Mario A. Perini

Describing
Verb
Valency

- Practical and Theoretical Issues




Describing Verb Valency






Mario A. Perini

Describing Verb Valency

Practical and Theoretical Issues

@ Springer



Mario A. Perini
Federal University of Minas Gerais
Belo Horizonte, Brazil

ISBN 978-3-319-20984-5 ISBN 978-3-319-20985-2  (eBook)
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-20985-2

Library of Congress Control Number: 2015948883

Springer Cham Heidelberg New York Dordrecht London

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2015

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part of
the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations,
recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission
or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or
dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt
from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this
book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the
authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained
herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made.

Printed on acid-free paper

Springer International Publishing AG Switzerland is part of Springer Science+Business Media
(wWww.springer.com)



Special Terms, Conventions, and Abbreviations
Used in This Book

I have made every effort to avoid the introduction of new terms; I hope the
following list is short enough not to prove a reading difficulty. This list is to be
used only as a reference; all special terms and conventions are explained in the text.
Where necessary, references in brackets refer to the relevant sections.

+
>

{}

a<>b

affected

Agent

Agent (Linking) Rule
byD

core CSR

CSR

diathesis

ergative construction
Ev.

EvSpec

Experiencer (Linking)
Rule

Used to connect two or more semantic roles assigned to
the same constituent, e.g., Theme + Agent [10.3]

“Has the semantic role,” e.g., NP > Patient is read “NP
has the semantic role Patient”

A semantic role between curly brackets { } is “internal”
to the verb, that is, it is understood although it
corresponds to no overt complement [6.6]

Linking rule, to be read: “formal configuration a
prototypically receives semantic role b” [8.2.1]
Elaborate semantic relations, assigned by default
directly from the schema, are given in lower-case italics
(Chap. 9)

Semantic roles are given with capitalized initial and in
italics

[8.2.1]

Assignment by default (Chap. 9)

[5.1]

Cognitive semantic relation [3.1]

[1.2]

[1.3.1]

“Event” (used in cases of complex constructions
involving more than one event) [6.5]

“Event specification” (a semantic role used with a
constituent occurring with a light verb) [6.4.3]

[8.2.2]
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GIVE

intransitive
construction
lexico-grammatical
filter

LR

object

peripheral CSR
Refl

schematic filter
Subject First Rule
transitive construction
valency

VSubj

X

Special Terms, Conventions, and Abbreviations Used in This Book

Schemata are given in capitals
[1.3.1]

[12.4.4.2]

Linking rule [8.2]

[2.5]

[5.1]

Reflexive pronoun

[8.3]

[8.4]

[1.3.1]

[1.2]

“Valential subject”: a subject NP, or a person-noun
suffix in the verb, or both [1.3.3]

“Any syntactic unit” (used when the syntax is free, and
only the semantic role is specified) [1.6.2]
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A Note on Terminology

One of the nightmares troubling the sleep of the modern linguist is the variety of
labels attached to each unit, relation, or process used in the analysis; there is no
universally recognized terminology, and this has proven to be one of the most
irritating barriers to discussion and communication among researchers. We are
constantly running into pitfalls represented by terminological differences that
hinder the eventual establishment of a fruitful dialogue between workers in our
field. As a result, the discussion is not always as productive as it could be. One gets
mired in misunderstandings, and by the time these have been identified, comes
lunch break, and a lot of time and effort has been wasted.
Take, for instance, the semantic relation between the subject and the verb in

[1] Andy killed a mosquito.

Everyone agrees that this sentence states that Andy performed an action, and
most people call this relation Agent (or Actor). Yet the kind of relation the Agent
represents may be called a semantic role; a thematic role; a theta-role; a frame
element; a participant role; a variable, etc. Not all of these are perfect synonyms—
for instance, a frame element (as used in FrameNet) seems to be primarily a
cognitive, not a grammatical, relation. In other cases, the difference is purely
terminological; and the general confusion is compounded by the use of inadequate
definitions, often based on insufficient examination of the data, so that one can hear
assertions like that “only NPs have thematic roles,” which seems to reflect some
hidden definition, not explicitly found anywhere. The term subcategorization is
also a source of confusion. It is used in some areas as a synonym for subclassifi-
cation, but sometimes it is taken in a more restricted meaning. And so on.

This work makes use of some fundamental grammatical notions, recognized by
all modern linguists, and I frequently had to choose between the current terms for
each of these units, processes, and relations. In every case, I made an effort to
follow the most widespread and least theory-associated label, but this has not been
possible in all cases. I have given above a list of the most important terms, as used
here (they are defined in the text). In a few cases, I had to change the choice made in
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viii A Note on Terminology

previous works; I hope the new set of terms will be more acceptable, thus releasing
energy for the more substantive issues.

I use semantic role instead of thematic role, which tends to be restricted to some
theories. This has its drawbacks, like substituting the very general semantic potential,
semantically transparent, etc. for the more specific thematic potential, thematically
transparent, which, although more clear, were too often interpreted in strictly gener-
ative terms. A thematic relation has a reasonably clear meaning, and refers to the
semantic relation between a governing word and its complements, whereas a semantic
relation can be taken in a much more general sense, and is therefore less informative.
After some hesitation, though, I felt forced to follow the most common usage and use
the term semantic throughout, even while recognizing its inconveniences. For similar
reasons, [ avoid (sub)categorization and use (sub)classification instead.

Subject and object are defined in Chap. 2. Here I keep the traditional terms,
because I feel they deserve to get a real definition, instead of the general mess found
in traditional grammar, or narrowly theory-specific definitions such as we find in
certain varieties of generative grammar. I have made my definitions as clear as I
could, but of course the effect of traditional concepts will have to be overcome by
the reader. The alternative would be to devise entirely new terms; I tried “H” for the
(valential) subject in a previous work, with poor results. Here, I must ask for the
reader’s goodwill in learning these notions again.

The use of the term valency' follows the normal European terminology; the term
is less common in American linguistics, but when it appears it seems to mean about
the same. In any case, it is defined in Chap. 1. The less widespread term diathesis is
equally defined in Chap. 1.

Instead of the (very comfortable) term semantic role assignment, I had to prefer
argument realization (in spite of the less than coherent use of argument in the
literature), or semantic role coding. This terminology forced me to some textual
contortions, like saying that a semantic role is attached to a complement; or that it is
coded as a complement; or that a complement is associated with a semantic role. The
use of assign(ment) met with frequent misunderstanding, as if by using it I were
committed to a standard generative posture. For instance, people sometimes objected
to the assertion that the verb be assigns semantic roles to its complements, as in

[1] Sally is short.

The objection is that the adjective, short, would assign the semantic role Quality
directly to the subject, the verb being neutral in that respect. However, this does not
generalize to

[2] Sally is that woman with dark hair.

because we cannot say that that woman with dark hair assigns the semantic role that
I note as aRef (i.e., identity of reference, read “alpha-referential”) by virtue of its

"In English, the forms valency and valence are in competition. Even within the same system
(FrameNet), we find valence in Ruppenhofer et al. (2006), but in Fillmore (2007) we find valency.
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intrinsic meaning; and there are some advantages in analyzing [1] and [2] in a
parallel way.

What is to be expressed here is that the verb be systematically occurs with a
complement with the semantic role Quality (or aRef); this is a descriptive, obser-
vational statement. It makes sense for effects of valency description, and I still think
the term assign(ment) would be appropriate here; but to avoid useless discussion, I
have substituted coding (of a semantic role into a syntactic configuration), and I
attribute this property to each verb according to its valency. Assign(ment) was only
used in contexts where (I hope) no confusion is likely to arise.

Among the several available terms, I use schema and not frame partly because it
provides useful derivatives (in particular, schematic). As far as our descriptive aims
are concerned, a schema and a frame refer to the same thing.

Finally, T had to introduce some new notions (not many), and these had to
receive new labels. I did this only when some distinction is found to be relevant,
yet is not generally recognized in the literature, and I tried to name them as
transparently as possible (a complete list is given above); I hope the final result is
still a readable text.






Preface

It is universally admitted that the elaboration of linguistic theories depends on the
existence of “particular descriptively adequate grammars” (Chomsky 1965, p. 46);
unless this observation is taken seriously, theories will be poorly grounded on
empirical data. It is the purpose of this book to take it very seriously. This work
does not propose a new theory, nor does it endorse any of the current theories—
which does not mean that it adopts a nontheoretical approach, which is simply not a
possibility. It means only that it relies on theoretical points of wide acceptance
among linguists, and that, when some theoretical concept has to be introduced, it is
defined as concretely as possible.

Unlike theories, the system here developed does not intend to predict the facts
of the language—it only observes, describes, and gives a preliminary analysis,
largely based on widely accepted theoretical notions. On the basis of the descrip-
tion, it may be possible to build theories, but description is, as observed by
Chomsky, a necessary preliminary.

The present proposal has then a different purpose from the ones pursued by
linguistic theories: it presents a descriptive language able to express the facts of
verb valency, to be used in the Valency dictionary of Brazilian Portuguese verbs,
currently under construction at UFMG. To express it in simple words, my ultimate
aim in elaborating the Dictionary is to list all valency patterns occurring in the
language—an account of the facts, so presented as to be useful to researchers. But
this is easier said than done, and a language (a notational system) must be devised to
express the facts. The elaboration of this language is the main purpose of this book,
and in the measure that I offer an analysis, it is data-driven analysis. On the other
hand, while constructing the notational system, I came across a number of impor-
tant theoretical questions, which I felt should not be ignored: both for their intrinsic
interest, and because they are part of the justification for the way the system was
built. This is why I include, for instance, a discussion of linking rules, which do not
have to be necessarily taken into account in the Dictionary, but which are a very
important aspect of valency. The result, as said in the title, is a set of “practical and
theoretical issues,” directed both at linguists involved in the task of building
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Xii Preface

valency dictionaries and at those interested in the still incipient task of theory-
building.

I am aware that my book is full of loose ends. But this comes from its character
as an invitation to research, not as a bearer of the ultimate truth. I firmly believe
there is no way to write a book (or a 4-page article, for that matter) without risking
being mistaken—in fact, without being mistaken in many points. This is a
decurrence of the current state of linguistics, and of our very imperfect (to say the
least) knowledge of the structure of language and the way language functions. The
analysis proposed here contains innovations, but they are relatively few and not
very important, applying mostly to questions of detail. Almost all basic points are
found in the literature, often as noncontroversial, consensual notions: for instance,
the existence of thematic hierarchies and/or linking rules; the distinction between
grammatically relevant semantic roles on the one hand and, on the other hand,
cognitive relations which are ingredients of the schemata (or frames), and largely
language independent; and the opposition between core and peripheral elements in
the schema, which is present in many analyses, if not always explicitly
acknowledged.

For instance, when studying so-called thematic hierarchies, I do not use
Kratzer’s (1996) and other authors’ views on the order of composition of verb
plus semantic role. As seen in the text, I have replaced thematic hierarchies by a
nonstructured (or less structured) set of linking rules, which I believe is a more
flexible and adequate way to represent observed facts. We are thus freed from
having to search for more and less prominent syntactic and semantic functions, as
far as description is concerned. Prominence and thematic hierarchy may be relevant
notions, but to my mind their identification depends on sufficient evidence, which is
still not available. In a first moment, then, I choose the more neutral notion of
linking rules, and state them independently of each other. Once we have a large set
of examples we may proceed to investigate the interactions between the different
linking rules, which will probably lead us to establish thematic hierarchies. I try to
avoid proceeding to the formulation of higher order hypotheses, and keep the
analysis “close to the ground,” so to speak. Of course, this does not exhaust
linguistic analysis, but I believe (and repeat along the text) that fact finding and
systematization comes first in the order of importance, although not necessarily in
temporal succession in the research.

This is the position found in other comparable projects, such as ADESSE, the
Erlangen Patternbank, and FrameNet—they do not incorporate an attempt to build a
theory, but concentrate on applying what is already known about the phenomenon
to describe a large amount of data. This book is in the spirit of FrameNet’s
handbook (Ruppenhofer et al. 2006) and Herbst and Schiiller (2008), which offer
a descriptive view without going into advanced questions of formalism or theory-
building beyond what is strictly necessary for the descriptive aims of the project.
This does not entail denying that theoretical work is essential; but it does entail that
theory-building depends on the accumulation of data, conveniently systematized
and described according to a coherent system.
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The language proposed in this book can also be understood as a tool for
researchers working with corpora, showing them what to look for and how to
express it when found, as well as providing a basis for the labeling of occurrences.
The eventual result is a list of verbs and their valencies, that is, a valency dictionary,
drawn from the observation of a wide array of data, eventually covering every verb
in the language. The list contains a set of constructions (diatheses), each associated
with a set of verbs, none of them being valid for all verbs of the language. That is,
each diathesis defines two subclasses of verbs: those that can, and those that cannot,
occur in it. For example, some verbs can occur with a subject Agent” and an object
Patient, as in

[1] Jim killed the mosquito.3

while other verbs, like be, or receive, do not occur in this diathesis because they
cannot have a subject Agent. Obviously, every verb in the language must occur in at
least one diathesis, and many occur in several; the list of all diatheses, together with
the verbs that occur in each of them, provides a very detailed subclassification of
verbs in terms of their grammatical properties. Besides being a partial image of the
structure of the language, the list can also work as a controlling mechanism in the
elaboration of theories: a theory must be compatible with the data presented in the
list, and with their preliminary analysis as a set of diatheses.

When we try to devise a way of describing the constructions in a language, we
are faced with two major problems: first, how to express the syntactic structure of
each construction, and, second, how much, and which, semantic information to
include in their formulation. Both of these problems receive detailed treatment in
the pages that follow. To summarize, each construction is defined in terms of a
syntactic analysis, plus the semantic role of each of the complements present in the
syntactic chain. The syntactic representation needed for purposes of construction
definition is, as will be seen, very simple, consisting of little more than an ordered
sequence of form-class symbols (NP, V, AdjP, etc.) plus individual prepositions
and at least one syntactic function (subject). The semantic information included in
the constructions is composed entirely of semantic roles: admittedly a very partial
representation of the meaning of the sentence, which nonetheless presents difficult
problems regarding delimitation of semantic roles and association with their
respective complements.

There are of course many other problems to be considered. One of these is how
to generate syntactic structures in a generalized way—that is, through the use of
syntactic phrase structure rules or some equivalent device. This is obviously
important, but there is no room for it in this book. We will simply assume that
the language includes a list of well-formed syntactic structures; from this list, once
it is complete, a system of generating rules can be eventually derived.

2 Sometimes called Actor; here I will always use the term Agent.

3 Whenever possible, that is, whenever the two languages are parallel in their behavior, I give
English examples, to ease the task of the non-Portuguese-speaking reader.
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Most of this book is dedicated to the discussion of problems having to do with
the definition, delimitation, degree of schematicity, and morphosyntactic coding of
semantic roles. To give a simple and comparatively noncontroversial example, the
sentence given above as [1] is analyzed as an elaboration of the following
construction®:

[2] VSubj > Agent V NP > Patient

As seen, the notation is not particularly complex or sophisticated.’ Nevertheless,
the definition of its components presents many problems, all discussed in this book;
as will be seen, the most important problems have to do with the definition and
delimitation of semantic roles. The discussion does not reach a proper solution in
every case; in many cases I had to be content with asking the relevant questions.
But, after all, asking questions is a necessary step in finding answers, and I do not
feel guilty by leaving loose threads in what is, no doubt, a highly important and
poorly understood aspect of lexico-grammar.

The two initial chapters of the book deal with some preliminary definitions and
the syntactic analysis to be used in the notation of constructions. Chapters 3—6 are
dedicated to the discussion of semantic roles and how they can be defined and
mapped onto constituents of the sentence. Chapters 7—11 take up another question:
the possibility that the morphosyntactic coding of semantic roles is in many cases
the result of general rules or principles. There I examine the effect of semantic
hierarchies, linking rules, semantic transparency of certain constituents, and the
possibility of associating complements with relations taken directly from the
schema evoked by the verb, without the intermediation of grammatically relevant
semantic roles. The result, summarized in Chap. 12, and exemplified in Appendix
A, is a system significantly more complex and heterogeneous than the ones ordi-
narily found in the literature; yet I believe it is sufficiently well supported by the
data and argumentation presented in Chaps. 1-11. The reader will find a certain
amount of repetition in the text—in particular, certain key notions are explained
more than once. I opted for this strategy to make the text more readable, sometimes
sacrificing elegance to clarity. Reading linguistics is a difficult task as it is, and we
should do what we can to ease it.

The central characteristic of the book is that it aims at presenting an instrument
of description, and all theoretical discussion (of which there is a good deal) is
subordinate to that. Therefore, I have not spent a lot of time discussing alternative
theories or reviewing previous theoretical proposals that may be related to the
issues expounded here. Doing this would take the book constantly into digressions
far from its main line. Note that parallel proposals with similar purposes (FrameNet,
ADESSE, DICOVALENCE) are discussed in some detail, and constantly referred

4 “VSubj’ is the valential subject (see Sect. 1.3.3).

5In Chaps. 8—11, it will have to be partially reformulated, becoming even simpler, and perhaps a
little more sophisticated. In the notation I represent syntactic categories and functions in roman,
and semantic roles in ifalics; the symbol ‘>’ connects each constituent with its semantic role.
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to; that is, they are treated differently from purely theoretical works. I do not want to
come to someone and say: “Your theory is right (or wrong) for these and these
reasons”’; rather, I would like to say: “This is the way to survey the language in
order to get systematic data that may confirm (or disconfirm) your theory.”

The research on which this book is based is limited in two important points.
First, it only considers simplex sentences, leaving aside the rich and complex
system of complementation, with its complementizer types, governed mood in
subordinate clauses, anaphoric relations, etc. These are legitimate aspects of
valency, but had to be disregarded for practical reasons. And, second, some of the
definitions used in the analysis were devised having in mind only the interests of
valency description. One example among several is the definition of prototype
found in Chap. 7: the notion of prototype is certainly much more comprehensive
and complex, but I had to limit it to a partial definition, which is nevertheless
important in what respects the analysis of valencies. Another example is the notion
of construction, also defined in a somewhat simplified form in order to attend to the
aims of this work (Sect. 1.1). Also, the reader may find that the important question
of constituent order is treated in a somewhat informal way; this is due to the fact
that the problem has not been studied in depth from the perspective of valency
description.®

The analysis found in this book refers mainly to Brazilian Portuguese data, and
most of the examples are in Portuguese. But, despite appearances, this book is not
about Portuguese: the main theme of the book is the analysis of verb valencies and
the definition and delimitation of semantic roles—something that is essential to the
analysis of languages in general. Portuguese appears as the main source of data
because the ideas proposed in this book arose from an attempt to construct a valency
dictionary of Brazilian Portuguese; inevitably, then, most examples come from the
language studied. To ease the task of the English-speaking reader, I have substituted
English examples whenever possible, that is, whenever I felt that the two languages
are parallel in what respects the point in discussion. Fortunately, this happens often,
but there are points where I had to keep the original examples, and in these cases I
provide a translation and, when necessary, a literal glossing of the elements. As
Portuguese and English are not, after all, too different grammatically, I trust that the
presence of such examples will not prove a stumbling block for the reader.

The definition of semantic roles and the mechanisms that realize them syntac-
tically found in this book are part of a project of description of verb valencies in
Brazilian Portuguese, titled Project VVP (Projeto Valéncias Verbais do
Portugués).” The principles of valency notation were explained and argued for in

© This does not mean that no studies on Portuguese constituent order exist, of course (one recent
example is Silva 2001). But from the ones I could examine little can be put to work for purposes of
valency description.

7 Currently, under way at Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais (UFMG), and financed in part by
CNPq, a branch of the Ministry of Science and Technology.
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a previous book (Perini 2008); the main points are summarized in Chaps. 1 and 2 of
this volume.

During the elaboration of this book, I had many useful discussions with several
colleagues. Gabriel de Avila Othero and Liicia Fulgéncio read early versions of the
text carefully and critically, thus helping me improve it in many important points. I
want also to acknowledge the contribution of Adriana Tenuta Azevedo, Antonio
Martinez Resende, Bruno Lima, Elizabeth Saraiva, Janayna de Carvalho, Livia
Pimenta, Luana Amaral, Luisa Ramos, Madalena Loredo Neta, Marcia Cangado,
and Rui Rothe Neves, as well as of my students in Linguistics 888 and 961. Maria
Luiza Cunha Lima and Vanessa Pinha did the testing of core CSRs reported in
Chap. 5. Larissa Ciriaco worked with me on the review of FrameNet given in
Appendix C, besides providing many useful comments on the rest of the text. I also
thank two anonymous reviewers for Springer for their detailed and perceptive
comments, which helped me to improve the text in many significant points. All
conclusions, however, are of my responsibility, and none of the listed persons
necessarily agrees with them (I hope they do, since they are also colleagues I
have in high esteem; but a hope is not a fact).

Finally, I would like to add a personal note: this book is an attempt to examine
some problems of analysis that have been worrying researchers, and to suggest
solutions whenever possible. It is not an exhaustive review of the topic, for one
thing because the current literature on semantic roles is well beyond the possibil-
ities of reading and assimilation of any normal person. This text has its aims and is
constantly directed towards them; it only deviates from its path when the exami-
nation of other works is relevant to the achieving of the stated aims, and to give
previous authors due credit. I did not attempt more than that, nor would I be able to
without detriment to the main line of the discussion. I end this preface with a quote
from an author whose work provides one of the guiding lines in my research:

Life is short, you can’t do everything, read everything, make everyone happy with
your work.
(Jackendoff 1996, p. 94)

Belo Horizonte, MG, Brazil Mario A. Perini
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Chapter 1
Constructions, Diatheses, Valency

1.1 Defining Constructions

The notion of construction is necessary in linguistic description, and has been
present, in some form, in every grammar ever written.! It is only natural, then,
that it appear in different disguises, admitting different definitions. Here I make use
of this notion, defined in as concrete and direct a way as I find possible. This is not
to say that more complex definitions are necessarily inadequate; as a matter of fact,
the way a construction is defined here leaves out many important features. And,
furthermore, in this work I only consider sentence-sized constructions, although
NPs and the like are also constructions: constructions embed within one another in
the usual way in syntax. The reason for the limited view of constructions adopted
here is that it is tailor-made in order to allow the description of verb valencies, and
all features found irrelevant to that particular aim, important as they may be, are left
out; some of them must be included as soon as the descriptive focus is shifted to
another grammatical phenomenon.

This may sound a bit strange at first; but some reflection will show that we have
little choice in the matter. To study verb valencies is to subclassify the verbs of a
language from a particular point of view. But some features are not useful for that:
for instance, the property of expressing tense and mood through specific suffixes,
while a very conspicuous mark of all verbs (and only verbs), has nothing to do with
their subclassification, because it applies to all and every verb of the language. On
the other hand, the property of co-occurring with a direct object does subclassify the
verbs: eat can have a direct object, fall cannot. It is the latter kind of difference that
will be of interest to us in this book; correspondingly, our constructions include the
presence or absence of a direct object, but make no mention of tense suffixes.

' As pointed out by Goldberg on page 1 of her 1995 book.
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2 1 Constructions, Diatheses, Valency

To take an example, the ditransitive construction exemplified in
[1] Bill sent his girlfriend a cake.
is defined in Goldberg (2006) as

[2] Sem: intend-CAUSE-RECEIVE (agt 1eC(sccondary topic) ~ theme)

| |

verb ( )
Syn[tax] Subj Objl Obj2

(Goldberg 2006, p. 20)

Some of this information is not relevant for valency purposes: in particular, a
feature of verb meaning like intend-CAUSE-RECEIVE does not have to be
expressed in the construction because it has no direct connection with the comple-
ments that co-occur with the verb.? And some information is missing, in particular
the classes the objects belong to (both NPs). Apart from this, Goldberg’s formula-
tion is very close to the one I adopt here, which is

[31VSubj >Agent V NP > Recipient NP >Theme

with possibly Goal substituted for Goldberg’s Rec[ipient].* Formula [3] is read as
follows: “the subject receives the semantic role Agent; then comes the verb; then an
NP, which receives the role Recipient; then another NP, which receives the role
Theme”. This formula is typical, and represents (a) one syntactic function (subject);
(b) some form-class symbols (here V, NP); (c) the semantic roles associated with
the relevant constituents; and (d) the order in which they appear. Goldberg’s
distinction between ‘Obj1’ and ‘Obj2’ is accounted for by constituent order, since
Objl always occurs before Obj2; we may add that order is a concrete feature,
freeing us from the necessity to posit two kinds of objects. Thus, [3] is basically
sufficient as a means for the description of diatheses.*

Another difference is that I do not mark all constituents for their syntactic
function: we have the subject, and then just NPs, where Goldberg puts Obj[ect],
and in other cases Obl[ique]. The reasons for this reduced syntactic component are
explained in Chap. 2, and have to do with the fact that some traditional functional
distinctions are not relevant for valency purposes.

2 Or, perhaps more correctly, it partly replicates information already present in the semantic roles
associated with the verb: Agent, Recipient, Theme. In fact, things are more complicated; I return to
the role of the “internal” meaning of the verb in Chap. 12.

3The symbol ‘VSubj’ can be understood, for the moment, as the subject; see full explanation in
Sect. 1.3.3.

4 With some complications, to be seen in Chaps. 6—11.
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Any notational system for constructions has to select some features while
disregarding others. The meaning of verbs and sentences is too rich to be entirely
represented, making such selection mandatory. What I do (and what other people
do, I believe) is to select those features that prove relevant for immediate descrip-
tive purposes. The selective use of the details in a description is sometimes
explicitly recognized, as for example

Which word classes one identifies in the description of a particular language [. . .] not only
depends on the language itself, but also on the purpose of the description, i.e. the type of
generalization one wishes to make.

(Herbst and Schiiller 2008, p. 31)

In the present case, selection is partly guided by the decision to make represen-
tation as concrete as possible, at the cost of including some redundancy. There
certainly are generalizations to be expressed, many of them unknown, or insuffi-
ciently known, at present. A concrete notation has the virtue of providing data for
eventual generalizations, and is the most prudent road to follow in the present
circumstances. Nevertheless, some generalizations are tolerably well known, and
will be studied in Chaps. 7-11, with a view towards including them in the system,
so that the valencies themselves can be stated in a simpler and more revealing form.

For instance, it is well known that there is a tendency—in Portuguese as in
English—for the Agent to be codified as the subject of the sentence. Once stated,
this generalization frees us from specifying the semantic role of the subject in
formula [3] in all regular cases. Cases in wh