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Point-of-View Principles in

Sentence Formation

Abstract:

KUNO Susumu*

Harvard University

In describing an event, the speaker can represent his attitude, or camera
angle, towards its participants in numerous ways. For example, given a
situation in which a college student named John hit his roommate Bill, (s)he
can describe this situation in the following ways: (1a) John hit Bill; (1b) John
hit his roommate; (1c) Bill’s roommate hit him; (2a) Bill was hit by John;
(2b) Bill was hit by his roommate; (2c) ??John’s roommate was hit by him.
These sentences are identical in their logical content, but they differ from
each other with respect to camera angles. What requires special attention is
the fact that (2¢) is marginal or unacceptable without any special context.
Using sentences (la—c) and (2a—c), this paper first establishes a set of
principles that control camera angles in sentence formation. It examines
various English sentence patterns whose acceptability/unacceptability status
cannot be accounted for without these principles. It then shows not only (i)
that Japanese is a language that can use various grammatical devices which
overtly specify the camera angles that the speaker has taken in sentence
formation, but also (ii) that Japanese is a language which must use such
devices under certain conditions. The paper concludes with observations on
the cross-linguistic nature of the camera angle principles, although where
these principles play a role in syntax might be different from language to

* KUNO Susumu, Professor of Linguistics, Emeritus in Department of Linguistics, Harvard University. Research
areas: linguistics, Japanese linguistics. Email:kuno(@fas.harvard.edu. Postal address: 02478-2921 Glendale
Road, Belmont, MA, USA.

I would like to thank Nan Decker for editing this paper and giving me invaluable comments on its contents.
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language.
Keywords: perspective; point of view; empathy; discourse principles; long-distance

reflexives; word order principles: passivization; reciprocal verbs

€ Camera Angles in Film Shooting

In shooting a scene in a film, perhaps the most important task of the film director is
to determine the angle of the camera. The so-called “point of view” camera angle shows
the viewer the image of the scene as viewed by the main character of that scene. The scene
taken with this camera angle does not show the main character because the camera has
become the main character, so to speak. Also, the camera might be placed much closer
to the main character than to, say, the secondary character of the scene, without totally
identifying itself with the main character. The scene taken with this camera angle would
show the main character as the main player of the scene, with the secondary subject playing
a secondary role. The scene taken with this camera angle shows that the director is signal-
ing to the viewer that the scene has been shot with a point of view much closer to that of the
subject than to that of the secondary player. Let us call this camera angle a “partial point-of-
view camera angle.” Alternatively, the director of the film might choose to place the camera
at a long distance from both the main and the secondary characters. The scene taken with
this camera angle shows the viewer the image of the scene as seen by a spectator who is

detached from both the main and the secondary characters.

@ Camera Angles in Sentence Formation

A speaker, in verbally describing an event or state that he has observed, either
explicitly or implicitly, either unambiguously or ambiguously, and most probably
unconsciously, conveys to the hearer with what camera angle he has observed the event
or the state. Take for example an event in which John hit Bill, given that John and Bill
are roommates. Let us first examine what kind of sentences the speaker would produce in

describing this event. The following is a list of typical sentences that the speaker might use:

(1) Active Sentences
a. John hit Bill.
b. John hit his, roommate.

c. Billi’s roommate hit himi.

(2) Passsive Sentences
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a. Bill was hit by John.
b. Bill, was hit by his, roommate.

c. ??John’s roommate was hit by him,_.

(2c) is marginal in isolation, and accounting for this fact is one of the objectives of this
paper.

I hypothesize that (1a): John hit Bill is ambiguous between (i) a sentence that is
produced with a camera angle closer to John than to Bill, and (ii) a sentence that is produced
with a camera angle closer to Bill than to John, although it is more likely to be the former
than the latter. I also hypothesize that (1a) might be a sentence with a long-shot camera
angle in which the speaker plays a role of a spectator who is detached from both John and
Bill. That is, (1a) is multiply ambiguous with respect to the camera angle of the speaker. In
contrast, I hypothesize that (1b) and (lc) are not that ambiguous — that is, I hypothesize
that (1b): John, hit his, roommate is unambiguously a sentence that the speaker has produced
with a camera angle much closer to John than to Bill because he has referred to Bill not as
Bill, but as John's roommate. Likewise, I hypothesize that (1c): ??Bill. 5 roommate hit him.
is a sentence that the speaker has produced with a camera angle much closer to Bill than to
John because he has referred to John not as John, but as Bill s roommate.

Now, moving on to the passive sentences in (2), I hypothesize that (2a): Bill was hit
by John is unambiguously a sentence produced with the camera angle closer to Bill than
to John. That is, I hypothesize that passive sentences are sentences that the speaker uses to
overtly signal to the hearer that he is taking a camera angle closer to the referent of the new
subject Bill than to the referent of the old subject John. (2b): Bill, was hit by his, roommate
is a sentence whereby the speaker has doubly expressed his close-to-Bill camera angle by
referring to John as Bill s roommate, and by using the passive sentence pattern which places
the original non-subject Bill in subject position. As already mentioned, (2c) is marginal or

unacceptable.

9 Proto-type Empathy Theory

I will now formalize the above loosely stated hypotheses, and build a theory of
camera-angle in sentence formation that would make it possible to account for the
marginality or unacceptability of (2c), which otherwise would remain unaccounted for.
The proof of a linguistic theory for a given set of sentences for some linguistic phenomenon
lies in whether it can account for why unacceptable sentences in that set are unacceptable,
as well as why acceptable sentences in the set are acceptable. So if I succeed in accounting
for the marginality or unacceptability of (2c), as well as the acceptability of the five other

7
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sentences, | will have produced a justifiable proto-type theory of camera-angle in sentence

formation.
The theory of empathy or point of view in linguistics is a theory that I constructed

over several years beginning in 1977 (Kuno and Kaburaki, 1977; Kuno, 1978; Kuno,

1987).
I define the term “Empathy” in the following way.

(3) Empathy: Empathy is the speaker’s identification, which may vary in degree, with
a person/thing that participates in the event or state that he describes in a sentence.

Collins Cobuild’s English Language Dictionary (1987) defines the non-technical

meaning of the word “empathy” as given in (4):

(4) Empathy is the ability to share another person’s feelings and emotions as if they
were your own. (English Language Dictionary, Collins, London and Glasgow,
1987)

But throughout this paper, I will use the word in a technical sense, as defined in (3).

I define the term “degree of empathy” as stated in (5) :
(5) Degree of Empathy: The degree of the speaker’s empathy with x, E(x), ranges
from 0 to 1, with E(x) = 1 signifying his total identification with x, and E(x) = 0

signifying a total lack of identification.

The illustration given in (6) shows the relationship between camera angles and

resulting sentences:

(6) Camera Angles and Resulting Sentences



