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CHAPTER 9

The English conative as a family
of constructions

Towards a usage-based approach

Pilar Guerrere Medina
University of Cérdoba, Spain

This chapter aims to provide a constructionist usage-based analysis of English
conative expressions, arguing that a family of related constructions is required
to account for the semactico-pragmatic properties of the at-frame in English.
Drawlng mainly on Broccias's (2001) and Perek and Lemmens’s (2010) analyses,
I challenge Goldberg's (£995) monosemic analysis of the conative canstruction,
where the directed action’ meaning remains invariable, highlighting the essential
role played by the verb's inherent lexical semantics in determining the specific
constructional senses that can be subsumed under the rubric of conative uses.
Three distinct configurations are posited: the allative af-construction, instantiat-
ed by non-tesultative verbs (Tsunoda 1585}, the ablatlve at-construction;, instan-
tiated by resultative verbs, and the directional at-construction, compatible with
intransitive verbs of ‘visual percepticn.

Keywords: ablative at-construction, allative at-construction, conative
construction, Construction Grammar, directional at-construction,
family-resemblance

1. Introduction

This chapter explores the issue of lexical-constructional integration in the English
conative construction, which in the linguistic literature is often presented as the
intransitive variant of the so-called ‘conative alternation’ illustrated by Levin's
{1993:8) examples in (1) and (2):

a. Margaret cut the bread.
b.  Margaret cut af the bread.

a.  Carla hit the door.
b, Carla hit af the door.
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In this type of object-oblique alternation the subject of the transitive variant, re-
garded as more basic than its counterpart, bears the same semantic reiation to the
verh as the subject of the derived intransitive variant. The conative alternation
affects the syntactic expression and semantics of the second argument, which is
rendered by a prepositional phrase (most frequently at, as in {tb} and (2b}) or on
{with certain verbs of ‘ingesting’ like bite or nibble and the push/puli verbs):

(3) a [Ipushed the table. (Levin 1993:42)
b. Ipushed at/on the table.

(4) a. The mouse nibbled the cheese. (Levin 1993:42)
b. The mouse nibbled at/ox the cheese.

The intransitive variant of this alternation is frequently assoctated with ‘endeavor’
or ‘attempted actior’ in contrast to the ‘success’ expressed in the transitive pattern
{see Huddleston 2002: 298, Levin 1993 42 and Perek 2015:50-51). According to
Levin (1993:42), the verb in the intransitive variant “describes an ‘attempted action
without specifying whether the action was actually carried out”. In (1b), which
could be paraphrased by “Margaret tried to cut the bread.” there is no entailment
that the action denoted by the verb to cut was completed. Similarly, Dixon's account
of the difference between He kicked the ball and He kicked at the ball is as follows:

A semantically canonical sentence with kick is something like He kicked the ball;
one assumes that he aimed his foot at the ball, it made contact, and the ball flew
off. On hearing He kicked at the ball one might infer that the aim was not achieved,
ie. he missed making contact. {Dixon 2005:298)

However, the label ‘conative’ is not entirely appropriate {or indeed “misleading”
as claimed by Broccias 2001: 67}, since the association of the at-construction with
these meanings of on-achievement or ‘atternpted actior is clearly an oversim-
plification (see Perek and Lemmens 2010: §19 and Perek 2014:63-64). As Pinker
{1989: 108) points aut, “if fohn cuts af the bread, it’s not that the knife never arrives
at the bread; rather, the bread was not properly cut’.

In this chapter, ] adopt a constructionist view of the conative pattern in English,
arguing that a family-resemblance anatysis, where groups of constructions are
“united by related but not identical syntax and by related but not identical seman-
tics” (Goldberg and Jackendoff 2004: 563), is required to account for the sernan-
tico-pragmatic properties of the so-called conative construction in English. The
remainder of this chapter is organized as follows: Section 2 presents an overview
of a nurnber of non-derivational approaches to the conative construction, which
can be regarded as compatible to some extent. Section 3 is concerned with the
issue of meaning construction and lexical-copstructional interaction in the family
of English conative expressions. Starting from Broccias’s (2001) and Perek and
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Lemmens's (2010} accounts of the at-construction, three main configuraticns are
posited: the allative at-construction, the ablative ai-consiruction and the directional
at-construction. Section 4 explores the interaction between the semantico-prag-
matic value of the conative construction and the semantics of three of the verb
classes which enter into each of the three subconstructions, i.e. verbs of “hitting’
{instantiating the aflative pattern), verbs of ‘cutting’ and ‘ingesting’ (instantiating
the ablative pastern), and verbs of “visual perception’ (instantiating the directional
pattern). I have drawn mainly on corpus data from the Corpus of Contemporary
American English (Davies 2008; henceforth COCA) and from the XML edition of
the British National Corpus (henceforth BNC).}

2. 'The conative construction in the linguistic literature

In this section I present a general overview of some of the main different non-der-
jvational analyses of the conative or at-construction in the linguistic literature.?

2.1 The lexical rule approach

Proponents of the projectionist approach claim that the syntactic realization of
azguments Is projected from the verb's lexical entry. For example, on Pinker’s
(1989) approach to argument structure, alternations are analysed as involving the
application of (language-specific) Jexical rules to a verb's lexical semantic struc-
ture. As Levin and Rappaport (2005: 10) note, one of the most explicit statements
of the assumption that only certain components of verb meaning are relevant to
argument realization is made by Pinker. In the auther's (1989:108) words, “it’s
not what possibly or typically goes in an event that matters; it's what the verb's se-
mantic representation is choosy about in that event that matters”, For the conative
alternation Pinker (1989: 104) postulates a (broad-range) lexico-semantic rule that
takes as input a thematic core of the form x AcTs ON Y and produces the semantic
structure X GOES TOWARDS X ACTING-ON 1.3 Pinker also posits narrow-range lexical

1. BHNC examgies have been identified by means of a three-letter code and the sentence number
within the text where the hit was found, The source information for COCA examples inclades
the date and the type of text from which the hit was extracted (SPOK: spokern; FIC: fiction).

2. Throughout this chapter I use the name conative as this is the term commuonly used to refer
to the construction in the linguistic literature (see Van der Leck 1996:376; (n 3).

3. In the output of Pinker's lexical rule, ‘goes’ and “toward” are "interpreied in a semantic field
where locations are treated as inteaded states or events” (Pinker 198%:104),
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rules, which apply to “narrow canflation classes” of verbs (1989; 103). The narrowly
defined subclasses of verbs which ate eligible to enter into the conative alternation
“must signify a type of motion resulting in 2 type of contact” {1989:105). Verbs
of ‘cutting’ (cus, slash, chop, hack, chip, #tc.) and verbs of ‘hitting’ (hit, beat, elbow,
kick, punch, poke, etc.) are compatible with the construction. Verbs of “touching’
(touch, kiss, hug, stroke, contact, etc.) and verbs of ‘breaking’ (break, shutter, crack,
split, crumble, etc.) ave not allowed in the construction:

(5) a. *Nancy touched at the cai. (Pinker 198%: 104}
b *Jerry broke at the bread. (ibid.}

A similar analysis is put forward by Guerssel et al. (1985: 58-59). The conative alter-
natjon is accounted for by alexical rule which must be sensitive to the verb's lexical
properties as indicated in its LCS (Lexical Conceptual Structure). The conative rule
operates on the Predicate Argument Structure of the verb and modifies the LCS
of verbs involving notions of contact and effect: "The conative construction only
occurs with verbs whose L.CS includes both an EFPECT dause, *x produce effect on
y and a conTAcT clause, by entity coming into contact with y'” (Guerssel et al,
1985:59). Both clauses are essential: verbs of ‘contact, whose LCS lack an gpFECT
clause, and verbs of ‘breaking, whose LCS lack a contacT clause, do not undergo
the conative rule.

As Goldberg argues, the lexical rule approach is largely compatible with her
own approach, the main difference stemming from the increased focus of the
constructional analysis “on the nature of the relation between the verb and the
construction (...)” {1995:9).* (See Section 2.4 for discussion of Goldberg’s con-
structional analysis of the conative construction).

2.2 Tenny’s aspectual approach

According to Tenny's Aspectual Interface Hypothesis, “the universal principles of
mapping between thematic structure and syntactic argument structure are gov-
erned by aspectual properties” {1994:2). On Tenny’s aspectuzl approach to event
conceptualization, ‘delimitedness’ and “measuring out’ are the properties that lead
us into the nature of the syntax/semantics interface”. The term. ‘delimitedness’ "refers

4. According to Rappaport and Levin (1998:129), the constructionist and projectionist ap-
proaches share many elements, Both recognize the same basic distinction between the ‘structural’
and the “idiosyncratic’ aspects of meaning, and the major difference between the two concerns
whether the structural sspect of meaning (Le. the lexical semantic template) resides in the lexical
entry of individual words or is rather associated with the syntactic structare.
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to the property of an event’s having a distinct, definite an inherent endpoint in time”
(1994:4).% The direct internal argument plays the role of ‘measuring out’ the event
denoted by the verb: “measuring out entails that direct argument plays a partic-
ular role in delimiting the event” (Tenny 1994: 5).5 Tenny {1994:123) accounts for
the aspectuzl and non-aspectual elements of meaning that “combine to isolate the
class of verbs that undergo the conative alternation in English”. The constraint that
verbs of ‘motion-towards’ and ‘contact’ “may nof unambiguously specify a measuring
grgument is an aspectual condition on the alternation” (1994: 123; my emphasis).

According to Tenny {1994:47), “the conative alternation applies to verbs that
are ambiguous with respect to measuring arguments (...} or to verbs that have
non-measuring arguments”. Verbs of change of state (sech as break, crack, splinter,
etc.) which obligatorily require a ‘measuring argument’, as they “enforce a delimit-
ing change of state or impart an endstate entailment on the interpretation” (Tenny
1994: 45), cannot enter into the conative alternation.

(6} a. Janetbroke the bread. (Tenny 1994:46)
b. *Janet broke at the bread. (ibid)

It should be observed, however, that a change-of-state verb like fear (also excluded
from the conative alternation by Levin 1993 and Pinker 1989) is compatible with
the at-construction, as shown in (7).7

(7Y a. Hekept tearing at the wrapping paper until it was all removed.
(Dixon 2005:11)
b.  They simply tear at the flesh of the victim unti] the animal is weak from loss
of Blood (...). (BNC BLX 1773)

1. Jackendoff (1996) presents a critique of Tenny's {1994} treatment of aspectual noticns such
as ‘measuring oul’ and “incremental theme' to account for syntactic argument selection. See also
Boas {(2003: 62-65) for critical discussion of Tenny's account of argument alternations (e.g. her
analysis of the resultative construction) in terms of aspectual stracture,

6. The notion of ‘delimitedness’ alse plays important role in Vendler's verb typclogy. Vendler
{1967) proposed four aspectual classes: activities, accomplishments, achievernents and states.
which continue to be the most widely identified classes (see Levin and Rapapport 2005: 88). In
Vendler's typology of verbal aspect., accomplishments and achievernents are delimited events;
states and activities are non-delimited.

7. The argument that measures out the event in (7a}, the wrapping paper, acts here like an
Incremental Theme, undergoing a definite change of state “in distinguishable separate stages”
{Dowty 1991:568): the action was done several times, “bit by bit until a result was achieved”
{Dixon 2005:119).
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As Boas observes in this connection, Tenny's aspectual approach fails to account
“for the different senses that are inherent to z verh's lexical semantics” (Boas
2003:65). I share Boas's view that “once more attention is paid to the lexical seman-
tic information associated with the canstituents of the construction, especially the
verb, a better understanding of the relevant constraints and exceptions will follow”
{2003: 101; my emphasis) (see Section 3 for further discussion).

23  Van der LeeK's compositional approach

Van der Leek (1996) presents a compositional analysis of the conative construction,
suggesting two possible readings of the at-pattern: an ‘estimated point of contact’
reading, exemplified in (8), and a ‘point of contact’ reading, which implies a ‘bit-
by-bit’ interpretation, as in ().

(8) a. Sam threw a handful of mud at Sandy. (Van der Leek 1996:368)
b, Sam sprayed at the trees with some insecticide. {Van der Leek 1996:370)

(9) a. Shepulled at the thread until it came out of the piece of eloth. (ibid.)
Y. [Sandy was] sipping at her drink just to be polite. (Van der Leek 1996: 367)
c.  The mouse nibbled at o piece of cheese. (Van der Leek 1595:374)

Van der Leek (1996: 368) starts from the assumption that “meaning (,..) is essen-
tially compositional, with senses partly created in context” and suggests that the
meaning of the at-canstruction is obtained by merging the ‘skeletal meaning’ of

the verb with that of the ar-phrase. She analyses the behavior of a¢ with non-cora-
tive verbs, such as throw in (8a), where “an at-phrase identifies 2 point of contact
without signaling a path” (1996:368), and concludes that “at designates a point
of contact and that the sense of estimated-point-of-contact is a ‘sense in context’
(Pustejovsky 1995: 60) that gets created (...) in combination with Hirow” (Van der
Leeck 1996: 355).

Broccias (2001) discusses the weaknesses of Van der Leak’s analysis. In
Broccias's view, Van der Leek’s compositional analysis is not sufficient ta moti-
vate all the attested examples, “because it ‘overgenerates’ (_..), excludes plausible
readings (...), and does not taclde the question of metaphorical usage” (Broccias
2001:72) {see Section 2.4 for an overview of Broccias's alternative approach).
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2.4 'The constructional approach

The variation in meaning that accompanies many argument aiternations has led many
researchers to argue for a constructional approach, where “the verb is integrated into
the construction rather than determining the construction, and the construction
ftself licenses some of the comnplement structure” (Levin and Rappaport 2005; 190).

On Goldberg’s (1995} constructional approach,® the conative construction is
not exclusively dependent on the semantics of the main verb. [n fact, Goldberg
{1995: 1) defines constructions as amcHB-Emmbmbm correspendences that exist in-
dependently of particular verbs™$ Figure 1 represents how the sementics of the
verb class integrates into the sernantics of the conative construction {Goldberg
1995: 64):10

Sem DIRECT-ACTION-AT < agt theme >

R

R*: instance, PRED
intended
result {+motion
+contact]

Syn \i SUB] OBL‘at’

* R symbalizes the relation betweea the meaning of the veth and the
meaning of the construction,

Figure L. Conative Construction (Goldberg 1995; 64)

8. Accarding to Levin and Reppaport (2005 191-192), Goldberg (1995) represents the tra-
ditional’ version of constractional theories. Froponents of the ‘traditional’ constructional ap-
proach view syntactic structures as meaningful constructions {or form-meaning pairings}.
‘Neoconstructionists’ on the other hand, assume that the meaning encoded in the construction
is compositionally derived from the meaning of the verb together with the meaning of the syn-
tactic structure {see Borer 2603).

9. According to Goldberg {1995:229; fr §) the concept of meaning is “construed broadly enough
to include contexts of use, as well as traditional notions of semantics”

10. The fact that the Agent is the profiled argument role (expressed by a direct gramumatical
relation) {5 Indicated by bold type. As Perek and Lemnumens (2010; fn 9) point out, Goldberg’s use
of the term ‘theme), introdisced by Gruber {1965) to refer to the role of an entity “undergoing
motion', is infelicitous here as this argument does not necessarily undergo a change of location.
The authors replace it with the more fortunate label ‘target’.
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In Goldberg’s system, “the semantics of the verb classes and the semantics of the
constructions are integrated to yield the semantics of particular expressions”
(1995: 60). As shown in Figure 1, the meaning of the conative construction (rep-
resented as DIRECT-ACTION-AT) remains constant independently of the type of
relation existing between the meaning of the verb and the meaning of the con-
struction. The verbal subevent can be related to the constructional event type in
two ways: when a verb of ‘attention’ tsuch as look or aim) fuses with the construc-
tion, the verb's semantics {represented by PRED) is an ‘instance’ of the semantics
of the construction (see Section 3.1.3). On the other hand, [+motion, +contact]

verbs like fit or shoot are related to the construction by a relation of ‘intended

result’ as in (10):
(10) a. Infront and to each side, people were shooting at Him, but they all missed.
(BNC GOL. 3632)

b, He hit at her face with the gun, but she jerked her head back.
(BNC H85 §37)

However, the question arises whether other subtypes of prototypically transitive
verbs (e.g. stab, hack, cut), which cleacly “entail physical change in the object”
(Dowty 2001: 184), can actually be seen as instantiating the ‘intended-result’ rela-
tion in the conative patterm

{11) & She watked a few feet and stabbed at the earth with the fork.
(BNC HJH 1853)

b Carradine hacked at the other man's tick and a length of weod flew away.
(BNC 1391 GVZ)

. Asthe sea floodsd around them, the boy grabbed an axe and hacked at the
slithery tentacles. As he cut at them, the monster released a jet of blank ink,
withdrew and disappeared. (BNC G3P 1424)

Finally, in the at-pattern with verbs of ‘ingesting; which is not discussed by Goldberg
in her analysis, the label ‘conative’ is again clearly inappropriate. In the BNC examples
with gnaw; nibble and sip in {12} there is indeed consumption of food and wine:

(12) a. Hesmilesa marmite-stained smile and gnawed at another corner of his

sandwich. (BNC FT5 1289)
b, He nilibled at his food and studied her reflectively. (BNC FNT 388)
¢. Nick sipped at his glass of while wine. {BNC BPT 61)

The “intended-result’ reading, which in Goldberg’s analysis results from the co-
ercion of the verb's semantics to the semantics of the construction, clearly does
not account for the conative uses of the construction in (12), where the oblique
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ohjects denote affected entities and where the ‘attempted action’ reading is thus
insufficient.™ .

Broccias (2001) proposes & constructional {or schematic) analysis of so-called
‘conative’ constructions, refining Van der Leel’s and Goldberg’s analyses: 2

The problem af why certain verbs cannot appear ir: canjunction with an at-phrase
must be evaluated on the basis af a (nop-deterministic) interplay between the
scenario(s) coded by the at-construction(s) and the scenaria(s) associated with a
certain verb, (Broccias 2001:72)

Broccias distinguishes three scenarios (or schernas): the allative schema, “where af-
fectedness is possible but not necessary” (2001:74), the ablative schemna, assaciated
with continuous actions and with a component with refers to the atternpted move-
ment of an entity (2001:76), and the aliative-ablative schema, which results from the
interaction of the allative and ablative scenarios. Exarnples from Brocdias, reproduced
i (13), (14) and {15), fllustrate the linguistic instantiations of these three schemas:™

(13) a Sally kicked at the wall. (Broccias 2001:73)
b.  Sally shouted at Chris. (ibid.)
c. He clutched desperately at the branch as he fell. (ibid)
(14} a. ‘The horse pulled at the cart. {Broccias 20¢1:75)
b, His tongue tickled at his hand. (Broccias 2001:77)
c. Sam chipped at the rock. {Broccias 2001:76)

{(13) a Samsprayed at the trees with insecticide. {Broceias 2001:79)
b, He was working at his painting. {ibid}

“The allative schema in (13) is associated with “transtational movement” construed
as the emission of a forve (Broceias 2001:73) and with “lack of necessary affected-
ness” (Broccias 2001: 74). The ablative scenario in (14) is associated with the fea-
ture of contimuity “sither by repetition or prolonging one instance of the action”. It
comprises three cases: removal (142}, release (14b) 4 and creation/destruction (14c).

1. In Construction Grammar coercion can be understood as “the resolution of conflict between
consiructional and lexical denotata” {Michaelis 2004: 8} in such a way that the conflicting element
ends up conforming to the semantico-pragmatic profile of the construction.

12. Broccias (2001:68) replacesthe {abel ‘cenative with the “more neutral jabel of at-construction”

1. Instances of ‘shouting at’ are subsumed by Broccias under the allative pattern. Verbs of per-
ception are not mentioned in his analysis.

14. 'The release case includes verbs of ‘touching’ (e.g. stroke, tickle, pinch}, which authors like
Levin {1993: 42), Dinker (1989: 105) and Galdberg (1995:63) regard as incompatible with the
canative construction,

i
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The allative-ablative schema in (15) shares features with both scenarios. It involves
translational allative motion and contains an ablative component referring to the
netions of continuous action and attempt.

3. Lexical-constructional integration in the English conative pattern

Verb-centered lexical-sermantic and aspectual approaches have proved insufficient
1o give 2 full account of the a#-pattern, as they fail to observe that “the constructions
in which verbs occur are meaningful in and by themselves” (Lemmens 1998: 38}
However, in my view the Goldbergian approach still provides an incomptlete ac-
count of the semantico-pragmatic value of the conative construction. Goldberg's
representation in Figure 1 still needs to be further refined in order to fully reflect
the semantic and discourse-pragmatic properties of the English conative.

Goldberg (1995: 67} conceives of grammar as & repertoire of constructions,
which “form a network and are linked by inheritance relations which motivate
many of the properties of particular constructions”. In Goldberg's words, “[r]ela-
tionships between and among constructions are captured via a default [i-e. partial]
inheritance network” (2013:21). Similarly, in Fried’s (2007:727) view, “grammar is
seen as consisting of networks of constructions, related through shared properties”

In this context, I evaluate Goldberg’s 1995 monosemic analysis of the conative
construction, where the meaning of the construction remains invariable, arguing
that the family of at-constructions involves at least three different configurations
which trigger different aspectual and semantic interpretations:'* (i) the allative
at-pattern (or conative proper type), as illustrated in (16); (ii) the ablative af-pat-
tern, as in (17), and (iii} the directional at-pattern, instantiated by {intransitive)
verbs of ‘attention’ (including verbs of “visual perception’ of the ook’ type), as
exemplified in (18):

(16} a. With an uncoordinated reflex, I kicked at the thing, knacking it a few meters
away. - {COCA 2011, FIC)

b.  Soldiers also shot at movrners burying the dead at two cemeteries in Bamako.
(BNC A03 86)

15. Adams (2001:28, 64) distinguishes four main at-forms carrying different meanings: the
‘contact frame’, which negates the change-of-state implicature; the ‘exerted-force’ frame, which
implicates change of location of the object; the ‘impact frame, where contact with the direct object
is entailed, and the ‘generic at-frame, which carries 2 more repetitive reading. Within each group
the author distinguishes further subtypes with respect to the nature of the verbs that participate
in them.
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{17} a. Iwasnervous, soIsat by Reef, stroking him and talking to him while my dad
cut af the net binding him. (COCA 2003, FIQ)

b. He hacked at the man’s hmw.ﬁ but the blows did no harm.
(COCA 2012, BIG)
(18) a. They all looked disdainfully at the boy's father. {COCA 2019, FICQ)
b, Plaster was falling from a small hole in the ceiling; {...) Rory aimed at the
small hole, puiled the trigger. {BNC GOA 1237}

According ta Goldberg (1995: 24), “the meanings of constructions and verbs in-
teract in nontrivial ways", and therefore there iz bound to be “some cross-refer-
ence between verbs and argument structures”. However, as Boas (2008: 125) points
out, “the interactions between verbs and constructions are difficult to constrain”
Following the author's (2008: 125) suggestion that “it is still necessary to include
more specific semantic and syatactic information in a verb’s lexical entry in order
to be able to predict its distribution with a variety of different constructions”, I adopt
a usage-based ‘splitting’ approach to lexical description, exploring the interaction
between the ‘idiosyncratic’ elements of verb meaning — what Rappaport and Levin
(1998: 106) term ‘constants’ - and the overall semantico-pragmatic import of the
conative construction.

The ‘directed action’ schema is in fact too general to characterize the semantics
of all conative sentences. In Perek and Lemmens’s (2010: §59} words, “an account
taidng such a general meaning as basis runs the risk of being too permissive and
overgeneralizing by allotting too much power to coercion processes”. Actually, as
argued in Section 2.4, the ‘intended-result’ interpretation does not account for
the conative uses of verbs of ingestion like sip or nibble, which clearly involve an
affected object and a ‘bit-by-bit’ interpretation (see also Guerrero 2011: 152 and
Berek 2014:63-64).

In Goldberg's constructional approach to argument realization, coercion
only licensed by particular constructions in the language. That is, coercion is only
possible when a construction requires a particular interpretation that is not inde-
pendently coded by particular lexical items” (1995: 159). As Panther (2005:363)
points out, one insufficiency of Goldberg's approach lies precisely in the unidirec-
tionality of the coercion process, always working from constructional meaning to
lexical meaning;

&«

is

Constructions are assumed to have meaning and Jexical itemns inserted in a con-
struction do not necessarily have to fit the construction meaning ‘perfectly’ but
may, under certain circumstances, be coerced into a meaning determined by the
construction meaning (see Goldberg 1995). But it s not impassible to imagine that
lexical meaning might also ‘nibble at’ constructional meaning and change it met-
onyntically. (Panther 2005: 363: my emphasis)
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In fact, Goldberg (1995: 65) herself acknowledges this possibility when she says that
we may “consider certain verb inherent semantics to bear a mefonymic relation to
the semantics of the construction”.

Following Perek (2014:63), we can conclude that the semantic meaning con-
tributed by the conative construction is indeed highly varieble, “which makes a
maximally general semantic characterization of the construction challenging, if
possible at all” !¢ In line with Perek's proposal, in what follows T explore the issue
of meaning construction in the conative (or ‘conative-type’) pattern analyzing the
interaction between the semantics of the verb classes which appear subsumed in
conative structures and the semantico-pragmatic value of the construction itself.

31 The role of the verb’s semantics

Tsunoda (1985: 387) makes a distinction between resultative transitive verbs, i.e.,
prototypical transitive verbs “which describe an action that not only impinges on
the patient but necessarily creates a change in it’, and non-rzesultative transitive
verbs, L.e., verbs which do not necessarily involve any physical change in the patient.
Broccias's allative and ablative patterns subsume verbs from these two semantic
types: the allative schema is associated with inherently non-resultative verbs (e.g.
kick, shoot), whereas the ablative schema is associated with inherently resultative
verbs (e.g. cut, gnaw, nibble).

It should be observed that the distinction between resultative and non-resul-
tative verbs correlates only partially with the Aktionsart distinction befween ‘telic
or delimited eventualities' {accomplishments and achievements in Vendler's 1967
classification) and ‘atelic or nondelimited eventualities’ (Vendler's activities), as
non-resultative verbs like hit and kick may e ambiguous between a delimited and
non-delimited reading, e.g. hit/kick the wall once (delimited) vs hit/kick one wall
(delimited, non-delimited} (see also Tenny 1987:119).

In the rernainder of this section I iljustrate the interaction between verb and
constructions with corpus data including representative verbs from four semantic
types: verbs of ‘hitting’ (kick, shoot}, verbs of ‘cutting’ (cut, hack), verbs of ingesting’
(sip, nibble), and verbs of ‘attention’ (look, aim).

16, Drawing on earlier work by Croft (2003), Perek (2014) suggests a variant of collexeme anal-
ysis where the verbal distribution of the conative construction is split into semantic classes and
“verb-class-spectfic” constructions are considered independently. This method is applied to three
classes of verbs; verbs of ‘caiting’, verbs of ‘puiling’ and verbs of ‘striking’.
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it means “fire a bullet, an arrow, etc” (citing from the Oxford Advanced Learner’s

311 The allative at-construction: non-resultative verbs of ‘hitting’
Verbs in the lexical subdomain of ‘hitting’ (e.g. kick, shoot) are non-resultative verbs
which refer to the Manip *being brought through the air” to impact on some thing
or person (Dixon 2005:110).}7 Dixon (2005:110) classifies it verbs as a subtype
of prototypical transitive ‘affect” verbs. However, as Tsenoda {1985:387) rightly
points out, verbs like fi and kick are not prototypical transitive verbs, as they “do
not elways imply a change in the patient”

The verb shoot is particularly interesting in this regard: it is inherently resul-
tative with. the reading of ‘shooting dead’, where the Object is the animate patient
killed with a bullet, as illustrated in (19a), and inherently non-resultative when

Dictionary), as in (19b).'8
(19) & TheIRA in Belfast yesterday shat the wrong man when they killed a laboratory

analyst, writes David McKittrick, (BNC AZP 504)
b. Gourmets lured them to piles of turnips, then shot af them with duck-guns.
(BNC F9H 1745)

With the reading of ‘shooting dead’ the conative construction is not possible, as
shown in (20}:

(20) a. shoot the cow dead (Tenny 1994:46}
b. *shoot af the cow dead (ibid.)

The allative at-pattern Is, as Pinker (1989:68) puts it, “compatible with an absence
of any cffect at all’, as shown in (21), where the action does not have an immedjate
effect ont the object and is represented as unbounded as a result:™

(21) a. On2January 1964 & police constable shot at the President from close range.
He missed, killing a securfty guard. (BNC FAN 2326)

b. She shot at him, trying to kill him. (COCA, 2012 SPOK}

c. Ialways carried a half clothes-peg for the purpose - and no matter how he
Blasphemed and kicked af the door he couldn’t get in.  (BNC 1059 ALH)

17, Dixon (2005: 10) defines the Manip role as the role of the entity which the Agent manipulates
to corne inte contact with some thing or person (the Target).

18. The manipulated entity {i.. the bullet, arcow or projectile) may occupy the Object sot, as (n
1 saw the movie once where Martians shot a gur at you and turr you inte @ statue {COCA 2000,

FIC).

19. According ta Capelle and Declerck {2005 893}, an event is represented as bounded "if the
clanse describing it represents the event as reaching a terminal poiot, L.e. 25 coming to an end’.
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As argued by Broccias (2001: 74-75), the lack of necessary affectedness of the ob-
ject “correlates with notions such as randomness, attack and difficulty”. Similarly,
Ikegami (1985:280} observes that the combination of try to with the oblique v, +
at expression “implies some obstacle or difficulty”

The allative at-frame does not necessarily remove the implicated contact of the
transitive frame, as in (21¢), but emphasizes the greater involvement of the Agent.
A sentence like He kicked at the door “could be used to focus on the fact that he was
angry and just kicking out in fury, with what the kicks made contact with being
of secondary importance” {Dixon 2005:298). Similarly the examples with kick in
{22} show that the emphasis is on “the subject’s engaging in the activity” (Dixon
2005:299) and on his/her reaction, rather than on the possible effect that the action
may have on the object.

(22) a. For a moment she almost hated him. She kicked at the hay in a burst of
frustration. (BNC C85 2351)
b, Ikept cursing, and I kicked at the sidewalk with all the anger I had.
(COCA 2011, FIC)
¢. Helkicked at the chair-leg and the black, angry words burst out of her.
{BNC 254 AC4)
312  The ablative at-construction: resultative verbs of tutting and ‘ingesting’
Dixon (2005: 113} classifies verbs of ‘cutting’ like cut and hack as prototypical tran-
sitive verbs of the ‘stab’ subtype, which “refers to a pointed or bladed Manip pene-
trating below the surface of the Target":

(23) & She cut at a knee, smelled the scorch of flesh as the blade severed through
armor. (COCA 2003, FIC)
b.  Dad hacked at an arm with his knife. ({COCA 2008, FIC)

The meaning of these two verbs “involves notions of motion, contact and effect”
(Levin 1993: 157). They are accomplishment predicates that lexicalize both manner
and result. Verbs of ‘cutting’ can thus be said to consist of two subevents: an activity
and a resulting state (Mairal and Faber 2002:53).

The ablative at-frame with resultative verbs of ‘curting’ cancels the implica-
ture of an endstate or end-locatdon which can be present in the transitive frame
and emphasizes the manner of contact variable lexicalized by the verb (see Adams
2001:64). The examples in {24} do not necessarily signal lack of affectedness, but
they still do not implicate an endstate or result:

(24) a. A figure popped out of a doorway to Alexel’s left, and he cut at it with his
sword and ran on. {BNC G17 1991)
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b.  There was frost on his hair, on the fur of his hood, but soon, as he hacked at
the tree, his skin began fo glow and a fine, warm moisture gleamed on his
face. . (BNC HTM 2495)

‘There are two possible readings for these examples: either the action of ‘cutting’ or
‘hacking’ is understood to be repeated longer, or there is movement of the Manip
towards the object without contact necessarily being entailed. As in (22), the em-
phasis now seems to be on the undertaking of the action by the agent, rather than
on the achievement of a particular result.

In the ablative pattern with verbs of ‘ingesting’ the conative seerss to irmpose “a
partial completion sense” (Van der Leek 1996:375), as iflustrated by Huddlestorn's
examples in (25):

I

{25) a. He nibbled the biscuit away. (Huddleston 2002:298)
b. *He nibbled at/on kis biscuit away. (ibid.)

‘The sentence pair with nibble in (26) also exemplifies this ‘holistic/partitive’ effect:

(26} a. [...]when ke could not immediately think of an answer he nibbled the canapé

and viewed the questioner with cold button eyes. {BNC CDN 1047)
b, Moodie, more like a motse than ever, nibbled at a bit of cheese.
{BNC HUD 156)

In the at-pattern in (26b} the effect is that the entity is ingested partially, in a
“bit-by-bif” fashion (Van der Leek 1996:374}. Verbs like gobble and devour, which
cannot occur without a holistic object, would be filtered out by the uncompleted
entailment of the construction (see Dowty 2001: 184}. In the words of Van der Leek:
“We can only identify an event as a gobbling event if the food stuff mentioned as a
whole disappears fast into the gobbler’s mouth™ (1996:375).

3.1.3  The directional at-construction: verbs of uttention’

The directional at-pattern is instantiated by verbs of ‘attention’ (such as look and
airm), where the action does not impinge on the patient (Tsunoda 1985:389). In
Goldberg’s {1995: 64) analysis, Jook and aim are both instances of DIRECT-ACTION-
AT (see Figure 1), as shown in (27}

(27} a. Fredlooked at Bthel. {Goidberg 1995:64}
b. Ethel aimed at Fred. (ibid)

According to Goldberg (1995: 64}, these verbs (which are not [+motion, +contact]
verbs) “bear an abvicus similarity” to other uses of the construction where the
relation between the meaning of the verb and the meaning of the construction is
one of “intended result, as in (28):
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(28) a. Ethel struck at Fred. (Goldberg 1995:63)
b. Ethel shot at Fred. (ibid.)

In Dixon's semantic classification, verbs of ‘attention’ of the ‘look’ subtype refer “to
the Perceiver directing their attention in order to connect with some Impression”
{2005:133).2° Collocations of the verbs look and gaze with agent-oriented manner
adverbials such as thoughtfully and carefully reveal the agent-profiling semanti-
co-pragmatic function of the construction. I present some examples in {29):*'

(29) a. The Pastor paused for a moment and looked thoughtfully at his flock and,

Erika was convinced, piercingly at her. (BNC A7A 426)
b. Miss Honey looked carefully at the finy girl with dark hair and a round
serious face sitting in the second row. {BNC CH4 795)
c. Tobby looked meaningfully at me and changed fhe subject as we moved
towards the table for lunch. {BNC 2144 C54)
d.  Alex gazed thoughtfully at the empty doorway. {COCA 2007, FIC)
& She lifted flabby corrugated skin from her arm and gazed meaningfuily at
Lt (COCA 2001, FIC)

Drawing on Goldberg's construction grammar account, Perek and Lemmens (2010:
§24) relate the conative frame {comprising Broccias’s ablative and allative schemas
10 other instances of the at-construction instantiating the constructional meaning
‘directed action.* Verbs of voluntary visual perception {look, glance, stare, gaze,
peer), verbs of ‘shouting’ (e.g. shout ata person, cry ata person, scream ot & person),
verbs of laughing’ {e.g. laugh at a person) and ‘smiling (smile af a person), verbs
of ‘growling’ (e.g. growl af a person, groan at a person) and ‘scoffing’ {e.g. sneer at

20. Tkegami (1985:283) mentions that the contrast between see and lockat reflects the implicit se-
imantic opposition between achievement and non-achievement, which is typically associzted with
the unmarked and marked variants of verbs in the conative alternation. As Gruber (1967:942)
points out, “one can look at something without seeing it” On the other hand, see is obligatorily
non-agenlive, as opposed ta look: e.g., What Johm did was to look at Bill vs. *What John did was
to see Bill (Gruber 1967;943),

21, The meaning of these verbs coutains the parameter of long duration and Jexicalizes an “in-
tentional act of visual perception” (Faber and Mairal 1999:152).

22. However, Perek and Lemmens (2610: §52) exclude visual perception from the central mean-
ing of the construction, as it is only the orientstional component of look (and pot its visual
companent) which determines its compatibility with the at-construction. The authors present
evidence against an extreme interpretation of Goldberg’s {2006) Lexical Origin Hypothesis, ac-
carding to which “generalizations may arise developmentally ag generalizations over lexical items
in particular patterns” (2006:92), and cenclude that the conative alternation could be viewed as
a “higher-level contrastive form-meaning pair” unifying the aliative and ablative patterns (Perek
and Lemumens 2010: $66).
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& person, jeer at 2 person}, which can be used intransitively with the preposition
atbut do not allow transitive uses (“*Jook a person, *shout a person; *ery a person,
*scream a persan, *laugh a person, “smile a person, *growl a person; Ygroan a persom;
*stiger a Person, *jeer a person) can also be regarded as instances of the conative
construction as they also involve some notion of ‘directed action’ and even ‘attack’
(Tkegami 1985:282), as shown in (30):

(30) a. They shouted at him and he rode off on a bicycle, latter to be stopped by the
police (...). {(BCN BM4 107}

b. She came home and screamed af her husband. Then she screamed at the
children. (BNC ACL 1274)

c. Whenever we move down a street, enter a pub, cluk or restaurant we risk

being laughed at, sworn af, spat at. {BNC 266 C95)

3.2 The fusion of verbal and constructional semantics:
A family-resemblance analysis

Figure 2 represents the family of English conative constructions, connected though
“principies of inheritance” (¥Fried 2007:237)* and family resemblance links.

The three configurations which form the family of at-constructions can be
considered to be “the result of the modulation of the lexical semantics of the main
verb with the overall constroctional meaning” (Gonzédlvez 2008: 119). Each sub-
construction inherits the general semantic and pragmatic specifications of the con-
struction (ACTION WITH A GOAL-ACHIEVING INTENTION / AGENT-PROFILING AND
PATIENT-DEFOCUSING), and these general dimensions are further modulated by the
lexical semantics of each verb class in each of the three subconstructions involved:

Along the lines of Fried's (2007) usage-based analysis, where evidence is pro-
vided by actual usage in specific communicative situations,? I assume that general-
izations about the conative pattern revolve mainly around semantic and pragmatic
notions. As [ have argued in Guerrero (2011: 189199}, Cooreman’s definition

a

a3, In Fried's (2007: 737) words, the notion of inheritance “is used in constructional analysis as
ome way of expressing generalizations about grammoatical patterns that show partial overlap of
features, whether formal or functional”

24. In line with the basic methodology of usage-based approaches, where “item-specific knowl-

edge exists alongside generalizations” (Goldberg 2006: 44), in this chapter I have based my as-
sumptions on authentic data drawn from corpora.

25. In Guerrero (2011) I explore the functional dimensions of the English conative alternation,
examining to what extent this object-obligue alternation fulfills similar functions to the antipas-
sive in other languages.
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Syntax: NPV at PP
Semantics:  ACTION WITH A GOAL-ACHIEVING INTENTION
Pragmatics: AGENT-PROFILING AND PATIENT-DEFOCUSING

ablative allative directional
Lack or COMPLETION, LACK OF NECESSARY DIRECTED ACEION
PARTIAL RESULT AFRECTEDNESS
n resultative . R -
verl “ingesting’ non-resuliative intransitive
semantics ), 0 ) k 4 E for
cutting contact attention’

1.

.1
verbs of 'shouting,, ‘growling; ‘smiling, ‘langhing’

*1,,: metaphaorical extension links (Geldberg 1595)

Figure 2. A family-resemblance analysis of the English at-construction

of the general function of the antipassive captures the semantic and pragmatic
dimensions of the English conative construction:

The antipassive which is used for semantic/pragmatic reasons is best described as
indicating a certain degree of difficulty with which an effect sterming from an
activity by 4 on an identifiable o can be recognized. {Cocreman 1594: 65)

"The necessary level of difficulty for the conative construction to be used in English
isto a great extent dependent on those semantic and aspectual components of verb
meaning which determine the way in which the entallment of incompletion of the
construction is manifested. According to Dowty (2001:184), “the meaning of the
construction entails that the action is incomplete in one of two ways":2

26. In Dowty’s (2001} meaning-driven analysis, the semantic change that ariges through z partic-
utar alternation filters’ the verbs that can enter into it, In the English conative construction, the
‘incompleted entailment’ of the at-variant clashes with the entailment of completion of action of
a verb like break.

With verbs that entail physical change in the patient, the derived construction
means that some but not all of the patient is affected, and is consistent with the
possibility that very little is affected {(cf. eaf at the cake).

The remaining verbs in this construction enteil motion and contact but not
necessarily any physical change in the Patient at all, but they do involve a distin-
guishable manner or shape of movement by the agent even if contact fails to be
achieved {...). With these verbs, the action is understood not to invelve cantact but
ouly to involve this characteristic movement (of. He swatted at the fly but missed
(.0 {Dowty 2001: 184--185)

‘The first group of verbs menticned by Dowty corresponds to Tsunoda’s (1985)
resultative type, whereas the remaining verbs are non-resultative verbs.

As shown in Figure 2, the allative at-pattern instantiates the most prototyp-
ical realization of the meaning ACTION WITH A GOAL-ACHIEVING INTENTION
{Tkegami 1985:280). With non-measuring verbs of contact {Tenny 1994), the at-
construction may be used to indicate that contact is not achieved, as fllustrated in
{22} in Section 3.1.1.

Scholars like Givon (2001) and Croft {1998) regard the demotion of the patient
into an oblique case t0 cancel the affectedness entailment of the verb as the main
function of the conative alternation. In Croft's (1998: 45) words: “In general, an
object-oblique alternation is associated with a difference in degree of affectedness
of the participant alternatively encoded, so that the object encoding indicates a
high{er) degree of affectedness”. However, the conative frame does not always ren-
der “a sense of low affectedness” (Givan 2001: 171), but rather confers on the agent
“the salience and accessibility that comes with starting-point status” (Langacker
1987:396). The deliberateness of the agent - the “volitional element” in Hopper
and Thompson's (1980:264) terms ~ is inherently part of the semantico-pragmatic
meaning of the conative pattern.

The broken arrow in Figure 2 indicates metaphorical extension (1) links
(Goldberg 1995: 81) between the so-called directional at-pattern and the af-pattern
with agentive uses of verbs of ‘shouting’ or ‘growling, Jaughing’ or smillng’ As ob-
served by Perek and Lemmens {2010: §51), a possible motivation for the metapharical
use of these verbs in the directional af-construction could be to see “mental objects
as entities in the mind with which the individual can interact”.

4. Final remarks

In this chapter [ have argued that the conative construction can be analyzed as
a family of constructions comprising three main subconstructions with instanti-
ate related meanings: the allative pattern, the ablative pattern, and the directional
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pattern, with values such a3 LACK OF NECESSARY AFFECTEDNESS, LACK OF COMPLE-
TION OF PARTIAL RESULT and DIRECTED ACTION, a5 shown in Figure 2.7

Although I adhere to Goldberg’s (2006: 3) notion of grammatical construc-
tions as “conventionalized pairings of form and function”, I do not fully support
the author’s {2006: 25) daim that “each argurnent structure pattern is best ana-
lyzed on its own terms, without relying on explicit or implicit reference to a possible
alternate paraphrase (Goldberg 2006:25; my emphasis). I concur with Perek and
Lemmens (2010: §65) that “not all alternations should be rejected on the grounds
of the surface generalization hypothesis”, and also agree with Davidse's claim that
“alternations are indeed relevant both to verb meaning and to the sermnantics of
constructions” (2011:12).%

The conative construction can be understood as & high-level conceptual con-
figuration capable of accommodating low-leve! structures of the kind provided by
the lexical predicates which are coerced into the construction (see Ruiz de Mendoza
and Gonzélvez 2011: 192), as long as they do not clash with the incompleted en-
tailment of the construction.
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27. One reviewer polnts out that the inclusion of constructions expressing perception (e.g. X
looked at Y} in the conative family of constructions may be problematic, as the directional pat-
tern with verbs of perception is not marked in any way. Although I share the reviewer's Levinian
positian that the meaning of the conative construction emerges from the contrast between the
marked and unmarked variants of the conative alternation {see also Perek 2015: 101), I believe
that the aliative, ablative and directional at-patterns build up a family-resemblance group of
structures. “The inclusion of verbs of voliional visual perception within the conative family of
constructions would be motivated by their agentive nature and by their orientational and direc-
tional components. Contra Goldberg, however, { claim that the semantics of all conative uses
cannet be accounted for by the schematic notion of irected action’ {see Section 3).

28. See also Proost (this volume: 17-51), where the author emphasizes the role of verb dasses and
verb-class-specific alternations to identify the different variants of the German search-construction.
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