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Incessant variation in the uses to which we put the same expression is
absolutely necessary if the complexity of the Universe is, even in the most
imperfect fashion, to find a response in thought. If terms were counters,
each purporting always to represent the whole of one unalterable aspect of
reality, language would become not the servant of the thought, nor even its
ally, but its tyrant.

(Right Hon. Arthur James Balfour, The foundations of belief, pp. 266-7)

The commonsense notion that words have synonyms or may be used
synonymously is the most difficult to substantiate objectively, so much so
that many philosophers have despaired of the task and declared synonymy
an impossibility except in the most highly formalized languages where a
rigorous definition of the notion of identity could be given. The problem is
that when we write x =y in formalized systems then x and y may be
substituted for one another in every context in which they occur, without
altering that context. In ordinary discourse there is always a change in
context when we substitute synonyms, for the introduced synonym creates a
new environment and an objective change in meaning. The general notion
of synonym, that two words may be interchanged in a sentence without
changing the meaning of the sentence, is clear, but can always be made to
fail in some critical sense
(S. A. Tyler, The said and the unsaid, p. 339)



Preface

I

When I read some rules about how to speak and how to right correct English, I
think: Any fool can invent a rule and all the fools will obey it.
(H. D. Thoreau)

Nothing is as easily overlooked, or as easily forgotten, as the most obvious truths.
The tenet that language is a tool for expressing meaning is a case in point. Nobody
would deny it — but many influential theories and trends in modern linguistics have
ignored it, and have based their work on entirely different and often incompatible
assumptions.

(Wierzbicka 1988:1)

This book will deal with the very ‘fuzzy’ category of Aspect in English from
the point of view of the concepts of ‘Process’ and ‘Result’ in language. The
theoretical and methodological foundations underlying this volume are
invariant meaning versus variant discourse or contextual messages, marked-
ness and distinctive feature theory.

Many, if not most, linguists generally associate the three principal
theoretical and methodological tenets of this book (invariance versus
variation, markedness and distinctive feature theory) with phonetics and
phonology. And for good reason! These principles have formed the basis for
a theoretical and methodological ‘revolution’ in the fields of phonetics and
phonology to the point that most of the phonetic and phonological research
in the last half century revolves around these three fundamental principles.
It also may be said that these theoretical and methodological principles
originally were inspired by work on the sounds and sound systems of
language(s) from the Prague School perspective, which subsequently has
been passed on to various other descriptive, structuralist, generative and
‘post-generative’ linguistic and phonological theories.

Linguistics, in turn, has been at the centre of most structuralist and post-
structuralist research in the humanities and social sciences during this
century. Furthermore, if linguistics always has been at the fore of
structuralist research in all areas of the human and social sciences, it usually
has been a ‘linguistics’ based on the same theoretical and methodological
principles originally applied to phonology. Not unsurprisingly, it has been
the concepts of invariance versus variation, markedness and distinctive
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feature theory which have been adopted and adapted to most of the human
and social sciences. It is surprising, however, that while these same
‘phonological’ principles have been applied freely to other disciplines,
linguists generally have preferred to separate language into separate levels
of phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics and pragmatics, often at the
expense of these most basic ‘phonological’ principles.

Therefore another one of the most fundamental principles underlying this
volume is isomorphism: i.e. the same set of theoretical and methodological
principles (such as invariance, markedness and distinctive feature theory)
can be applied to all levels of language. Isomorphism implies the postulation
of a single set of theoretical and methodological tenets which cuts across the
forced and artificial notion of language being composed of separate and
autonomous levels of sound, structure, meaning and use. Thus the unofficial
motto of this book may very well be: ‘What is good for the phonetic-
phonological goose will be just as good for the morphological-syntactic-
semantic and pragmatic gander’!

One can allow for the postulation and application of an isomorphic
linguistic model if one chooses to work within a theoretical and
methodological framework which provides a hypothetical unit of linguistic
analysis that combines and unites all of the levels of language into a single
unit. The linguistic sign, as presented in Saussure (1916) and further
expanded upon and developed by other semiotic or sign-oriented linguists,
provides the basis for such an isomorphic theoretical and methodological
model for linguistic analysis as the one found in this volume.

This book will compare sign-oriented with various sentence-oriented views
of language. Each chapter will follow a similar expository line of presenting
previous analyses taken from well-known traditional and modern (or
neotraditional) sentence-oriented grammatical analyses, and contrast them
with a Saussurian or semiotic approach. Many of the traditional and
neotraditional approaches were taken from grammars that are highly
respected, well accepted and most frequently used by university students
and from articles that have been considered to be ‘classic’ by modern
scholars of English and linguistics. Much of the data in this book has been
taken from these grammars and articles as well as from a large corpus of
spoken and written texts.

In addition to the traditional and neotraditional grammar book’ data, we
also have relied on a corpus of literary and non-literary texts. The corpus,
although composed of mostly American and British novels, also contains
literary and non-literary works by native speakers of Canadian, Irish and
Australian English as well as ‘Black English’ (at least as it appears in the
earlier work of James Baldwin). It represents contemporary as well as older
modern texts dating back to the past 125 years. We believe that working
with ‘real’ data in the form of spoken and written texts (which reflect
speakers’ intuitions no less than contrived or made-up examples so rampant
today in formal linguistic research) provides a wide and exhaustive range of
data. Indeed, just as ‘real life is more interesting than fiction’, our
experience consistently has shown that ‘real’ language data is far more
creative and challenging than merely making up one’s own examples to
support one’s own analysis.
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The aim of this book is to provide an explanation of why we choose one
member of a difficult lexical pair as opposed to the other (e.g. do/make,
looklsee, listenlhear, sayltell, speak/talk) based on the concept of Process
and Result in language. This book also applies the concept of process and
result in language to the development of ‘aspectual’ verbs (e.g. begin/start,
end/finish, shut/close) as well as to the ‘grammaticalization’ of the ‘auxiliary’
verbs do, be, have and get in interrogative, negative and emphatic sentences
marked by do, passive sentences containing be versus get, and sentences
containing the progressive and perfect tenses (or aspects) marked by be
versus have respectively. Finally, this book will postulate that the same
semantic features of ‘Process’ and ‘Result’ may also provide a principled and
isomorphic way to explain the so-called phonologically ‘irregular’ strong
verbs in English and similar ‘exceptional’ form classes in the Hebrew
triconsonantal (CCC) root system which are realized as phonologically
‘defective’ or ‘irregular’ infinitives, as well as provide a possible alternative
explanation for the different infinitive forms and verb classes in Spanish,
French and Italian.

Our analysis will centre on a specific sign-oriented view of language as a
system of systems (revolving around the notion of the linguistic sign) — that
are organized internally and systematically related to each other — which are
used by human beings to communicate. Furthermore, the invariant
meanings underlying these signs and their systems presented in this book
will be marked for specific distinctive features related to the concepts of
‘Process’ and ‘Result’.

The present analysis and the data we have collected indicate that the
concept of Process versus Result, when studied systematically in its own
right as an independent marked semantic feature, might even be viewed as
(at least partially) forming the underlying basis and motivation for: (a)
distinguishing troublesome lexical pairs, (b) explaining the grammatical
development of aspectual and auxiliary verbs, and (c) providing a possible
road for further research to explain what was previously viewed as arbitrary
‘form classes’ or phonologically inspired ‘irregular’ verbal paradigms in
English as well as other ‘exceptional’ linguistic phenomena in other
languages. If our study suggests a simpler and more principled way to
distinguish between synonyms, explain the diachronic processes of aspec-
tualization and grammaticalization and classify ‘irregular’ linguistic forms,
then this volume may also be beneficial to teachers and students of English
and other languages as well.

The primary theoretical rationale for this volume is to present a further
explication of the Saussurian, semiotic or sign-oriented approach to
linguistic analysis as an alternative means to explain seemingly disparate
linguistic phenomena, both in the lexicon and the grammar, by a single,
unitary set of theoretical principles such as invariance, markedness and
distinctive feature theory. This volume thus provides an argument for a
more natural and holistic analysis of language based on the notion of
isomorphism which includes: (a) being able to apply the same set of
theoretical principles to all levels of language, as well as (b) the fundamental
hypothesis of ‘one form/one meaning’.

The primary methodological rationale for this volume is to exemplify and
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advocate the use of real, ‘performance’ data culled from a large corpus of
both spoken and written language representing different dialects, styles,
registers and genres. The data employed in this volume is taken from a wide
range of both spoken and written discourse and texts reflecting people’s
actual use of language (as well as their intuitive ‘feelings’ about language)
presented in their relevant linguistic and situational contexts. It illustrate the
need to rely on context and discourse and textual analysis exemplifying the
‘from sign to text’ and ‘from text to sign’ approaches found in Semiotics and
linguistics (Tobin 1990a). 1 would also like to add that the specific
troublesome lexical pairs and the aspectual, auxiliary and irregular verbs
studied in this volume are probably among the most frequently used forms
in the language and have presented a particularly enjoyable challenge to the
author, a ‘language lover’ kind of linguist, who has spent many pleasant
hours in the past few years poring over texts and recording conversations in
order to collect the data presented in this book.

There is a plethora of past, present and — from what I see at conferences
and from reading dissertation abstracts — most probably a future literature
on the topic of aspect or Aktionsart and related topics in English and other
languages which only mentions the concept of ‘Process versus Result’ in a
peripheral way. Therefore this volume will try to go beyond the traditional
categories of aspect and Aktionsart and other established lexical and
grammatical categories by using sign and discourse theory and methodology
in general and by placing a greater emphasis on problems related to Process
and Result in particular, both in English as well as in other languages. In
short, the concept of Process versus Result in language will be examined
theoretically and methodologically as part of a larger semiotic system used
by human beings to communicate.

At this point of linguistic research, it is impossible to know whether one’s
linguistic theory truly reflects how language works in the human mind.
Perhaps, when we know more about the human brain, we will then be able
to see which (if any!) linguistic theory has come close to capturing the
‘psychological reality’ behind language. In the meantime, we can only
continue to create new theories and compare and contrast the different
theories already available to us by testing them against language data.
Perhaps, in this way we may begin to approach any understanding of the
‘psychological reality’ of linguistic theory, if such a thing is possible.

The reason why we may choose one member of a difficult lexical pair over
the other, or how certain lexical verbs have been classified as ‘aspectual’
verbs, or why the verbs do, get, be and have have been grammaticalized as
different kinds of auxiliaries, most probably lies in the realm of what we
intuitively know about our language. Regardless of which linguistic theory
one may follow, at the moment, we have no truly objective and scientific
way of verifying our analyses and probably will not have until we know
more about how the human mind works. Although I will be making no
claim as to whether the semiotic view of language presented in this volume
does have ‘psychological reality’, or whether it is ‘innate’, I can only share
my amusement at one of my students’ dogged insistence on referring to the
concept of distinctive features with her own folk-etymological malapropism:
instinctive features. Whether they are ‘distinctive’ or ‘instinctive’ is a moot
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point. However, the reader is invited to explore the possibilities that the
sign-oriented theoretical and methodological hypotheses may have for the
better understanding of the linguistic phenomena discussed in this book.



To my three sons
Ithai, Hagai and Yohai
the results
of my very own processes



Acknowledgements

We are grateful to the following for permission to reproduce copyright
material:

John Benjamins Publishing Company for extracts from The Scene of
Linguistic Action by Dirven et al. (pub Amsterdam/Philadelphia, 1982);
Crown Publishers, Inc for extracts from People Like Us by Dominick Dunne
(pub 1988), copyright © 1988 by Dominick Dunne; Doubleday, a division
of Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc, and the James Baldwin
Estate for extracts from ‘Giovanni’s Room’ from Going to Meet the Man by
James Baldwin, copyright © 1965 by James Baldwin; the authors, Robert S.
Kirsner and Sandra A. Thompson for their article ‘The role of pragmatic
inference in semantics: a study of sensory verb complements in English’
from the journal Glossa 10:2 (1976); Kluwer Academic Publishers B.V. for
extracts from The Semantics of English Aspectual Complementation by A. F.
Freed (pub D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1979); Merriam-Webster, Inc
for extracts from Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, © 1991 by
Merriam-Webster, Inc, publisher of the Merriam-Webster® dictionaries;
Oxford University Press for extracts from Practical English Usage by
Michael Swan (pub 1980), © Michael Swan 1980; Penguin Books Ltd and
Doubleday, a division of Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc,
for extracts from Just Above My Head by James Baldwin (pub Michael
Joseph/Doubleday, 1979), copyright © 1979 by James Baldwin.



Contents

/ 4

List of Figures

List of Tables
Preface
Acknowledgements

PartI Aspect in the English Verb

1

Introduction: aspects of ‘aspect’

Aspectuality, aspect and Aktionsart
Alternative approaches to English aspect
Sign-oriented approaches to aspect in English
Summary and conclusions

Part I Process versus Result in the lexicon:

‘performative verbs’

Do versus make
Introduction
Traditional and neotraditional analyses
Sign-oriented and communicative analyses
The analysis
The troublesome lexical pair do (U) versus make (M)
Minimal pairs
Do versus make in the same context
Do versus make in the same semantic domain
Do versus make idioms and expressions
Do versus make in the same utterance
Do versus make: other uses
Summary and conclusions

Part III Process versus Result in the lexicon:

3

‘sensory verbs’

Look versus see
Introduction

bl
Xiil
XIX

(Y

——
A — ~d W W

25

27
27
28
36
38
40

41
42
43
43
45
46

51

53
53



vi CONTENTS

Traditional analyses
Neotraditional analyses
The analysis
The troublesome lexical pair look (U) versus see (M)
Microlevel analysis
Minimal pairs, idioms and expressions
Macrolevel analysis
From sign to text: Just above my head
From text to sign: Just above my head
Summary and conclusions

4  Listen versus hear
Traditional analyses
Modern analyses
The analysis
The troublesome lexical pair listen (U) versus hear (M)
Microlevel analysis
Minimal pairs, idioms and expressions
listen versus hear in the same context
The multiple use of listen
The multiple use of hear
Macrolevel analysis
From sign to text: listen versus hear (Giovanni’s room)
From text to sign: listen versus hear (People like us)
From text to sign: multiple use of hear (Just above my head)
Summary and conclusions

Part IV Process versus Result in the lexicon:
‘speech act verbs’

5  Say versus tell
Introduction
Traditional analyses
Neotraditional analyses
The analysis
The troublesome lexical pair say (U) versus tell (M) p
Microlevel analysis
Minimal pairs, idioms and expressions
Say versus tell in the same context
The multiple use of say and tell
Macrolevel analysis
From sign to text: People like us
From text to sign: Giovanni’s room
Summary and conclusions

6  Speak versus talk
Introduction
Traditional analyses
Neotraditional analyses

56
61
63
65
65
65
70
71
74
75

79
79
80
94
96
96

109

‘111

111
112
114
119
121
122
122
123
124
124
125
128
135

137
137
138
139



CONTENTS

The analysis
The troublesome lexical pair speak (U) versus talk (M)
Microlevel analysis
Minimal pairs, idioms and expressions
Macrolevel analysis
From sign to text: People like us
Summary and conclusions

Part V Process versus Result in grammar:
‘aspectual verbs’

7  Begin versus start
Introduction
Traditional analyses
Neofraditional analyses
The analysis
The troublesome aspectuals begin (U) versus start (M)
Microlevel analysis
Minimal pairs, idioms and expressions
Begin versus start in the same context
The multiple use of begin
The multiple use of start
Macrolevel analysis
From sign to text: Giovanni's room
Summary and conclusions

8 End versus finish
Introduction
Traditional analyses
Neotraditional modern analyses
The analysis
The troublesome aspectuals end (U) versus finish (M)
Microlevel analysis
Minimal pairs, idioms and expressions
End versus finish in the same context
The multiple use of end
The multiple use of finish
Macrolevel analysis
From text to sign: Looking for Mr Goodbar
Summary and conclusions

9  Shut versus close
Introduction
Traditional and neotraditional analyses
The analysis
The troublesome aspectuals shut (U) versus close (M)
Microlevel analysis
Minimal pairs, idioms and expressions
Shut versus close + ‘parts of body’ constructions

vii

149
151
151
151
154
154
157

159

161
161
163
164
180
182
182
182
184
185
186
187
187
189

192
192
193
193
211
213
213
213
214
215
216
217
217
220

222
222
223
225
227
227
228
230



viii CONTENTS

Shut versus close + ‘objects’ constructions 233
Shut versus close in the same context 238

The multiple use of close 238
Macrolevel analysis 239
From sign to text: People like us 240
From sign to text: Rosemary’s baby 241
From text to sign: Giovanni’s room 242
Summary and conclusions 245

Part VI From lexicon to grammar:

‘grammaticalization’ 247

10 Auxiliary verbs I: (Process) do versus (Result) get 249
Grammaticalization 249
The do-auxiliary 250
Traditional and neotraditional analyses of the do auxiliary 250
Sign-oriented analyses of the do auxiliary 251
A markedness-oriented analysis of the do auxiliary 253
The analysis 255
Traditional and neotraditional analyses of get 258
Get versus do and make 261
Idioms and expressions with ger 262
The get passive 263
Summary and conclusions 276
11 Auxiliary verbs II: the be versus have versus gef system 280
Introduction 280
Traditional and neotraditional analyses of the be auxiliary 281
Traditional and neotraditional analyses of the have auxiliary 283
Modern analyses of be and have aspectuals 286
Markedness-oriented analyses of verbal aspect 287
The analysis 298
The meanings of the participles 301
Other uses of be and have 306
Summary and conclusions 309

Part VII From grammar to lexicon:

the search for isomorphy 315

12 ‘Irregular’ verbs and infinitives 317
Introduction 317
Traditional and neotraditional analyses of irregular verbs in English 318
Phonologically based analyses of irregular verbs in English 318
Structural and semantic analyses of irregular verbs in English 324
Process and Result in irregular verbs in English 327
Process and Result in the Hebrew infinitive 327
The analysis 331

The data 333

Process and Result in Romance infinitives 336



CONTENTS

The Spanish infinitive system

The French infinitive system

The Italian infinitive system
Summary and conclusions

Bibliography
Name index
Subject index

X

337
344
348
349

355
384
390



List of Figures

Figure 1.1
Figure 1.2
Figure 1.3
Figure 1.4
Figure 2.1
Figure 2.2
Figure 3.1
Figure 3.2
Figure 3.3
Figure 3.4
Figure 4.1
Figure 4.2
Figure 4.3
Figure 5.1
Figure 5.2
Figure 6.1
Figure 6.2
Figure 7.1
Figure 7.2
Figure 8.1
Figure 8.2
Figure 9.1
Figure 9.2
Figure 10.1
Figure 11.1
Figure 11.2
Figure 11.3
Figure 12.1
Figure 12.2

Figure 12.3
Figure 12.4
Figure 12.5

The semiotic model of language
The linguistic sign

The Process/Result semantic system

The unmarked/marked relationship
The do/make system
The unmarked/marked relationship
Dictionary entries for look and see:
Dictionary entries for look and see:
The look/see system

The unmarked/marked relationship:

Meaning versus message: feed
The listen/hear system

The unmarked/marked relationship:

The say/tell system

The unmarked/marked relationship:

The speak/talk system

The unmarked/marked relationship:

The begin/start system

The unmarked/marked relationship:

The end/finish system

The unmarked/marked relationship:

The shut/close system

The unmarked/marked relationship:

Sentence structure in case grammar
The be/have system
The unmarked/marked relationship

: do versus make

Hebrew
English

listen versus see

listen versus hear
say versus tell
speak versus talk
begin versus start
end versus finish

shut versus close

: be versus have

The be/have/get markedness relationship
The Process/Result system in Hebrew infinitives

The unmarked/marked relationship
versus laGaSat/laTaSat

The Spanish infinitive system

The French infinitive system

The Italian infinitive system

lINGoSalliNToSa

17
18
39
39
55

64

64

83

95

95
120
121
150
150
181
181
212
212
226
227
256
299
300
301
332

332
337
345
348



