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NSM and cognitive-functional models

of grammar

LAURA A. MICHAELIS

The Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) approach articulated by
Uwe Durst is a componential theory of meaning, and it inherits many of
the strengths of such theories. This is especially evident when we compare
NSM with componential models that share its view of linguistic cognition
as a reflex of the human meaning-making capacity in general. One such
strength is the model’s ability to account for prototype effects in categori-
zation judgments without assuming scalar category membership or fuzzy
category boundaries. Durst argues (section 3.3) that “[s]ince meaning
is more than reference, one cannot conclude from referential fuzziness
or vagueness that the meanings of words are fuzzy or vague as well”. The
view is reminiscent of Lakoff’s (1987) radial model of category structure,
in which prototypicality ratings reflect not category structure but diver-
gence of cognitive submodels that jointly define the best exemplars.
Another strength of NSM that can likewise be traced to its decom-
positional base is its ability to capture cross-linguistic differences in lexical
conflation patterns, as exemplified by Durst’s comparison of words denot-
ing anger in a variety of languages (section 3.3). Similarities and dif-
ferences among the cognate words are captured by partial overlaps in their
propositional representations, and what emerges is a relatively constrained
picture of the range of typological variation. This is a strength that NSM
shares with Talmy’s (1985) model of motion-verb lexicalization patterns:
these models allow otherwise ineffable translation problems to be
described in rigorous ways. Just as Talmy’s model enables us to talk about
rhetorical-style differences among languages (or language families) by
reference to fundamental features of event schematization (Slobin 1996),
so the NSM approach captures ‘connotational’ differences among cognate
lexical items that have been neglected in denotation-based lexicography.
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In its concern with paradigmatic relations within vocabulary fields,
NSM lexicography bears a strong resemblance to the frame-based model
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This is not to say that syntactic patterns can never add components of
sentential meaning that are not contributed by lexical items and their
projection properties. It appears, in fact, that constructions can alter word
meaning. However, the only reliable evidence of such alteration, and
accordingly of sign-like syntactic meaning, comes from conflict between
word meaning and construction meaning. Conflict conditions include
those in which constructions apparently augment verbal valence, as
described by Goldberg (1995) in her analysis of English transfer verbs and
Michaelis and Ruppenhofer (2001) in their account of applicative forma-
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indicates causation of change of location. In (2), the caused-motion pat-
tern licenses both the theme and goal arguments. The combination of verb
and construction denotes (metaphorical) causation of motion. Crucially,
these examples do not provide evidence of verb coinage: they are instead
nonce examples whose comprehensibility is presumably the product of
the same mechanisms of semantic conflict-resolution that trigger coercion
effects, as exemplified at the nominal level by examples like some rabbit
and a coffee (Jackendoff 1997). If, however, we follow NSM and reject the
proposition that word meaning and morphosyntactic meaning are distinct,
there is no semantic conflict to resolve, and the effects in question (valence
augmentation, type shifting) have no source.

Because NSM does not acknowledge the existence of distinct levels of
linguistic meaning, it cannot account for level-mapping effects, including
those that figure in the statement of universal tendencies in the assignment
of quantifier scope. These tendencies are captured by aligned scope
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(6) *An acorn grew into every oak.

It is clear that the scope constraint is not a function of thematic role or
grammatical function, since in the pattern exemplified in (7), the theme
argument (in this case, the ‘product’ argument) can have narrow scope
with respect to the ‘raw material’ argument:

(7) An oak grew out of every acorn.

The theme argument need not have wide scope because it need not be a
topic. This is shown by (8), in which the theme argument is focal:

(8) An OAK grew out of it.

In other words, the scope constraint follows from the linkage of a given
thematic role to a given pragmatic role, as specified by a particular linking
pattern. Since this explanation relies on level mapping, it is questionable
whether it could be stated in an NSM-style propositional representation.
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