The Meaning of State in Grammar

Thor May
University of Newcastle, NSW
1984, 2015

The nice diagram to the

STATIVE VERBS ]
left is stolen from the
Internet. It suggests at
EMOTION THOUGHT POSSESSION SENSE
love, hate, know, believe, have, own, st tiser, least that a few people
want, need remember belong smell

have wondered about
the meaning of “state” in natural languages. It turns out to be a complex topic
(like so much in the study of language) when you think past merely memorizing

a fairly arbitrary list of categories. “State” has rather philosophical implications.

The material below won’t solve too many puzzles about the nature of
grammatical state, but it will raise a number of interesting questions, at least as
the concept applies to English. This material is extracted from a larger document
on Grammatical Agency, already put in the public domain (PDFs at

http://www.academia.edu/11215106/Grammatical Agency and also

http://thormay.net/Ixesl/Grammatical%20Agency.pdf ). It is offered purely on
an as-is basis for those who are delving into the idea of State. The analysis
constitutes part of PhD research which was discontinued in the early 1980s. I
therefore hesitated to make it available at all in such an early draft form, but
have decided that since I have no intention of refining and developing the

arguments further, it may at least serve as a cue to others.

The reason for extracting a study of State from the larger Grammatical Agency
document is that other researchers may be approaching Grammatical State
independently. However, note that the analysis makes extensive use of a type of
semantic feature analysis which, although it may or may not be defensible within
a particular model context, is at least fairly clear about its claims. A close look at
this feature analysis should show that State, as with many essentially semantic

concepts, is not really a discrete construct, but rather part of a compositional
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continuum. The nature of this continuum emerges much more clearly in the

extended paper on Grammatical Agency.

Editorial note: Apologies for the quality of the old photocopied pages inserted
below. The page numbers on them relate only to the original work in a larger

document.
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i 23 discussion, in fact, reaches
beyond. In the l4th Century the Modistae borrowed from the
smetaphysics of their time, conceiving of the world as comprising
two primary elements, that of permanence and that of becoming
(habitus and fieri). The partes orationis which express permanence
and stability are chchnam and pronomen, while the verbum and
express the concept of becoming. However, Bursill-Hall
warns that for the Modistae this was largely a terminological

distinction (...just as modern linguists borrow their metaphors

back to medieval grammarians

from contemporary science) and not to be confused with reali

Ly, I
mp:ﬁ that such metaphors are our reality, in every age. (See
hn”n) ~Hall, G.L. Speculative Grammars of the Middle Ages, p.39,
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a..a;:» steness as a measure of stativi m ' |
suggested that the feature t+ eowmﬂ may be mm_ﬁ &'{ ‘;;j' 4
feature [+ stative] : [stative], as ve know, is a feature stcached to
verbs (or adjectives) characterizing their effect oaﬂu haviour of k-
a noun. Nor does a change of state (normally) imply a change in ‘:A’*:‘.}a’ -'.3
concreteness (although this is a complex notion itself). There is
severe conccyml confusion here (of the order of dividing apples W
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merely carries tense and aspect.

The kind of analysis proposed by Chafe has a certain descriptive
appeal with fairly concrete and uncomplicated language. The idea of
semantic ({.e,

interpretative) selectional units is probably sound.
But the difficulty,

as always, comes with the analyzability of the
categories themselves.

Chafe is only explicit in this regard to the
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Chafe's paraphrase questions may only be applied to sentences

of this kind by a process of metaphor or analogy with a success that
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can only hope to render the generalizations less gross, and the model
more adaptable.

Notions of state have been discussed in some detail because
they represent the base-line for what volitional, or otherwise agentive
behaviour, is supposed change. The actual number of verbs which preclude

2 modality of change, which are resolutely 'stative', turns out to be

very small. Stative verbs have been restrictively defined as those

verbs not taking the progressive aspect; (see Quirk, 1973:15; Lakoff ¥

1970, et al.). The verd invariably quoted in this respect is know, and
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suggests this, and all other 1e:
ature seem to confirm it. Mﬂn set, weigh, cost, measure (Chafe
1970:157) may be stative in one context,

64. The loaf weighed 340 grams.

but active'® in another,

i ! ' the model however. Thus
This 'active' characterization depends upon
Nilsen suggests that the object-noun with these verbs undergoes "no
change of state"; (see Nilsen, D., 1973:149).
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The next step in laying the goundword for our interpretative grammar is
to make explicit the relational features, the interpretative links,
between verb-tokens and referents which they bind.

11
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With a little use these footholds are apt to

2N

become "entities"? Our brains have quite definite predispositions in ‘:;,
this respect. We take cognizance of adjacent perceived angles to w.‘
; -40. :L;%‘

e
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sigaification. (The reader s referred particularly to the
by Levi-Strauss and his disciples of varioss s myth cycles)?’,

In this conceptm ‘merry-go-round Qfmiuu -?~'&dri'3htibllgt:hipl
man himself is the final arbiter, :u.f measure of all things. Thus

"relationships” are not arbitrary, but are statements of conceptual

and perceptual salience, and are characterized by certain selective
patterns. Such patterns are pre-eminently the business of

but they have a strony bearing on the epistemology of linguistics.

semiotics,

When a linguistic model uses relational

features, it makes sense to
ask what the favoured relat

ional concepts themselves have in common.

i large body of literature exists on this topic. A starting point
is Levi-Strauss himself: (1963, 1970-81, 1977).
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Professional bio: Thor May has a core professional interest in cognitive linguistics, at which he has
rarely succeeded in making a living. He has also, perhaps fatally in a career sense, cultivated an
interest in how things work - people, brains, systems, countries, machines, whatever... In the
world of daily employment he has mostly taught English as a foreign language, a stimulating
activity though rarely regarded as a profession by the world at large.

Thor’s eventually awarded PhD dissertation, Language Tangle, dealt with language teaching
productivity. Language Tangle (2010) is aimed at professional educators and their institutional
keepers, and accordingly adopts a generally more discursive style than the Meaning of State in
Grammar analysis. Also in cyberspace (representing even more lost years!) is yet another
sprawling, unfinished PhD dissertation draft in cognitive linguistics from the university of
Melbourne in the early 1990s, parts of which can be seen in the Academia.edu repository as The
Generative Oscillation Model, Postsupposition and Pastiche Talk and a couple of other papers.

Thor has been teaching English to non-native speakers, training teachers and lecturing linguistics,
since 1976. This work has taken him to seven countries in Oceania and East Asia, mostly with
tertiary students, but with a couple of detours to teach secondary students and young children. He
has trained teachers in Australia, Fiji and South Korea. In an earlier life, prior to becoming a
teacher, he had a decade of finding his way out of working class origins, through unskilled jobs in
Australia, New Zealand and finally England (after backpacking across Asia in 1972).

contact: http://thormay.net thormay@yahoo.com

academic repository: Academia.edu at http://independent.academia.edu/ThorMay
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