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Preface  (2015)  

 

This document on grammatical agency is the incomplete draft of a doctoral 

dissertation in formal linguistics which was discontinued in the early 1980s. The 

reason for publishing it is that even though unfinished it contains a significant 

amount of discussion in a specialist area which might (or might not) be of 

interest to researchers who have some involvement with grammatical agency, a 

topic with a very long history.  

Why was the dissertation dis continued? My answer may be of minor interest  to 

anyone working with concepts of  grammatical agency. The document was 

researched within the frameworks of generative grammar prevalent at that time. 

Generative grammars were coherent enough to capture many in teresting 

regularities in natural languages , so that analysis conducted in that way can still 

be a source and checklist of significant problems to be solved (hence this 

publication).  

On the other hand it eventually seemed evident to me that generative 

gra mmars, those within the original Chomskyan tradition as well as many 

derivatives, could not in principle account for the acquisition, development and 

observed usage of natural languages. At bottom they depended upon principles 

of logic which were only a re latively small part of the  resources which human 

brains bring  to bear on language. It seemed to me that natural language was an 

emergent phenomenon, and eventually I came to understand it as a outcome of 

systemic complexity, the mathematics of which are no n linear, unlike Chomskyôs 

original generative conception. The many loosely patterned regularities I kept 

encountering in samples of real language seemed the product of a parallel 

universe to the neatly constrained model I had set out to demonstrate.  
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Of c ourse there had always been linguists who had a sense of the whimsical 

harmonies found in nature as opposed to model purity. People like Dwight 

Bolinger, William Chafe , William Labov  and  Charles Fillmore seemed more open 

to unexpected language variation. Much later I was to realize that the kind of 

conceptual associations identified by Eleanor Rosch in her prototype theory, and 

developed by George Lakoff in his work on metaphor pointed the way to 

extremely productive insights into the h uman mind. This strand of research has 

continued, for example, in the studies by R.M.W. Dixon and his followers into the 

conceptual patterning which they have argued underlies categories in Australian 

Aboriginal languages.  

I have no personal intention of revisiting grammatical agency, though it s 

permutations have much to reveal about human cognition. In the 1980s, t he 

institutional context within which I worked was not particularly hospitable to 

academic apostasy, and lacking the self -certainty to fight it  then , I simply 

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

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

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

May, Thor (1990) "Purposive Constructions in English";  The Australian Journal of 

Linguistics, Vol.10, No.1, 1990: pp.1-40  Also available online @ 

http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay/Papers/1601377/Purposive_Constructions_in_En

glish  

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

Australian Journal of Linguistics, Vol.7, No.1, June 1987: pp.25-42.  Also available online @ 

http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay/Papers/1615499/Verbs_of_Result_in_the_Compl

ements_of_Raising_Constructions  
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