level phenomena are concerned, this work has only just started
and there is a lot of exciting work waiting to be undertaken.
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9
Contrastive Textlinguistics and
Translation Universals
Andrew Chesterman

The relation between contrastive textlinguistics and the study of
translation universals has a long history. Modern corpus-based research
on universals is only the most recent stage in the long process whereby
Translation Studies has sought to escape from the bounds of the partic-
ular, that is from knowledge of particular cases only, towards a concern
with generalities.

9.1 Ideal universals

The oldest manifestation of this kind of thinking about translation is the
traditional prescriptive approach. In the West, this has its roots in early
biblical translation and in many of the classical early essays on literary
translation. This early work abounds in statements that can be para-
phrased into the following form: ‘All translations should have feature X /
should not have feature Y.’ They thus reflect some kind of translation
ideal, either universally valid or valid for a given text type. Here are
some famous examples, which I have paraphrased:

Jerome (De optimo genere interpretandi, 395)
Translations of sacred texts must be literal, word-for-word (because
even the word order of the original is a holy mystery and the trans-
lator cannot risk heresy).
Translations of other kinds of texts should be done sense-for-sense,
more freely (because a literal translation would often sound absurd).

Dolet (La manière de bien traduire d’une langue en aultre, 1540; three of
his five general principles)
Translations should not be word-for-word renderings of the original.
Translations should avoid unusual words and expressions.



Translations should be elegant, not clumsy.
Tytler (Essay on the Principles of Translation, 1797)

Translations should give a complete transcript of the ideas of the
original.
Translations should be in the same style as their source texts.
Translations should be as natural as original texts.

What is interesting about these examples is that they are implicitly
contrastive, based on the desired relation that should exist between
(a) translations and their source texts, and (b) translations and other, non-
translated texts in the target language: either all such texts, that is any
potential acceptable product of the target language system, or some subset
of them. Some scholars refer to these non-translated, original texts as paral-
lel texts (for example Neubert 1981/1989); others prefer to call them com-
parable texts (following Baker’s term ‘comparable corpus’: Baker 1995).

Each of these two relations is conceived of as an ideal, or at least as a reg-
ulatory idea. The ideal relation with the source text is one of total fidelity,
absolute equivalence, and is implicitly based on an all-encompassing ter-
tium comparationis including meaning, discourse intention and form. The
ideal relation with target non-translated texts has often been described in
terms of naturalness, stylistic elegance or comprehensibility; nowadays
we might talk here of a relation of textual fit, or acceptability. The point
of comparison here is a formal one, covering both grammar and style. It
is therefore less complex than the source-text relation. Both relations
have been assumed to have universal validity. The first ideas about trans-
lation universals were thus universalist ideals which were based on a
notion of sameness with respect to another text or texts. From the con-
trastive point of view, the focus was thus on idealized similarity, not 
difference.

There are obvious problems with this prescriptive approach. One is
the tendency to overgeneralize, to assume that all translations are to be
assessed on the same criteria of ideal quality. In contrastive terms, we
can say that this weakness is a neglect of valid differences between cases.
A need arose for a more delicate typology of translations than that
introduced by Jerome, and there have been many proposals to this effect
(some are surveyed in Chesterman 1999). A second weakness is the
assumption that a given type of translation (such as a particular kind of
literary translation) is representative of the whole set, of all possible
translations. And the whole tendency to idealize away from the empiri-
cal can also be criticized from a present-day perspective.

From the viewpoint of contrastive textlinguistics, the main contribu-
tions of this first stage have been, first, an awareness of the need for a
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text typology which would allow valid comparisons to be made between
representative sets of texts (this would form part of a translation typol-
ogy); and second, a rather vague concept of textual quality, understood
in terms of ideal relations with other kinds of texts (and, to a lesser
extent, in terms of relations with the reader: comprehensibility).

9.2 Pejorative universals

The second stage in universalist thinking about translation is related to
the first, but takes a different direction. Here, all translations (or: all
translations of a certain kind) are regarded as being deficient in some
way, and so I call it the pejorative approach. Instead of focusing on defin-
ing the ideal, in other words, we focus on the way in which, in practice,
translations tend to fall short of this ideal. Contrastively, we focus exclu-
sively on difference, not similarity. An attempt is made to characterize a
set of translations in terms of certain negative features that are assumed
to be universal. Here again, these features are defined in terms of the
same two contrastive relations: with the source text, and with non-
translated texts. In this approach we find the traditional tropes of loss
and betrayal, of the impossibility of (ideal) translation; we find the view
of translations as merely secondary texts, as necessarily either not faith-
ful or not beautiful. Translations are not faithful enough because they are
too free, too fluent, too naturalized, too domesticated: this complaint is
frequent among literary scholars. On the other hand, translations are not
beautiful enough because they are written in clumsy or unnatural or
incomprehensible language, like what we see all too frequently in inter-
national menus, hotel notices, tourist brochures, and so on (see any web-
site with collections of tourist English for examples!); this complaint is
often made in letters to newspapers by members of the public.

On this view, translators are doomed to eternal failure, objects of
scorn or laughter. The literature abounds in critics’ lists of typical trans-
lation weaknesses that break the fidelity ideal. A well-known example 
is represented by the late Antoine Berman, with respect to literary 
translation: he argues that these are typically too free. Specifically, he
claims that literary translations are characterized by what he calls
‘deforming tendencies’. These are in fact negative or pejorative universals
of style; they are universal tendencies that show, in Berman’s view, that
translations are worse than their originals. Here is Berman’s list (Berman
1985, see also Munday 2001: 149–51):

● Rationalization (making more coherent)
● Clarification (explicitation)



● Expansion
● Ennoblement (more elegant style)
● Qualitative impoverishment (flatter style)
● Quantitative impoverishment (loss of lexical variation)
● Destruction of rhythms
● Destruction of underlying networks of signification
● Destruction of linguistic patternings (more homogeneous)
● Destruction of vernacular networks or their exoticization (dialect loss

or highlighting)
● Destruction of expressions and idioms (should not be replaced by tar-

get language (TL) equivalent idioms)
● Effacement of the superimposition of languages (multilingual source

texts)

A similar line of argument is to be found in Kundera’s ideas about trans-
lation, particularly the translations of his own works (Kundera 1993:
123f.). He complains of the way translators violate metaphors, seek to
enrich simple vocabulary, reduce repetition, spoil sentence rhythms by
altering punctuation, even change the typography.

When considering such views, we should separate the empirical obser-
vations themselves from the accompanying value judgement. Recent
descriptive research, to which I shall come in a moment, has made simi-
lar observations in some cases, but not drawn the same pejorative con-
clusions. The reason for this difference is, I think, as follows. In what I
have called the pejorative approach, the contrastive observations appear
to be made with respect to the source text, but there often seems to be
another point of comparison that affects the negative conclusions
drawn. This is some kind of alternative translation – existing perhaps
only in the mind of the critic, if even there – against which the transla-
tion in question is assessed. This alternative may be one that somehow
matches the ideal established by the prescriptivists, but it may only rep-
resent the critic’s preference. That is, the true point of comparison may
actually be an alternative translation, one that follows different princi-
ples or seeks to fulfil a different skopos (purpose), with different criteria
of quality. The critic then bases the criticism on the differences between
the real translation in question and this implicit alternative. Thus for
instance Berman argues for a more literal method of translation, in order
to avoid ethnocentrism; Venuti (for example 1995) similarly appeals to
ethical reasons for preferring foreignizing literary translations rather
than domesticating, freer, fluent ones. So what we have here is really a
conflict of preferences: the translator’s versus the critic’s. The contrastive
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analysis is then done between these two versions: a real one and an
implicit alternative.

Like the prescriptive approach mentioned earlier, this pejorative
approach to translation universals is also liable to overgeneralization.
Features of some kinds of literary translation are assumed to be valid for
all literary translation, or perhaps indeed for all translation. Recall the
classical claims that because total equivalence is usually an unrealistic
goal, translation is impossible – a claim based on an extraordinarily lim-
ited view of translation.

In the same way, we can query the critics of tourist-English-type trans-
lations by questioning the validity of their contrastive assumptions.
They evidently assume that an adequate translation (of these kinds of
text types) should not manifest any contrasts vis-à-vis original texts in
natural, native English (or whatever the target language is). However,
flawless target language is not always the most important criterion of
translation quality, especially in contexts where many or most readers
will not be native speakers anyway. Criteria of functionality might be
more important. One might even make the point that tourists like, and
even expect, to be amused by odd language.

A more serious argument against the pejorative literary critics has to
do with the tertium comparationis they choose for their contrastive analy-
sis. For people like Berman and Kundera, this seems to be a set of purely
formal stylistic universals. Form, aesthetic form, is what must remain
constant, it must be transferred unaltered. Such a view totally disregards
the culture-bound nature of all texts, including translations. It overlooks
the fact that a given linguistic feature (such as a repetition, or the choice
of a given word-class or syntactic structure) might have different aes-
thetic effects in different cultures. It overlooks the fact that different cul-
tures may have quite different rhetorical traditions, as contrastive
rhetoric has demonstrated. And it is unaware that in order to achieve
the same effect, if that is indeed desired, a translator might well have to
make formal changes. In short, this pejorative view is based on a curi-
ously naive understanding of the relation between form and effect.

From the contrastive angle, then, this second stage in universalist
thinking draws our attention to the importance of being aware of what
exactly is being contrasted with what, and with respect to what tertium
comparationis. It also underlines the representativeness problem. It is as
one-sided as the earlier prescriptive approach in the sense that that
highlighted similarity at the expense of difference, and this one high-
lights difference at the expense of similarity. The third, descriptive stage,
to which I now turn, also focuses more on difference.
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9.3 Descriptive universals

The third stage in translation research on universals is represented by
recent corpus-based work that generates and tests descriptive hypothe-
ses that are thought to hold for all translations, or for all translations 
of a given sort. Sometimes these are so general that they are referred to as
laws, but others are seen as specific realizations of such general laws, or
hypotheses that might become laws if well-enough corroborated.

The underlying assumption here is that translations constitute a ‘third
code’ (Frawley 1984 and Baker 1993). That is, translations should not be
thought of as deficient target texts nor as corruptions of source texts, but
as a text type or variant in their own right, a hybrid distinct from both
source and target codes. They have a right to be different from both.
Where the pejorative approach would be critical of translationese or
interference, then, this descriptive approach simply accepts that transla-
tions will be inevitably influenced by formal features of the source text
(and of course by the target language). Both theoretically and method-
ologically, this approach is thus very similar to variation analysis as stud-
ied in sociolinguistics: we are in fact doing contrastive variation analysis,
or a kind of dialectology. A language variant is selected, and we examine
the conditions of its use. In our case, the variant is simply the class of
texts we call translations, rather than, say, a dialect. We want to know
what the features of the translation variant are; how widely distributed
they are, their relative frequencies; how they relate to the two matrix
codes involved; what people’s attitudes are towards these features; what
kind of sociocultural status the translation dialect has; what the origins
of the features are; and so on. Many of the quantitative studies have bor-
rowed concepts and methods directly from the work of variationist
scholars such as Douglas Biber.

Descriptive universalist hypotheses fall into two classes, correspon-
ding to the two contrastive textlinguistic relations mentioned above. In
other words, use is made of two different reference corpora. Some
hypotheses claim to capture universal differences between translations
and their source texts; we could call these S-universals (S for source):
they are claims about the way in which translators process the source
text. Other claims concern differences between translations and non-
translated texts written in the target language; these could be called 
T-universals (T for target language): they are claims about the way trans-
lators use the target language. T-universals are the modern equivalent to
the criticisms of unnaturalness, of translationese, made in the pejorative
approach.
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Baker’s original use of the term ‘translation universal’ (1993: 243f.)
referred only to what I have here called T-universals; other scholars
have, however, used the term to apply either to S-universals, or more
generally to both S and T types.

Other terms are also current. I have used ‘descriptive hypothesis’ –
claims about universals are in fact descriptive hypotheses with no scope
restrictions (Chesterman 2000). Chevalier (1995) talks about ‘figures of
translation’, comparable to rhetorical figures; the occurrence of these
figures is contrasted with translation alternatives that are more neutral
or natural or ‘orthonymic’, in the same way that in rhetorical analysis
one can distinguish between utterances with or without rhetorical
embellishment. Other scholars prefer to speak of core patterns or simply
widespread regularities.

Below are some examples of both types of possible universals. Note
that these claims are hypotheses only; some have been corroborated
more than others, and some tests have produced contrary evidence, so
in most cases the jury is still out.

Potential S-universals:
● Lengthening: translations tend to be longer than their source texts

(cf. Berman’s expansion; also Vinay and Darbelnet 1958: 185; et al.)
● The law of interference (Toury 1995)
● The law of standardization (Toury 1995)
● Dialect normalization (Englund Dimitrova 1997)
● Reduction of complex narrative voices (Taivalkoski 2001)
● The explicitation hypothesis (Blum-Kulka 1986; Klaudy 1996; Øverås

1998) (for example there is more cohesion in translations)
● Sanitization (Kenny 1998) (more conventional collocations)
● The retranslation hypothesis (later translations tend to be closer to

the source text; see the special issue of Palimpsestes on ‘retranslation’:
Bensimon 1990)

● Reduction of repetition (Baker 1993)
● Subjectivization (Chevalier 1995; see below)

Potential T-universals:
● Simplification (Laviosa-Braithwaite 1996)

– Less lexical variety
– Lower lexical density
– More use of high-frequency items

● Conventionalization (Baker 1993)
● Untypical lexical patterning (and less stable) (Mauranen 2000)
● Under-representation of TL-specific items (Tirkkonen-Condit 2000)
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It will be seen that these potential universals are based on various tertia
comparationis. Some are purely formal (for example text length; distribu-
tional features such as lexical density); some are semantic, pragmatic or
rhetorical (possible interpretations of ‘closeness’ to the source text;
dialect normalization; explicitation).

Research then proceeds by operationalizing the abstract form in which
these general claims tend to be formulated and then testing them on var-
ious kinds of data, in order to see how universal they actually are. For
instance, we can operationalize the abstract notion of standardization by
examining its presumed manifestation in the translation of dialects, or
complex reported discourse, in a particular set of texts. We can then test
whether the hypothesis holds more for some subset of all translations
than for some other subset, or whether it might be potentially valid for
all translations. In this way we can also develop an empirically based
translation typology.

If a hypothesis is found to hold only for a subset of translations, we
cannot call it a universal. We then have to state the scope or conditions
under which the hypothesis is claimed to hold: we make conditioned
descriptive hypotheses. In this way, we seek to specify general features of
translation that appear to be characteristic of translations done under
particular conditions, or particular types of translation. Such research
also has obvious and useful applications for quality control and transla-
tor training.

A crucial point in such research is thus establishing the conditions
that constrain the claim. Some examples are:

● Language-bound conditions: some general features seem typical of
translations between a given language pair and a given translation
direction. (For example deriving from contrastive stylistics and con-
trastive rhetoric: classics like Vinay and Darbelnet 1958 on French
and English, Malblanc 1963 on French and German.) The results of
traditional contrastive analysis and contrastive rhetoric come in use-
ful here, at the explanatory level, when we look for the language-
bound causes of translation features (see for example Doherty 1996).
Maia (1998), for instance, considers features of English word order
that appear to affect the Portuguese word order in translations from
English: these translations show a different distribution of word
order variants from that found in untranslated Portuguese texts.

● Time-bound conditions: some features seem to pertain to a particular
period (in a particular culture; for example Toury 1995: 113f. on early
twentieth-century Hebrew norms for poetry translation).

220 Contrastive Analysis in Language



● Type-bound conditions: some features appear to be typical of a particular
type of translation (characterized for example by a given text type,
genre type or skopos type). Many examples: Bible translation, subti-
tling, technical, poetry, comic strips, gist translation, . . . For example
Mauranen (2000) found that translations of popular non-fiction devi-
ated more from lexical patterning norms than did translations of
academic texts.

● Translator-bound conditions: there are even features that seem charac-
teristic of translations done by a particular translator. (For example
Baker 2000 on translators’ individual styles, idiolects.) Or by transla-
tors of a particular kind (trainees; men/women; into L1 or L2; …).

● Situation-bound conditions: some shared features may be due to the 
in-house policies of publishing houses, editorial conventions and the
like (Milton 2001).

In this kind of research, negative results can be as interesting as positive
ones. In other words, both differences and similarities emerge. We may
find (a) that given features are typical (or not typical) of some subset of
translations; or (b) that given features seem to be typical (or not typical)
of more than one subset. ‘Not typical’ simply means ‘there was no sig-
nificant difference in respect to this feature vis-à-vis the source text/
non-translated texts’ – that is there was a significant similarity.

9.4 Problems

This third approach to universals is not without its problems, either.
Indeed, some scholars seem to reject this kind of research altogether and
restrict their attention to what makes any given translation unique,
rather than focus on its similarities with other translations.

One major problem issue is: What is a tendency? Both universal and
conditioned claims are usually in a probabilistic form. Since translation
is a human activity, this is not surprising, because of the subjective and
chance elements in all human activities. So the claims are made in terms
of tendencies, thus: translators tend to do X (a universal, or uncondi-
tioned claim). Or: translations done under conditions ABC tend to have
features XYZ (a conditioned claim). The problem arises when we try to
operationalize the notion of a tendency. What percentage of instances
constitute a tendency? Something between 51 and 99 per cent, you
might say – but what? The concept needs to be linked to that of statisti-
cal significance and made more precise. Strictly speaking, furthermore, a
(mere) tendency is actually somewhat less than truly universal.
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Another big problem is that of representativeness, familiar to all
contrastivists. Since we can never study all translations, nor even all
translations of a certain type, we must take a sample. The more repre-
sentative the sample, the more confidence we can have that our results
and claims are valid more generally. Measuring representativeness is eas-
ier if we have access to large machine-readable corpora, but there always
remains a degree of doubt. Our data may still be biased in some way that
we have not realized. This is often the case with non-translated texts
that are selected as a reference corpus, in order to measure translations’
degree of naturalness along given parameters. Representativeness is an
even more fundamental problem with respect to the translation part of
a comparable corpus. It is not a priori obvious what we should count as
corpus-valid translations in the first place: there is not only the tricky
borderline with adaptations and so on, but also the issue of including or
excluding non-professional translations or non-native translations, and
even defining what a professional translation is (see Halverson 1998).
Should we even include ‘bad’ translations? They too are translations, of
a kind.

Then there is the related problem of universality. Claims may be made
that a given feature is universal, but sometimes the data may only war-
rant a conditioned claim, if the data are not representative of all transla-
tions. Many ‘universal’ claims have been made that actually seem to
pertain only to literary or to Bible translation. More fundamentally,
though: since we can ever only study a subset of all translations past and
present, there is always the risk that our results will be culture-bound
rather than truly universal (Tymoczko 1998). Concepts of translation
itself are culture-bound, for a start; even prototype concepts may be,
too. We can perhaps never totally escape the limits of our own culture-
boundness, even if this might be extended for example to a general
‘Western culture’. This means that claims of universality can perhaps
never be truly universal.

We are also faced with problems of conceptualization. In universals
research we find many terms that appear at first sight to mean more or
less the same thing (for example standardization, simplification, nor-
malization, levelling, conventionalization). Sometimes these are used to
refer to a feature of difference between translations and their source
texts, and sometimes to a feature of difference between translations and
non-translated texts. The resulting confusion leads to much reinventing
of the wheel, and makes it hard to compare different results and claims.
Another reason why comparison is hard is the use of slippery terms that
seem to have several distinct interpretations, such as explicitation. 
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And further: some of the terms used appear to be ambiguous between a
process reading and a product reading (for example those ending in -tion
in English). We perhaps need to standardize our terminology here.

Then there is the tricky problem of the operationalization of these
concepts and hypotheses. Different scholars often operationalize these
abstract notions in different ways – which again makes it difficult to
undertake a comparison of research results. We need more replication,
and this means very explicit descriptions of methodology and basic
concepts used.

A final major problem has to do with causality: universals, if they exist,
presumably have both causes and effects. Here, we can currently do little
more than speculate as rationally as possible. The immediate causes of
whatever universals there may be must be sought in human cognition – to
be precise, in the kind of cognitive processing that produces translations.
Translations arise, after all, in the minds of translators. At the simplest
level, we can assume that this processing exists, and that it consists mini-
mally of a series of operations performed on something, under certain
constraints.

The object of this processing is of course the source text, or rather its
meaning or intended message. (I will not go into the complexities of
defining these terms here.) It seems possible that this source-text mean-
ing is not always entirely detached, in the translator’s mind, from the
source-text form, but carries traces of this form as it is processed. In
other words, deverbalization is not always complete. Hence the occur-
rence of interference. But we would like to know more about how it
actually comes about, cognitively.

One reason why deverbalization is not always complete is the con-
straint of time. Translators usually work to a deadline, and need to
exploit short cuts when they can. Deverbalization presumably takes
time, and a translator might often think that this extra processing is not
actually worth the time or effort, because any subsequent gain in quality
would at best be only minimal.

The source-text meaning is also a constraint on the translator’s free-
dom of linguistic expression. The translator is constrained by ‘what was
said’ in the earlier text. More precisely, translators are constrained by
what they understand was said in the source text. A translator must
understand the source text, probably in more depth and detail than
other, more typical readers. What is then conveyed in the translation is
the result of this understanding: it is, literally, something understood,
an interpretation. This inevitable interpretation process acts as a filter;
and it is precisely this cognitive filtering that seems to offer a site for the
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explanation for some of the S-universals that have been claimed, such as
those concerning standardization and explicitation. Filtering involves
reducing the irrelevant or unclear, purifying, selecting the essence, . . .
How it works in detail remains to be seen.

Here is a brief example. Chevalier (1995) suggests that translators tend
to prefer certain kinds of syntactic subjects for the clauses they write –
those that refer to animate agents; this is a universal claim about what
he calls a subjectivization tendency. The tendency is not forced by lin-
guistic constraints, because the claim only covers cases where the trans-
lators could have used a structure more similar to the original, without
shifting the subject; they just seem to prefer other solutions. Among the
many instances Chevalier cites, mainly involving Romance languages,
there are the following, all from literary texts (where ST � source text
and TT � target text, and I have italicized the subjects):

Spanish to French:
ST: Revivió en don Lepe la esperanza.
TT: Don Lepe reprit espoir.

English to French:
ST: So the boat was left to drift down the stream as it would.
TT: Alice laissa donc l’esquif dériver au fil de l’eau.

French to English:
ST: Mon apparence avait plus de laisser-aller.
TT: I was more easy-going in my appearance.

Among the suggested reasons for this apparent tendency he mentions
the following: (a) translators can thus identify with the agents in the
texts they translate (thus giving themselves more power?); (b) transla-
tors wish to exploit their freedom of action, in shifting non-animate
subjects in source texts to animate ones in their translations (deliber-
ately resisting the constraints of source-text form?); (c) translators are
subconsciously following a prototypical order of subjectivization, in
which animates precede inanimates, and so on. More research is
obviously needed here, and on a much wider range of languages, too.

Constraints on cognitive processing in translation may also be present
in other kinds of constrained communication, such as communicating in
a non-native language or under special channel restrictions, or any form of
communication that involves relaying messages, such as reporting dis-
course, even journalism. It may be problematic, eventually, to differentiate



factors that are pertinent to translation in particular from those that are
pertinent to constrained communication in general.

Other kinds of explanations may be sought in the nature of translation
as a communicative act, and in translators’ awareness of their sociocultu-
ral role as mediators of messages for new readers (see for example Klaudy
1996). Translators tend to want to reduce entropy, to increase orderliness.
They tend to want to write clearly, in so far as the skopos allows, because
they can easily see their role metaphorically as shedding light on an origi-
nal text that is obscure – usually unreadable in fact – to their target read-
ers: hence the need for a translation. Their conception of their role may
give a prominent position to the future readers of their texts; this may
have been emphasized in their training, for instance. It is this conception
of their mediating role that may offer some explanation for the tendency
towards explicitation, towards simplification, and towards reducing what
is thought to be unnecessary repetition – to save the readers’ processing
effort. In terms of relevance theory (which defines relevance as the opti-
mum cost–benefit ratio between processing effort needed and cognitive
effect produced – see Gutt 2000), translators as a profession are perhaps
more aware than other writers of the cost side of the relevance equation.
It may be that translators see explicitation in some sense as a norm; per-
haps it was even presented as such in their training.

This raises the interesting question of whether there might exist univer-
sal norms of communication which could provide explanatory principles
for possible translation universals, perhaps along the lines of Grice’s max-
ims (Grice 1975) or notions of politeness. However, as mentioned by Clyne
in his paper, these would have to be modified somewhat if they are to be
made appropriate to non-Anglo-Saxon cultures. There is ample room here
for further research.

Research into the effects caused by potential universals is still in its
infancy. Effects on readers, on translator trainers and on translators
themselves would all be worth studying. It may be that the more we
know about T-universals, for instance, the more scholars or trainers will
be tempted to return to the pejorative approach and see them as unde-
sirable features that should be avoided – at least in translations whose
skopos includes optimum naturalness. On the other hand, as the sheer
quantity of translations grows and target-language norms become
blurred, it may be that readers will become more tolerant of apparent
non-nativeness; different cultures might differ considerably in this
respect. One effect of knowledge about S-universals on source-text writ-
ers might be a greater concern for the clarity of the source text, in order
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to facilitate the translator’s task and lessen the need for explicitation.
This in turn could mean greater fidelity to the original.

9.5 Benefits

The prime benefit so far of this kind of descriptive research has, I think,
been methodological. Corpus-based research into translation universals
has been one of the most important methodological advances in
Translation Studies during the past decade or so, in that it has encour-
aged researchers to adopt standard scientific methods of hypothesis-
testing. This kind of research also makes it obvious that we need to
compare research results across studies and take more account of what
others have done. The application of methods from corpus linguistics
has encouraged a move from primarily qualitative to quantitative
research. Research on descriptive hypotheses has also brought new knowl-
edge about translation, and a host of new hypotheses to be tested. It has
thus helped to push Translation Studies in a more empirical direction.

Another benefit has been the highlighting of interdisciplinarity.
Descriptive research on universals shows how Translation Studies must be
linked to other fields, not only within linguistics but within the human
sciences more generally (cognitive science, for example, and cultural
anthropology).

Perhaps paradoxically, this descriptive approach has also drawn our
attention to subtle aspects of text quality. There are many potential
applications here: translators who are aware of these general tendencies
(even if they may not be universal ones) can choose to resist them. Non-
native translators can make good use of quantitative information, banks
of comparable non-translated texts, to make their own use of the target
language more natural, and they can run tests to check the naturalness
of aspects of their translations. This facility may lead to the gradual blur-
ring of the distinction between native and non-native translators at the
professional level, which in turn should have an influence on assump-
tions held by many translation theorists about the exclusive status of
translation into the native language. (This issue is discussed for example
in Campbell 1998 and Pokorn 2000.)

9.6 Concluding remarks

Research on translation universals is thus explicitly contrastive in all the
three approaches I have outlined here, and makes use of various tertia com-
parationis: semantic (the relation with source texts), formal (the relation
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with both source and non-translated texts) and pragmatic (for example
the study of translation effects, compared with the effects of non-
translated texts). But its object of study is primarily instances of parole
(that is concrete texts, manifestations of translator behaviour), not 
language systems. Despite this difference, the research methods used in
this branch of Translation Studies are very similar to those used in con-
trastive textlinguistics and in variation analysis.

Methodologically, a more fundamental difference between Translation
Studies and these other fields is the constant concern for text quality in
Translation Studies, and hence for ethical and axiological issues. The very
notion of a translation is hard to distinguish from that of a good transla-
tion, and modern research on universals has strong roots in earlier work
that was overtly evaluative. Indeed, one of the motivations that drives
this research is a wish to improve the quality of translations and the
training of translators, and hence the quality of intercultural relations in
general. These potential applications to real social needs remind us of
the centrality of another kind of constraint: feasibility constraints.
Translators are constrained by what is possible, what can realistically be
done under given conditions of time, facilities and so on. Empirical
research needs to take account of these constraints too.
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10
Genre and Multimodality:
Expanding the Context for
Comparison across Languages
John Bateman and Judy Delin

10.1 Introduction

In this chapter, we are concerned with an appropriate unit of comparison
for comparative or contrastive textual studies. Traditionally, researchers
investigate ‘texts’ in differing languages, focusing on their syntactic,
semantic and/or discourse-functional characteristics. More recently, the
‘monomodality’ (or ‘monomediality’) of this viewpoint has come under
closer scrutiny (cf. Kress and van Leeuwen 2001). In many cases it
appears that the restriction to single ‘modes’ – e.g. the ‘text’ as tradi-
tionally conceived – may not be appropriate when moving between cul-
tures and practices in which very different uses of available semiotic
modes are made. There is a growing field of research in which the mutu-
ally supportive use of various communicative modes is assumed to play
a fundamental role (cf. Royce 1998; O’Halloran 1999). We show with
respect to linguistic and then multimodal analyses of instructional texts
and wildlife guides the outline of a multimodal model, the GeM model,
that offers a framework for the cross-linguistic comparison of document
genres.

First of all, we consider some methodological difficulties that arise in
trying to compare and contrast languages. We show that the general
move to bring in richer sources of contrast over and above the compari-
son of syntactic structures needs to be extended yet further to bring in
two vital elements: genre and multimodality. Depending on the particular
language situation and context of language use, we may even need to
look beyond the language code itself if inaccurate statements of contrast
are to be avoided.
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In order to show this, we start from the more familiar ground of
syntactic comparison, moving progressively so as to include ever wider
‘contexts’ in which the contrast can be placed or motivated. We review
the strengths and shortcomings of generativist and computational
approaches to language comparison, showing what is captured, and
what missed, in these very differently targeted approaches. Both, how-
ever, have their place in filling in the picture of cross-linguistic variation
in the communication of meaning. Using some critical examples from
the cross-linguistic study of instructional texts, we argue that a single-
mode approach – specifically, one that looks only at language and not at
graphical and typographical resources – cannot hope to capture the way
meanings are communicated in different languages that may weigh and
use these resources differently. Further, consideration of these resources
alongside language is crucial to the definition of the whole genre of
study in each culture: without the full multimodal picture, we cannot
see for a large range of document types what the genre is, and how it
maps onto equivalent or nearly equivalent examples in other languages
and cultures. We propose, therefore, that a model of genre and multi-
modality, as represented in the results of the GeM project (e.g. Delin et
al. in press), will prove a valuable framework for capturing these missing
factors in the contrastive study of written communication.

10.2 Syntax and discourse approaches to 
cross-linguistic comparison

An obvious place to start in the comparison between languages is at the
level of syntax. However, a purely syntactic notion of the targets of com-
parison has been known to be problematic for some time. In his intro-
duction to language typology, for example, Comrie (1981) shows several
cases where syntactic constructions alone are either insufficient or mis-
leading. Given a strictly syntactic basis, constructions may be ruled out
of consideration even when they are the most likely functional and
semantic equivalents. Comrie presents the following Turkish example
(1981: 142):

(1) [Hasan-ın Sinan-a ver -diğ -i] patates-i yedim
[Hasan of Sinan to give his] potatoes ACC I-ate
‘Hasan ate the potato that Hasan gave to Sinan.’

In terms of surface structure, there is nothing corresponding closely to
the most natural English gloss given, which involves the relative clause



‘that Hasan gave to Sinan’. The corresponding Turkish structure is more
accurately described as a nominalization, and may be loosely glossed as
‘the potato of Hasan’s giving to Sinan’. As Comrie states, this can lead to
the (in some sense justifiable) claim that Turkish does not have relative
clauses. However, semantically and pragmatically, we have a construc-
tion that serves the precise function of a restrictive relative clause in that
it allows the identification of the particular potato intended by the
speaker – an identification that would be problematic without the addi-
tional information. In English, a finite-clause construction is favoured
for this function, whereas in Turkish a non-finite nominalization con-
struction is favoured. Comrie (1981: 143) puts very clearly the case for
going beyond syntax alone in cross-linguistic comparison:

The lesson of this comparison is … that we need a functional (seman-
tic, cognitive) definition of relative clause, on the basis of which we
can then proceed to compare relative clauses across languages,
neglecting language-specific syntactic differences in our over-all defi-
nition of relative clause, but using them as the basis of our typology –
for instance, the distinction between finite and non-finite relative
clauses is one typological parameter.

10.2.1 ‘Discourse and syntax’ approaches: descriptive linguistics

Within the descriptive tradition of discourse studies, the immediate
problems of the ‘syntax only’ approach is to some extent circumvented
by looking at how a construction in one language is mapped onto a con-
struction in another language on the basis of their syntactic form and
some elements of discourse function. As a second step, differences in
either syntax or discourse function or distribution are looked for (see 
e.g. Birner and Ward 1996; Hedberg 1999; Lambrecht 1999). The kind of
‘discourse function’ examined within this tradition tends to be elements
such as presupposition, focus and information structure, rather than
functions with larger granularity such as speech-act type or speaker
intention, social variables such as the control of interpersonal elements
(i.e. Halliday’s tenor, see e.g. Halliday 1985), or situational variables such
as the manner or means of communication (speech or writing, for exam-
ple, or the utterance’s purpose: i.e. Halliday’s mode). For example, Ward
(1998) investigates the relationship between non-canonical word order
and the marking of information structure (e.g. whether information is
‘new’ or ‘old’ to the hearer, cf. Prince 1992) in English and Italian, look-
ing in particular at subject-postposing constructions as a group. In these
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constructions, the logical subject of the sentence appears post-verbally,
typically subject-finally:

(2) There’s a problem with our analysis.

(3) C’é un segreto istruttorio.
There’s a secret inquest.

(4) Era salita tua sorella sull’autobus
boarded your sister on the bus

‘Your sister got on the bus.’

Ward groups these sentences together because of the function of the
postposed noun phrase in relation to the cognitive status of the entities
they refer to: each of them requires that the postposed noun phrase
refers to an entity that is unfamiliar, either to the hearer (‘hearer new’)
or in the particular discourse (‘discourse new’) in which it is used.

Research such as this shows where the constructions are and are not
similar in syntactic form (for example, what kinds of constituents can be
placed in the positions that are considered to be critical to the discourse
function, such as pre- or postposed positions or ‘focus’ position). It is
also a useful testing ground for theories of the relationship between dis-
course and aspects of cognition, such as how linguistic form maps onto
the salience or ‘activatedness’ of discourse referents, or how elements of
discourse coherence are signposted. This might include the positioning
of elements that relate to previously mentioned concepts, or that must
contain information new to the hearer.

Studies such as these add to our understanding of the range of dis-
course statuses of information that are signalled within languages, and
in this way provide good evidence for claims about language and cogni-
tion. They provide ways of pinning together sets of syntactic construc-
tions (such as ‘topicalizing constructions’, or ways of forming relative
clauses) across languages, and are typically very careful in the way they
link and also dissociate syntactic forms. Because the aim is to arrive at
generalizations about forms that are typically little-studied within the
languages in question, the syntax–discourse approach tends to treat all
language as ‘data’, conflating examples from spoken language, examples
from written language such as novels, and examples constructed by lin-
guists but attested by native speakers in the corpus of study. Coverage of
large numbers of examples, or exploration of different genres, situations
or subgroups of speakers is not attempted, and introduction of these
macro-issues would be seen as unworkably unwieldy. Indeed, these issues
might be seen within this tradition as unlikely to reveal desirable 



generalizations, since this work contributes to the generativist debate on
linguistic and cognitive universals, and as such is interested in testing
the nature and limits of the set of acceptable examples of each con-
struction and arriving at the distinctions that are made in the underly-
ing cognitive systems.

However, the syntax/discourse approach to comparison between
languages is not without problems of its own. As Prince (1995) has
pointed out, the notion ‘construction’ as descriptive linguists have
depended upon it for studies within the syntax–discourse tradition (see,
for example, Prince 1978; Delin 1989; Hedberg 1990, all of whom study
a set of constructions known as ‘cleft constructions’; Birner 1992 on
inversion; Ward 1988 on preposing) is itself problematic, as while we
refer to them with regularity we have no clear idea what constructions
actually are, or why we should group some together and not others. For
example, the set of constructions known as clefts contains three well-
known members:

(5) It was a tie that he was wearing. (‘It-cleft’ or ‘cleft’)

(6) What he was wearing was a tie. (‘Wh-cleft’ or ‘pseudo-cleft’)

(7) A tie was what he was wearing. (‘Reverse wh-cleft’ or ‘inverted
pseudo-cleft’)

Studies that deal with these constructions often allude, in addition, to
one or more of a set of copular constructions that appear to be related:

(8) It’s a subtle distinction you’re making. (‘Predicational it-cleft’:
Ball 1977)

(9) This is purely wh-fronting that we’re discussing here. (‘Th-cleft’:
Ball 1977)

(10) It wasn’t that she gave them unmentionable sexual favours … it
was just that they saw … a kind of life with her … (‘Inferential
sentence’: Delahunty 1999)

(11) It was your husband paid for that. (‘Serial it-cleft’: Delahunty
1984)

(12) All I can see is a lion and a lion’s den and a big river and a lake.
(‘All’ cleft: Weinert and Miller 1996)

(13) The thing is if you go to the pictures if you go to the late show
you’ve to run for the buses. (‘Thing is’ equatives: Weinert and
Miller 1996)
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(14) If he couldn’t explain the use of clefts, it’s because he wasn’t 
prepared. (‘If-because’ cleft: Lambrecht 1999)

(15) I have my neighbour, who’s black. (‘Have clefts’: Lambrecht
1999)

The group exemplified in (8)–(15) represent constructions that are clearly
on a continuum with ordinary copular and/or equative constructions of
every kind, and it is therefore hard to see how to draw a line around one
or another group of them. Should syntactic similarity be studied, which
draws together one group of sentences – for example, those containing
syntactic gaps and relative-like clauses? If semantic similarity is privi-
leged, all predicational or specificational sentences, or perhaps all copu-
lar sentences, might be involved – or perhaps just those that seem to
involve semantic presupposition? Pragmatic or discourse similarity
might prompt a study of all the sentence types one happened to group
initially, and then further subgroups would emerge as a result of the
study. Whichever path is taken, the effect is one of opening the door to 
a small degree, and then trying to bar the entrance of large numbers of
linked constructions to enable any workable study to be constructed. If
this is a problem within a single language, it is vastly magnified cross-
linguistically.

In addition to the problem of potentially infinite expansions of what
count as examples of some ‘constructions’, there are other difficulties
with the notion. Using data from Yiddish, English, Russian and Yiddish
English (or ‘Yinglish’), Prince (1995) argues that form–function relations
are essentially arbitrary: a single discourse function may be associated
with different syntactic forms, while a single syntactic form may be asso-
ciated with different discourse functions. Ward’s (1998) work on Italian
and English postposing is again a good example. Italian existential 
ci-sentences, argues Ward, place ‘discourse new’ elements in post-copular
position (italicized):

(16) Se c’è la Mafia in Italia, è perché c’è la Democrazia Cristiana.
If there’s a Mafia in Italy, it’s because of the Christian Democrat
Party.

In English, it is the presentational there-sentence that has a postposed
discourse-new element:

(17) Daniel told me that shortly after Grumman arrived at Wideview
Chalet there arrived also a man named Sleeman.
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English existential there-sentences must have ‘hearer-new’ elements in
post-copular position:

(18) There’s a problem with our analysis.

while the construction that places hearer-new elements in this position
is Italian presentational subject-postposing:

(19) È arrivata una lettera dall’America.
A letter from America arrived this morning.

The apparent puzzle here is that the constructions that share discourse
functions are not the syntactically predictable pairings: where we might
have expected Italian ci-sentences and English there-insertion to have
the same function, the functions are different – at least with regard to
information structure.

Prince (1995) argues that a multiplicity of discourse functions can also
be associated with single constructions within one language. In her
own work (Prince 1978) she identifies two types of it-cleft, with similar
syntactic characteristics but very different information structure and dis-
course function. The ‘stressed focus’ it-cleft, as Prince termed it, appears
with nuclear accent and ‘new’ information in the post-copular element,
with the rest of the content (that of the cleft complement, in italics) being
known, shared, or salient at the time of use (Prince 1978: 899):

(20) [Cupping cheeks]
It’s HERE I look like Mina Davis.

The ‘informative presupposition’ it-cleft typically has a shared, ana-
phoric or inferable element in post-copular position, and new information
in the cleft complement. Prince’s example is as follows:

(21) It was 10 years ago this month that young Irwin Vamplew was
bopped on the head by a nightstick while smashing windows in
Berkeley in order to end the war in Vietnam.

In this type of cleft, an intonational nucleus appears in the complement,
accompanying the bulk of the new information in the sentence. As for
the discourse effect of this kind of it-cleft, Prince claims:

With these sentences, not only is the hearer not expected to be think-
ing about the information in the that-clause, but s/he is not even
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expected to know it. In fact, the whole point of these sentences is to
inform the hearer of that very information. (Prince 1978: 898)

It is clear, then, from this and subsequent work on clefts (e.g. Hedberg
1990; Delin and Oberlander 1995), on left-dislocation and topicaliza-
tion (e.g. Prince 1997, 1999) and on preposing at least (Ward 1988 et seq.)
that we are to expect a range of different discourse functions from the
‘same’ construction.

Work on contrastive linguistics in this field that to some extent
circumvents the problem of multiple functions is that reported in
Johansson (1999). This study looks at translations of cleft constructions
between English, German and Norwegian. The translators are not con-
strained to produce clefts as translations, which provides a valuable
means of mapping out where a construction usage in one language is or
is not reflected by the use of a syntactically similar construction type in
another. It also exposes general preferences in each language for use of
constructions that achieve particular effects, such as predicated theme
constructions.

10.2.2 Approaches from translation

The directions of comparison described above have made, and continue
to make, important contributions to contrastive linguistic study.
Moving away from a purely syntactic definition of the terms of compar-
ison, however, raises some difficult issues. Once we accept that the basis
of comparisons can include motivations of equivalence drawn from dis-
course and pragmatic considerations, there is considerable variation.
Looking, for example, at translations shows quickly that it is often the
case that even the higher units of grammar – clauses and clause combi-
nations – do not match up. We need to look beyond individual clauses
and any constructions that they may contain when seeking functional
equivalence. Discourse functions operate over domains that extend
beyond the clause, or occur irrespective of it, belonging instead to speech
acts, texts, documents or utterances.

Sentence boundaries, for example, are well known not to provide 
a consistent decomposition into linguistic units for discourse-functional
interpretation (cf. Doherty 1992; Fabricius-Hansen 1999). This causes
substantial difficulties for establishing aligned parallel corpora. A typical
illustration of the problematic nature of relying on sentence boundaries
for contrastive work is the following in which three languages – again
Norwegian, German and English – each exhibit a different set of sen-
tence boundaries for a text translation (taken from Fabricius-Hansen



1999: 193). Breaking up the text fragment into four ‘units’ (a)–(d), we
can see that there is frequent variation in the kind of boundaries
constructed between these units. Some start new sentences, some rely
on a relative clause, and some use differing punctuation; each of these
differences can then have further consequences for the linguistic
constructions that need to be adopted within the units expressed.

(22) (a) Dette fenomen er virksomt overalt, og kalles det naturlige
utvalg eller den naturlige seleksjon. (b) Det naturlige utvalg er
den ene av de to store konstruktører som står bak artenes
omdannelse. (c) Den andre, som leverer materialet for det
naturlige utvalg, er de endringer i arveanleggene som vi kaller
mutasjoner. (d) Med genial forutseenhet postulerte Darwin at
mutasjonene var en nødvendighet – på en tid da deres eksistens
ennå ikke var påvist.

(23) (a) Dieses allgegenwärtige Geschehen nennt man natürliche
Zuchtwahl oder Selektion. (b) Die Selektion ist der eine den bei-
den großen Konstrukteuren des Artenwandels; (c) der andere,
der ihr das Material liefert, ist die Erbänderung oder Mutation,
(d) die Darwin in genialer Voraussicht als eine Notwendigkeit
postulierte, zu einer Zeit, als ihre Existenz noch nicht nach-
gewiesen war.

(24) (a) This ever-present phenomenon is called natural selection
(b) and is one of the two great constructors of evolution. (c) The
other constructor is mutation, which, together with the recom-
bination of hereditary characters through sexual reproduction,
provided the material for natural selection. (d) With remarkable
foresight, Darwin postulated mutation as a necessity at a time
before even the term had been coined.

What is essential here is to look at what speaker-writers are trying to do
with language in each case. So we need to compare not sentence by sen-
tence, or clause by clause or other syntactically defined unit, but instead
function by function to see what the language systems allow/facilitate.
Such functions need also, however, to be very carefully defined; it is not
possible simply to assume that some commonly assumed ‘function’ –
such as case marking, topic marking, focus assignment, subject, etc. – is
really doing the same thing across some range of languages.

We also see here a simple forerunner of the general problem that we
will raise and address in more detail below: it is no accident that one of
the significant dimensions of variation in the corresponding examples
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(22)–(24) involves a realizational strategy that is often not considered as
part of the linguistic analysis proper: that of punctuation. Although there
are significant exceptions (e.g. Givón 1984; Nunberg 1990), punctua-
tion is rarely focused on in linguistic studies. This is indicative of the
‘monomodal’ approach to language that we wish to problematize.
There are several areas where the boundaries between the distinctions
drawn in the linguistic mode and those drawn using other modalities
are particularly fluid and punctuation is one of them; we return to this
below.

10.2.3 Approaches from parallel text generation

Researchers in natural language generation by computer have also
treated ‘syntactic choice’ as depending on functional elements of com-
municative content (e.g. Delin et al. 1994; Paris and Scott 1994; Vander
Linden and Scott 1995). Computer systems that generate texts are con-
ceptualized as generating a range of parallel texts in different languages
(cf. Hartley and Paris 1995, 1997; Vander Linden and Scott 1995; Paris
et al. 1995 for example) from a single underlying content representa-
tion. Constraints that determine choice of expression at other levels,
such as rhetorical preferences in the different languages, are then
applied as a means of narrowing down the possible syntactic choices.
The aim of this research is not, therefore, to compare languages, but the
differences embodied in the generation system for each language are
themselves comparable, and represent results of research on, and beliefs
about, cross-linguistic differences.

A body of research of this kind has gone into the automatic genera-
tion of consumer product instructions. Grote (1995) examines how
German instructions convey particular semantic relations between
clauses, such as ‘generation’ (where one action makes another one occur
automatically) and ‘enablement’ (where one action creates the circum-
stances for another action to take place). This approach is extended by
Delin et al. (1996a, b) to a comparison of English and French instruc-
tions, while Murcia-Bielsa (2000) uses it to compare instructions in
English and Spanish.

As well as semantic relations, it is also possible to compare languages
in terms of how they express particular rhetorical relations such as those
expressed by Mann and Thompson’s (1988) Rhetorical Structure Theory
(RST): relations such as purpose (where one linguistic element expresses
the purpose of another, as in ‘Turn the screw to loosen the lid’). This
approach, developed for specification of how English expresses such
notions by Di Eugenio (e.g. 1992, 1993) and Vander Linden and Martin
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(1995), has led to studies such as Scott et al. (1999) in which Portuguese,
English and French are examined for their differences in how they
express different semantic and rhetorical relations in terms of the gram-
matical forms chosen and the ordering in which they are presented. The
result is a complex crossing of semantic relation, rhetorical relation and
syntactic form, specified for each language separately but capable of
comparison across the set of results.

An example of this kind of work is found in Murcia-Bielsa and Delin
(2001), who examined the expression of the notion of ‘purpose’ in
English and Spanish instructions. They found five expressions of purpose
in English, as exemplified in (25)–(29) (examples from Murcia-Bielsa and
Delin 2001: 86):

(25) To clean, wipe with a damp cloth. (to infinitive)

(26) Refer to page 12 for further instructions. (for NP)

(27) Use spray for pre-dampening. (for � ING form)

(28) The kit comes complete with wheels so that the unit can be easily
moved. (so that clause)

(29) The chiller tray must be pulled out of the fridge in order to adjust
the flaps. (in order to � infinitive)

In Spanish, nine purpose expressions were found:

(30) Dejar las puertas entreabiertas para facilitar la circulación del aire
en el interior del frigorifico.
(Leave the doors ajar to allow the air inside the fridge to circu-
late.) ( para � infinitive)

(31) Para su encendido basta abrir el grifo y aplicar la cerilla al que-
mador.

(To light, simply open the tap and apply the match to the
burner.) (para � NP)

(32) El termostato desconecta el calefactor y enfría para que la temper-
atura vuelva a la fijada en principio.

(The thermostat disconnects the heater and cools down so that
the temperature goes back to the one previously set.) (para que
clause)

(33) … deben desmontarse los dos tornillos, a fin de tener acceso a la
parte interior.
(Both screws must be loosened to allow access to the inner part.)
(a fin de � infinitive)
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(34) Antes de usar el frigorífico, lave su interior con agua templada y
jabón neutro con el fin de eliminar el olor peculiar del aparato neuvo.
(Before using the fridge, wash the inside with warm water and
mild soap in order to remove the characteristic ‘new’ smell.) (con
el fin de � infinitive).

(35) … debe roscarse en el extremo de la boquilla el suplemento, 
al objeto de poder conectar el tubo.
(The extra part must be screwed into the end of the nozzle to
allow connection of the tube.) (al objeto de � infinitive)

(36) … (deberán) … estar dispuestos de manera que no puedan ser
obstruidos por ningún elemento móvil.
(They should be placed so that they cannot be obstructed by any
movable object.) (de manera que clause)

(37) La salida debe disponerse de modo que ningún elemento móvil de la
construcción pueda obstruirla.
(The exit must be located in such a way that no movable object
in the building can obstruct it.) (de modo que clause)

(38) … deberá cerrarse con un tablero, de forma que quede total-
mente aislado …
(It should be sealed with a board, so that it is totally isolated.) (de
forma que clause)

Murcia-Bielsa and Delin (2001: 104) concluded that there were five fac-
tors that serve to narrow down the choice of purpose expression:
whether the purpose expression expressed specifically how to do the
action in the clause it was attached to (a ‘constraining’ function);
whether the purpose was contrastive; whether the goal of the action was
a product or a process; whether it was specified who would do the action;
and whether the purpose expression was intended to apply to one action
or a sequence of actions (the ‘scope’ of the purpose expression). Some of
these features also influenced whether the purpose expression was placed
before or after the action description. They conclude:

As with any contrastive study, the intricate nature of the interrela-
tionships between features and expressions means that it is … to get
any simple answers to questions like ‘is para que like so that?’ … Our
approach deliberately does not allow for cross-language comparisons
at the syntactic level, which most scholars will agree to be sim-
plistic. We believe that painstaking feature-by-feature analysis, from a 
semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic point of view, is the best approach
to finding what motivates choice of expression.
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Murcia-Bielsa (1999, 2000) took a similar approach to directives in
English and Spanish instructions. In this context, ‘directives’ were taken
to be a set of linguistic units having the function of asking/telling the
user to perform actions or not perform them. Examples from English are
the following, with the directive component italicized.

(39) Lift at sides of lid and remove. Lift out dust bag.

(40) … please contact your nearest Electrolux Service Centre.

(41) To check the bag first disconnect the hose coupling.

(42) These warnings are provided in the interest of safety. You must
read them.

(43) Ensure that the lengths of wire inside the plug are prepared
correctly.

(44) The suction control will normally be kept fully closed to maintain
maximum suction.

(45) Release the hinged right-hand part of the grille by moving the left-
hand part a little to the left.

It can be seen from these examples that a far wider variety of construc-
tions are at issue here than simple or polite imperatives. A more exhaus-
tive consideration of the range of constructions (for English and
Spanish) is found in Murcia-Bielsa’s own work, but the directive forms
she found for English are summarized in Table 10.1.

Previous work in the area of directives has uncovered a range of
influences. Ervin-Tripp (1976), for example, mentions face-work, giving
the receiver of the directive ‘room to manoeuvre’, power relations, and

Table 10.1 Directives found in English instructional texts (Murcia-Bielsa 1999)

All directives 136 tokens
Straight imperative 59

�please 52
�please 7

Ensure/take care/make 14
certain � passive

Indirect 40
agent deletion (passive) 23
presupposed in by-clause 11
presupposed in when-clause 9
inference from state of affairs 1
nominalization 3

Let’s 0
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whether the speaker or the hearer is beneficiary of the directed action.
These motiviations are, however, of limited applicability to written
instructional text: face-work and politeness are not central in the written
genre and there is a basic assumption that the reader is predisposed to fol-
low directives since they went to the effort (and expense) of buying the
product. In Murcia-Bielsa’s (1999) work on Spanish and English instruc-
tions, and in Carroll and Delin’s (1998) work on the same genre in English
and Japanese, a detailed examination of the precise placement of direc-
tives of varying forms within the instructional documents also proved to
be crucial. In both cases, the research showed that directive form is in fact
primarily sensitive to whether the required action is felt to be outside the
set of acts that the user is committed to by buying the device and to where
the directive occurs in the structure of the document. There were system-
atically different forms in the sections that give warnings or that make
recommendations compared with sections concerned with the basic run-
ning of a device. In addition, there were different forms in instructions
which are considered truly critical for the use of a device and in places
where there is an indeterminacy in who should be carrying out some
action (e.g. a user, a repairer in a shop where the device was bought, a 
factory). There is, then, a rich interaction of semantic and rhetorical 
constraints on the choice of directive form.

As Carroll and Delin (1998) show, Japanese instructional texts display 
a diversity of directive form, although the details are naturally different
from those of Spanish and English. An overview of the forms found in the
Japanese instructional texts analysed is given in Table 10.2. In comparing

Table 10.2 Japanese directive forms in instructional texts
(Carroll and Delin 1998)

Request
-te kudasai (please V)
-o V kudasai (honorific-polite please V)

Gerund/conjunction
V-te (V and … /by V-ing)
V (-masu form) (V and … )

Declarative
-u/-ru ending (plain affirmative)
-masu ending (polite affirmative)

Collective/tentative address
-shiyou (plain let’s)
-shimashou (polite let’s)
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where these forms occur, there are both similarities and differences with
the English results. Similarities are found in the sensitivity of forms
selected to their placement in the document structure. Recommendations
and warnings, critical instructions and textual signposting are also differ-
entially expressed. However, and as would be expected for Japanese, there
is a further dimension of control that arises from the close attention to
how much of an imposition an action is on the user. The very finely
balanced estimation of ‘imposition’ allows gradations of considerable
subtlety in the area of responsibility of user and supplier of devices to be
articulated. Examples of this discussed at greater length in Carroll and
Delin (1998) include:

(46) Hoshoukikan-chu wa … hanbaiten ga shuuri sasete itadakimasu.
Within the guarantee period … the shop will repair it.
‘We will receive the favour of your allowing us to repair it.’

(47) Hoshoukikan-ga sugite iru toki wa … gokibou ni yori yuuryou
shuuri itashimasu.
When the guarantee has expired … if you wish, we will repair it
for a charge.
‘repair [polite] it for you’

The choice of ‘imposition level’ correlates with the particular placement
inside the instructional documents in that certain parts of the document
are describing situations which should not occur (i.e. that the device
fails to operate within the guarantee period) and others are describing
situations that may well occur (e.g. failures of the device after the
guarantee period has expired).

This is already sufficient to draw out some important considerations of
a contrastive nature which have important consequences when consid-
ering translation. For example, the typically learnt strategy of saying
‘please’ in Japanese is to use the form V � te kudasai. This is the form that
is found most commonly within the main body of an instructional text.
Within English instructions, however, ‘please’ is never used within this
document position. It is not, therefore, possible to state an equivalence
without (i) considering the genre of the documents being concerned and
(ii) even the particular placements within documents. Form/function
matches across languages are then clearly genre-specific; contrastive
accounts that involve functional motivations of construction use need to
be carried out relative to genre.

To summarize, we have seen so far that a focus on syntax, even when
augmented by filtering by means of discourse functions, can mean that



interesting comparisons/contrasts across languages remain hidden. This
has generally been dealt with by extending the units to be compared to
include more functional categories and to weaken the syntactic criteria
used in selection. One of the dimensions of variation that we have
argued will bring closer an explanatory treatment of cross-linguistic
statements – particularly statements that seek to relate form and func-
tion – is that of genre. Earlier on in the chapter, we observed that studies
within the descriptive tradition do not tend to observe genre at all. Then
we discussed how work within multilingual document generation has
typically focused on the single genre of instructions. While both
approaches are valuable in filling out the micro-level details of syntactic
choice, it needs to be placed in a larger context. Much more work is
needed to apply it across genres of Spanish, Portuguese, French, English
or whatever language is being studied as a whole. It is wise, then, to ask
how the study can be better situated within a framework that represents
the communicative function of documents or speech events in a cultural con-
text, so that the way in which the genre of study is constituted in each
language can be understood.

This is not to say that studies of individual genres are not themselves
of value: for example, instructional texts provide a body of linguistic
products that are well suited to comparative study, as many similar func-
tional goals need to be achieved whatever the language of expression.
This holds regardless of exact content, regardless of language and regard-
less of culture, as long as the cultures under comparison have developed
in such a way that they actually produce written documents that have
the function of instructing. This is naturally already somewhat restric-
tive in the range of cultures that may be addressed, but nevertheless it
offers considerable scope for investigation.

In the next section, we introduce a framework in which contrastive
statements of function/form mappings can be achieved, both specific to
genre and to stages within genres.

10.3 Introducing genre and multimodality in 
cross-linguistic comparison

There is clearly a need, then, for a way of situating cross-linguistic obser-
vations within the framework of genre, and even the need for such a
framework to conceptualize what a meaningful cross-linguistic study
might consist of in the first place. We can summarize the ‘degrees of
slippage’ that occur between languages and that must therefore be taken
into account in such a model in diagrammatic form in Figure 10.1.
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We have seen that some particular discourse function, identified on
pragmatic, communicative or other reproducible grounds, can be found
to be expressed in a variety of forms (represented in the diagram as F1–7).
These forms are often distributed across what we term genre stages,
i.e. points and places within document or discourse types that have dif-
ferent characteristics depending on function. Genre stages in some sense
can be said to exhibit differing registers – thus the distribution of differing
forms across generic stages is completely analogous to their distribution
across registers. When different languages are examined, however, we
find forms which may or may not be simply relatable to those examined
for the first language (represented in the diagram as F�1–4). These may also
be distributed differently across the stages of a genre but, in addition, the
distribution may be different from that exhibited for the former language.

A proper conceptualization of genre, then, will need to take this
situation into account. We can therefore consider a genre to be defined
as a configuration of (communicative–interactional–textual) functions
that a society typically bundles together for achievement of some com-
municative goal or function, such as telling someone how to use an
appliance. These functions will be combined with an established collec-
tion of (traditionally linguistic) strategies for the achievement of that
goal, which people will recognize and understand through exposure to
them (e.g. the use of directive forms). Stages within a genre are then
extracts from the overall configuration of functions with their own par-
ticular selection of linguistic strategies. The use of particular linguistic
strategies is generally indicative of the fact that a particular genre is at
hand; this is the necessary ‘recognizability’ of genres talked of by Swales
(1990) and others. As suggested above, the postulation of particular
genres and genre stages can work well when the language cultures being
compared are sufficiently similar.

discourse function

Language 1 Language 2

F1

F2 F�1

F3 F�2

F4 F�3
F5 F�4

F6

F7

genre stage 1

genre stage 2

Figure 10.1 Contrasting function, form and genre
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This is partly the case with the examples we have discussed above. For
example, taking the directives from the English and Spanish instruc-
tional texts used above out of context does not leave us with a sense that
too much has been lost. Indeed, many instructional texts in these lan-
guages would not provide us with much additional information: the
sentences are placed straightforwardly in paragraphs which make up the
text in the way that we, in Western European culture, have come to
expect. A concrete illustration of this, which we will use further below,
is shown in the fragment of an instruction text for a video recorder 
discussed by Carroll and Delin (1998) repeated here as Figure 10.2.

However, also as we suggested above, not all cultures have commen-
surate genres instantiated within them. The picture is, therefore, ren-
dered more problematic when we turn to language cultures with rather
different traditions both of the functions that particular genres are used
to perform and in the communicative strategies employed for their
expression. This can readily be seen in the equivalent extract from the
Japanese version of the video recorder instructional text presented by
Carroll and Delin; we repeat this here in Figure 10.3. Even a cursory
comparison of Figures 10.2. and 10.3 should make it clear that we are
confronted with very different states of affairs in the two ‘texts’. It
should also be obvious that the extraction for discussion of form and
function of particular sentences or even paragraphs from the Japanese
page will leave a considerable amount of information and material on
the page unaddressed.

Figure 10.2 Example VCR instruction fragment (cf. Carroll and Delin 1998)
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The information that is ignored by such an approach is largely con-
veyed by layout and typography. This information has traditionally
been factored out of that deemed relevant for linguistic analysis, con-
trastive linguistic analysis included. The critical question we wish to
place on the agenda here, however, is whether this traditionally ignored
material has a bearing on our functional linguistic analyses of the 
contrasts involved between languages.

Figure 10.3 Page from a Japanese instruction manual (Carroll and Delin 1998)
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10.3.1 The meaning-bearing nature of typographical and 
pictorial representations

Before indicating something of the range of devices being employed in the
Japanese page, we should note that not even the very restrained set of
instructions seen above in Figure 10.2 can be considered completely
‘monomodal’. There are a range of typographic conventions being
employed. For example, there is a page heading and no less than three lev-
els of text headings (differing mostly by size of font). The text also employs
two kinds of lists: itemized lists and numbered lists. The selection of these
list types is, of course, not arbitrary – the itemized list refers to unordered
pieces of information while the numbered lists refer to steps in a procedure
that need to be carried out in the order given. Already we have here an
alternative linguistic/typographical strategy for expressing the discourse-
communicative goal of ‘ordered sequence’; this is a further typical example
of the particularly fluid boundary between linguistic structure and punctu-
ation methods mentioned above. But the corresponding Japanese page uses
all of these devices and many more. Lest the range of diversity involved
here be obscured by the different language and writing system, we summa-
rize (non-exhaustively) some of these extra strategies in Table 10.3.

Characterization of function and
realization

Item in page Gloss

Interpersonal contact icon;
line drawing, black-on-white

thinks: ‘drama’

Interpersonal contact: example of likely task;
label call-out, white-on-black

‘for example’

Header to extra information preparatory to
carrying out recording steps; white-on-black

‘preparation’

Numbering of numbered list for recording
steps; white-on-black

step 4 

Heading to side column information;
boxed black-on-white plus navigation arrow
      background

‘mini-information’

Navigation icons;
arrow plus boxed numbers, black-on-white

‘see p. 26’

Side-of-page section label;
black-on-white, right-hand margin

‘recording a
programme’

Table 10.3 Overview of meaningful graphical/typographical devices
used in the Japanese VCR instructions



250 Contrastive Analysis in Language

In addition, there is considerable ‘framing’ of elements to define up
visually distinct segments of the page, distinct kinds of itemized lists
(e.g. use of both circle bullets and square bullets), and of a wide variety of
typefaces and sizes. This range of information is there, we suggest, for
particular discourse-functional purposes and is by no means ‘mere dec-
oration’ nor ‘formatting gone wild’. Indeed, many parts of the informa-
tion being expressed is information that could also be expressed
linguistically.

This can become very explicit. For example, it is traditional in Japanese
instructions, and now also increasingly in instructions produced in other
cultures, to indicate graphically particular degrees of importance among
directives, ranging from advice to a strong warning to avoid potentially
life-threatening situations. Such hierarchies are expressed by assigning
symbols to the different levels of urgency. Some straightforward exam-
ples of this are listed by Carroll and Delin (1998); one of these is shown
in Figure 10.4. The use of such graphical icons in order to guarantee that
the attention of the reader is caught when necessary is fast becoming
commonplace and an indication of ‘good design’.

We argued above that one of the methods available for carrying out a
genre-sensitive contrastive study across languages is to identify a suffi-
cient subset of the functions being carried by a generic stage so as to be
reasonably confident that we are dealing with what we may call the
‘same’ generic stage in the ‘same’ (or very similar) genre. Our evidence for
such deductions is generally linguistic: we know what a particular part of
a text is doing and so we can assign it a probable position within a genre.

Instructional texts are a very good example of this kind of reliably
reoccurring genre. Within the Japanese text, however, there are many
functions that are being carried by non-linguistic means, more specifi-
cally by combinations of graphics, diagrams, pictures and layout. It is
therefore quite possible that some of the functions that are required to
distinguish and recognize genre stages accurately are not being ex-
pressed in the linguistic mode but by some other. Failing to take this

Figure 10.4 Graphically signalled warning hierarchy (Carroll and Delin 1998)
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extra information into account could then be throwing away too much.
Clearly, omitting the discourse function of warning from a considera-
tion of the functions being carried out by a particular genre stage would
seriously distort both our analysis and our understanding of what that
associated stage was doing in the case of graphically presented warning
hierarchies. Given the diversity of typographical/graphical devices
employed, it is unlikely that this is a situation restricted to the giving of
warnings.

Moreover, although we have begun here by making our claims with
respect to the texts of an obviously highly visual language culture, that
of Japan, we will argue further below that a proper focus on the multi-
modal nature of texts is also relevant for Western language cultures –
and, indeed, is becoming ever more so. Recognizing that this might be
the case is, of course, insufficient for detailed analysis. In the remainder
of the chapter, therefore, we turn to our proposals for incorporating
more of these kinds of expressive strategies within a contrastive account
of widely differing traditions in presenting information.

10.3.2 An approach to multimodal ‘textual’ analysis: the 
GeM model

Although we are suggesting that it is necessary to go beyond the bound-
aries of the traditional ‘monomodal’ text as considered in linguistics, we
are also convinced that this can be done in a linguistically sound and
empirically based manner. Incorporating aspects of graphical, typo-
graphic and layout presentation does not mean a rejection of linguistic
method or techniques. Combining these two directions is one of the
main aims of the GeM (Genre and Multimodality) project, which is
developing an analytic framework precisely aimed at including the kind
of multimodal variation suggested here within the remit of empirically
based linguistic analysis.

Although the GeM project itself is looking primarily at English texts,
the examples shown so far make it clear that the inclusion of multi-
modal meaning-making resources is of critical importance when consid-
ering texts drawn from different languages and cultural traditions. We
can employ the techniques being developed within the GeM project in
order to clarify the particular kinds of meanings that are being realized
through differing modes in different documents.

The GeM model proposes several layers of analysis analogous to the
traditional levels of analysis in linguistic description; these layers have
been developed on the basis of a consideration of a range of multimodal



documents and has the general aim of allowing us to follow how particular
communicative–interactional–textual functions are being expressed
regardless of the modality of the selected strategy. The model has been
introduced in more detail elsewhere (cf. Delin et al. in press) and for
reasons of space we will restrict ourselves to introducing the main com-
ponents.

The GeM model proposes that multimodal texts should be analysed at
least according to the following five layers:

● Content structure: the facts to be communicated;
● Rhetorical structure: the rhetorical relationships between content

elements; how the content is ‘argued’;
● Layout structure: the nature, appearance and position of communica-

tive elements on the page, and their hierarchical relationships with
one another;

● Navigation structure: the ways in which the intended mode(s) of con-
sumption of the document is/are supported;

● Linguistic structure: the structure of the language used to realize the
layout elements.

Some of the layers of the model correspond to traditional accounts – for
example, the linguistic layer – others draw on particular models developed
for text and discourse analysis – for example, the rhetorical structure layer
is based on Mann and Thompson’s (1988) RST mentioned in another con-
text above. The layout and navigation layers are developments new to the
GeM endeavour.

Moreover, because documents are not just the result of ‘ideal’ organi-
zations of information at all these levels, several further sources of con-
straint need to be considered when dealing with real cases of document
production. Producers of documents must create the best results they
can while satisfying a range of practical constraints and these also form
an integral part of our model. We summarize the constraints as being of
the following kinds:

● Canvas constraints: constraints arising out of the physical nature of
the object being produced: paper or screen size; fold geometry such
as for a leaflet; number of pages available for a particular topic …

● Production constraints: constraints arising out of the production tech-
nology: limit on page numbers, colours, size of included graphics,
availability of photographs; and economic constraints such as dead-
lines, budget, necessity of incorporating advertising;
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● Consumption constraints: constraints arising out of the time, place and
manner in which readers acquire and consume the document; usabil-
ity requirements, assumed reading style, level of interest and expertise
of reader.

As an initial corpus for investigating the distribution of meaning across
different modes in different genres, we are examining 5 newspapers, 
5 website versions of newspapers, 10 instructional texts and 10 wildlife
guides. In this way, the contrastive analysis of cross-modal realizations
can be put onto the same kind of empirical basis as with the traditional
linguistic content examined across languages and text types. This lim-
ited corpus has already been sufficient to provide considerable refine-
ments in the details of the main descriptive layers of the GeM model; it
is also clear, however, that there will be considerable further develop-
ment as the empirical basis is enlarged.

10.3.3 Applying the model: a brief illustration

The GeM approach to analysing text leads us to consider the ‘page’ as
the basic unit of analysis for many styles of documents, regardless of
their layout and graphical complexity. This, as we shall see, goes consid-
erably beyond considerations of punctuation. It also requires rather
more detail than is possible within the scope of the current chapter,
however; nevertheless, we will attempt to give an indication of the
analysis steps as applied to our two contrasting English and Japanese
instructional text pages given above. We focus here on just the layout
structure and the rhetorical structure, and only mention a few points
from the navigation structure in passing.

The first stage in analysing a page is to decompose it into potentially
relevant units. This is done primarily on a visual basis – elements that
are distinguished typographically or by layout are identified and given
labels. In addition, we decompose the linguistic information on the
page into clauses and typographically distinct phrases at this point. This
first decomposition is essentially ‘flat’ – this is useful because different
kinds of organization may then build differing hierarchies on top of the
base units provided. For example, and as in fact often occurs, the layout
structure of a page may differ more or less substantially from its rhetori-
cal structure. In the analysis, therefore, we construct a layout structure
by inspecting the visual grouping of the base units into more or less
independent blocks. An indication of some of the base and layout units
that would be identified by this procedure for the English instructional
text is shown in Figure 10.5. We can see here that some larger units, such
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as the visually identified main page block and the header, or individual
itemized lists, have been identified as well as some smaller typographi-
cally distinct units, such as the names of particular buttons on the video
recorder (‘the REC button’) and even some actions (‘turn ON’). The for-
mer are layout units proper; the latter are base units that are identified
so that their function can be specified in later stages of the analysis. As
the decomposition even of this very simple page clarifies, strictly
‘monomodal’ texts are extremely rare.

Layout structure is the least abstract stage of analysis, as it is con-
cerned with constructing differing structures over the identified base
units. Figure 10.6 shows the hierarchical structure of layout units that is
implicit in the flat diagram of Figure 10.5. The motivations for a partic-
ular layout structure are found in a set of criteria mostly concerned with
the perceived visual unity (or otherwise) of the page. We apply here both
formal considerations (for example, reducing the resolution of the page
in order to see at what level particular details dissolve into single undif-
ferentiated chunks) and functional (for example, by considering what
parts of the page would tend to ‘move together’ if particular items were
displaced). Some pages turn out to be highly hierarchically organized;
others are relatively flat and consist of independent layout units. The hier-
archical layout structure for the English page is shown in Figure 10.6(a).
This states, for example, that the three chunks realized by itemized lists
of various kinds are all of a similar status from the perspective of the lay-
out and could be moved relatively freely with respect to one another;

Itemized list

Figure 10.5 Example English instructional text segmented into layout (abridged)
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they must all, however, be maintained as a coherent block in its own
right, thereby defining the ‘body’ of the page.

Finally, for present purposes, we also carry out a rhetorical structure
analysis following the criteria and methodology developed for RST by
Mann and Thompson (1988) and many others since. A rhetorical struc-
ture according to this view claims that each coherent text can be decom-
posed into a single hierarchical arrangement of text ‘spans’. Spans are
related by a specified set of rhetorical relations which typically impose 
a relative importance to the spans related. One of the spans is singled
out as being more central for the achievement of that segment’s
discourse purpose (the nucleus), the others play a supportive role (the
satellites). A rhetorical analysis of the English instruction page content is
shown in Figure 10.6(b). Nuclei are represented by vertical lines, text
spans by horizontal lines, and rhetorical relations by labelled arcs
between spans. The analysis here claims that the main purpose of the
text fragment is to give information about how to record. This informa-
tion is thus an enablement of the user’s intended recording action. That
enablement is itself decomposed into the central information concern-
ing basic recording techniques, elaborated with some extra information
about recording while watching other programmes. In addition, there
are some notes providing additional background information on the
recording process in general.

There are several significant differences between the GeM application
of rhetorical structure theory and its classical definition. Most signifi-
cant is the relaxation of the constraint that the spans analysed corre-
spond to linguistic textual material; this is an extension that has now
been made in several approaches to multimodal documents, however,

Header Body

Basic Note Watching

Page

• level 1 head
• numbered list

• level 3 head
• itemized list

• level 2 head
• numbered list

recording

enablement

background

note

basic

elaboration

watching

(a) (b)

Figure 10.6 English instructional text layout structure and corresponding 
rhetorical structure



and appears to be both a useful and theoretically valid step to take. More
details of precisely how analyses of this kind are carried out are given in
Henschel (2002).

A common analysis step at this point is to consider how the rhetorical
structures and the layout structures correspond. This is one way of fram-
ing the question concerning the linguistic (and otherwise) expression of
discourse-functional purposes. To the extent that the rhetorical struc-
ture captures the intended communicative functions of the text, it is
reasonable to ask how the selected linguistic (and otherwise) resources
go about presenting these purposes for the reader. This connection is
indicated in Figure 10.6 by the line between parts (a) and (b). Clearly,
the entire rhetorical structure corresponds to the entire layout structure
presented; we can go further, however, and ask both how the segmenta-
tion of the particular spans within the rhetorical structure are signalled
and how the particular rhetorical relations involved are being signalled.
In this current example, we can see that the layout is in fact not particu-
larly differentiating. There is rather more structural detail in the rhetorical
analysis. It is, in fact, not straightforward to work out just what
communicative purpose is being served by the elements in the layout
structure. Are the ‘Notes’, for example, notes concerned with only the
basic recording instructions or do they also apply to the extended record-
ing situation? ‘Logically’ – as indicated by the rhetorical structure – they
apply to all recording situations; but this is hardly expressed unambigu-
ously in the selected layout. Providing motivated criticisms of layout
decisions in this way is one of the applications that we can readily draw
from the GeM model (cf. Delin and Bateman in press); it is not, however,
our main focus here and so we shall now turn to the Japanese instruction
page in order to explore the contrasts.

As would be expected, the layout structure for the Japanese page is
considerably more complex. It is shown annotated with some of the
graphical elements identified in Figure 10.7; these annotations are not
part of the structure proper, here they simply serve a mnemonic func-
tion for relating the layout structure to the visual elements observable
on the page. The clear visual framing present in the page gives rise to a
richly recursive layout structure. Elements are being presented visually
as belonging to readily identifiable superordinate elements.

A likely rhetorical analysis of the information presented on the page is
shown in Figure 10.8. The analysis presents the main point of the page
as the sequence of steps that need to be followed in order to record a
programme. These steps have both preconditions attached to them in
the form of preparations and extra background material attached
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providing explanatory information in the form of notes. All of this
information has further additional background information attached, as
well as general ‘justifying’ information – within RST the ‘justify’ relation
refers to spans of text that justify to readers why they should bother to
read the rest of the text, i.e. they ‘justify’ the writer’s inclusion of ma-
terial. So for the present text we have both an example of what one can
do with the video recorder as well as a suggestion of when one might
want to use it (i.e. when thinking it would be good to see some ‘drama’).

This already shows some interesting points of contrast with the
English instructional text fragment with which we started. Justification
elements are not present in the fragment presented and we have already
noted that in terms of the linguistic forms adopted Japanese appears to
be paying more attention to the interpersonal relationship established
between device-provider and device-user/buyer. This relationship is
then also carried by the inclusion of explicit justify elements in the
rhetorical structure.

What is particularly interesting here, however, is the extent to which
the rich rhetorical structure of information presented in the page is
closely echoed in the layout structure of the page. Indeed, one of the rea-
sons that the rhetorical structure shown above for the English instruc-
tions was relatively simple was that it was difficult to motivate very much
more on the basis of the very simple layout structure adopted: there is lit-
tle motivation for assuming substantially more rhetorical organization.

Figure 10.7 Layout structure for the Japanese instruction page
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Or, viewed from the perspective of the reader, there are few grounds
presented for drawing deeper connections between the chunks of infor-
mation presented.

A common way of expressing more complex and richer rhetorical
structures is to employ a variety of discourse connectives or discourse
markers in the corresponding surface text. This would be the preferred
monomodal linguistic solution. Preparations might be introduced with
temporal connectives, background information could be signalled by ‘in
addition’ and the like, sequence could be expressed explicitly with ‘first’,
‘second’, etc. Both the English and Japanese variants choose not to take
this path; both employ instead graphical and layout resources in order
to segment the information they present discoursally. Then, as argued in
Bateman et al. (2001), when a rhetorical structure is decomposed so that
rhetorical subtrees are presented as separate layout structure elements
rather than as linguistic elements related by discourse connectives, it is
common to introduce ‘headings’ of various types so that a reader can
recover the compromised rhetorical import. Both the English and Japanese
text accordingly employ headers, i.e. the English ‘Recording’, ‘Basic
Recording’, ‘Note’ and the Japanese ‘for example’, ‘mini-information’,
‘preparations’. Where we have a startling contrast between the language
cultures is in the diversity of graphical resources allocated to these head-
ers in the Japanese text; this was indicated above in Table 10.3. We also
have graphical realization of the justify elements that are missing from
the English instruction fragment altogether. And, finally, we have the
very richly structured graphical and typographical framing on the
Japanese page giving the reader good motivations for deducing a similarly
richly recursive rhetorical organization.

Figure 10.8 Rhetorical structure (abridged) for Japanese instruction page



The explicit representations of the layout structure and the rhetorical
structure of the two pages briefly analysed in this section allow us to
compare and contrast the choices made in the two language cultures
involved in far more detail than that possible from simple inspection.
This reveals that (a) there are systematic and consistent choices being
made both in the selection of rhetorical content/organization and in 
its realization in concrete layout/typographical/linguistic forms, and 
(b) that the choices made differ between the languages compared. Factoring
out the import of the layout/graphical choices in either case, would
leave the comparison in a much weaker state. It would render the over-
all rhetorical presentation, and hence the precise discourse-functional
motivations, for many elements unclear. This then feeds back into the
problem discussed above of proposing and identifying discourse func-
tions for a linguistic comparison in the first place. For data such as those
examined here, such a reduction must represent a serious handicap.

10.3.4 Implications for the study of genre

Given the establishment of a richer characterization of the discourse-
functional organization of texts when expressed partially multimodally,
we can extend our treatment of contrastive genres. The recognition of
particular genres and their stages is now carried out not only on the
basis of linguistic contributions, but rather on the content and rhetori-
cal levels also.1 This means that our genre allocations can generalize
over a broader range of documents than before. Information such as 
a graphically expressed warning or justification element in the Japanese
instruction documents do not then fall through the net. Moreover, we
can explore systematic variation in how language cultures differ in their
use of the various modes available for communicative expression.

This is essential for exploring some real differences between language
cultures. For example, although the Japanese and English instructional
texts are identifiable as belonging to analogous genres, we have now
seen that it is also the case that these genres perform some different
work in the two cultures; this work is most usually carried by both graph-
ics and language. Here we can contrast the discourse-communicative
function of showing a concern for, and solidarity (within bounds) with,
the customer who has bought the device for which the instructions are
to serve. In the Japanese texts, this function is realized not only through
the normal Japanese politeness phenomena much discussed in the liter-
ature but also through depictions of everyday scenes (the housewife
operating the video while cooking dinner, the businessman operating
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the video when returning home for the weekend tired and exhausted,
etc.) or the contact icon in the upper right-hand corner of the page
analysed here; in all such cases some functionality of the video recorder
makes a visible positive contribution to everyday life.

Note that this provides a very stark contrast with some of the standard
genre features for the analogous texts in English in at least one regard: in
English texts the discourse-communicative interactional function of
‘seriousness’ is clearly realized through a semiotic choice of monomodality.
Thus, high literature, laws and other ‘serious’ documents such as
instructions use a very restricted range of options – deviations from
plain unadorned text are scant and themselves subdued (cf. Kress and
van Leeuwen 2001). This realization of seriousness is differently distrib-
uted within the Japanese language culture. Thus assignments of the
Japanese instructional texts to the English genre of ‘comic’ would be com-
pletely inappropriate, even though the graphical resources employed
might sometimes give that impression.

Finally, employing the layers of analysis of the GeM model we can now
also readily show that the need to include information being presented
in differing modes is equally important in English documents, and is
probably becoming ever more important as time passes. In Figure 10.9,
for example, we see three snapshots of how information has been
expressed in each of three bird guidebooks taken from the GeM corpus:
one from 1924, one from 1972 and one from 1996. In the text from 1924
(leftmost box), the information is almost exclusively linguistic. We find
the kinds of linguistic unit with which we would be traditionally con-
cerned as linguists; identifying the particular genre and genre stage of the
analysed text is not problematic. Moving on clockwise to a similar text
from 1972, we find not only that the language has changed – indicating
a register shift for this generic stage – but also that the graphic accompa-
nying the text now does more of the work of expressing the intended
communicative functions. There was a picture in the 1924 text, a small
black and white line-drawing of the bird on a nest, but this was not able
to echo the highly detailed information present in the text. Nevertheless,
we can see that there is a considerable overlap in the information
expressed in the 1924 and 1972 texts and so a comparable genre-stage
allocation would still be relatively unproblematic. When we continue to
the 1996 text, however, we have a substantial shift in the load being car-
ried by the visual and the linguistic modes. Much of the explicit tempo-
ral information concerning development has been moved out of the
linguistic mode and into the diagrammatic representation; this is shown
by three snapshots of the bird in question at differing stages in its life.
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Thus, in the 1924 text we have the clauses: ‘which colour diminishes
season by season till at maturity reduced to the brown of the wing quills’;
in the 1972 text this has been reduced to the adverbials: ‘first’ and ‘later’,
and finally in the 1996 text we have only the verbal: ‘gradually becom-
ing’ supported by the diagrammatic progression in which the details are
shown.

The result is that if we examined only the textually presented infor-
mation, the more recent 1996 text would appear extremely impover-
ished when compared with the 1924 and 1972 texts; however, when the
information expressed graphically is also added into the equation, we
can see that the overall information offering, and its communicative
function, is very similar. All of the texts in fact express almost identical
information. This is made explicit by an analysis in terms of the GeM
model by the fact that both the content and the rhetorical layer descrip-
tions are very similar across all three texts. It is only in the allocation of

adult

three immature stages

Figure 10.9 Redistribution of discourse-communicative functions across semiotic
modes and across time (similar content is indicated by similar grey shading or by
underlining across the three time periods)



this content to layout elements, and the mode selections for those
layout elements, that we see substantial differences. Making our genre
recognition on the basis of the content and rhetorical layers may there-
fore provide a more robust procedure than possible when concentrating
on the language alone.

This shift across time is not, of course, restricted to the genre of bird
guides. We appear to have a general transition in many genres whereby
information is being moved from linguistic to graphical modes of pres-
entation. This is driven by many factors. It is now, for example, simply
much easier to include illustrated and diagrammatic material in pub-
lished documents; current technical possibilities bear little comparison
with the state of affairs in 1924. There is also a far greater demand for
documents that can be used relatively unchanged across languages: in
order to reduce translation costs many multinational producers of
instructional texts publish instructions with minimal linguistic content.
This can be more or less effective, depending on the design of the
instructions and the complexity of the tasks described. But regardless of
motivations, it is clear that the trend is here to stay and it is, we believe,
worthwhile approaching such documents with linguistically motivated
techniques and methods of analysis.

10.4 Summary and conclusion

In this chapter we have been concerned with the question of the appro-
priate unit of comparison when conducting comparative or contrastive
textual studies. Traditionally, as inherited from contrastive linguistics
and extended by concerns from text linguistics, researchers investigate
‘texts’ in differing languages, focusing on their syntactic, semantic and
discourse-functional characteristics. More recently, the ‘monomodality’
(or ‘monomediality’) of this viewpoint has come under closer scrutiny
(cf. Kress and van Leeuwen 2001). In many cases it appears that the
restriction to single ‘modes’ – e.g. the ‘text’ as traditionally conceived –
may not be appropriate when moving between cultures and practices in
which very different uses of available semiotic modes are made. In con-
trast, then, we now have a growing line of research in which multi-
modality – i.e. the mutually supportive use of various communicative
modes – is assumed to play a fundamental role (cf. Royce 1998;
O’Halloran 1999). In the discussion above, we have argued that any theo-
ry that aims at achieving pragmatic equivalence between two languages
must include both text and graphics within its semiotic resources, as dif-
ferences permeate every level of representation, from the knowledge to
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be communicated right through to its layout and typography.
‘Intersemiotic complementarity’ is playing an increasingly important
role. Contrastivity therefore needs to be considered across genres, across
time, across languages and across modalities. What is needed therefore
are models that allow genres to be located in relation to one another in
terms of what communicative functions they perform and how they
harness the semiotic resources available to them. We have outlined such
a multimodal model here and have provided a brief example of how it
contributes to keeping the resulting complexity of multimodal commu-
nicative acts under control.

Note

1. In fact, we are exploring a broader notion of genre which itself extends multi-
modally. Thus we are seeking to include not only content and rhetoric, but
also the differing strategies employed for their realization in terms of layout
and navigation. But for the purposes of the present chapter we do not focus
on this extension and remain with the more familiar notion of genre.
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