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Don L, F. Nllsen

- In 1857 Noam Chomsky d1scussed the 'subject of recursiveness 1n

his Syntactic Structures. At that. p01nt he treated recursion by

means of a4cycling rewrite rule, a rule which could be applled over

- and over again indefinitely to produce such sentences as "He saw an

" 0ld old old old cld... man,"-or,"He was very very very very“very...

',;‘-tall.'h A point which Chomsky made at that time was that in a model -

[Ap—

representlng linguistic. competence, there is no principled. cut-off
p01nt,at‘wh;ch the grammar w1ll_say in effect, "one more of these
items and you'll end up mith an ungrammatical_sentence," for such a
decision wonld,have to he arbitrary.‘ Recursive elements*are evidently
like Jello--there's always room for more.
| By allowing his competence-based model to have cycling or re-
cnrsive.rules, Chomsky was accounting for one aspect of linguistic

) creativity,ubecause'for.everp sentence in a corpus mhdch contains a
certa1n number of recursive elements there is theoret1cally another
sentence poss1ble which contains more of these elements. But this 1s

-nevertheless a rather trivial view of recurS1veness——especialiy mhen

compared with his expanded notion of recursiveness as outlined in his

Aspects of TherTheory of Syntax (1965)"> Chomsky's Aspects is a re-

v1S1on of the. syntactlc component of transformatlonal grammar to make

- 1t more compatlble w1th the semantic component thendbelngideveloped

by Katz Fonor,'and Postal. One:of the most important contributions

of the Aspects modelfof;syntax is that it did away with the kernel

”. The aunthor is deeply 1ndebted to Melissa Joseph with whom he
has had many fruitful. bra1n—storm1ng sessions on the.subject of re-
curs1veness. This paper was originally read in the Linguistics
Sectlon .of the /1976 Rocky Mountaln Modern Language Association meeting.
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Recursiveness‘page 2
sentencehby generatlng embedded sentences w1th1n the sentences in which- .- L“T
they are embedded. This$ means that embedded sencences, are no longer .
generated separately, but rather that in the'generation of,a-particular
sentence the grammar nust be allowed to go back through all of the re-
write rules each time a sentence embedding occurs. This is a much more
S1gn1f1cant view of the process of recurs1on-s1nce it accounts for the S5
recursive nature of sentence embeddlng, and would therefore explaln
‘such sentences as "This is .the cat that chased the rat that lived in
the house that was beside the barn where there lived a cow which had
a crumpled horn which is as ugly as sinﬂwhichvis a type of religious

. offense...".and on and oniad nausi .

Frequently a sentence which is embedded insideﬁof another sentence
will share a certain amount of information with the matrix sentence.
Wben this happens, the identity-deletion transformation or the iden-
tity-pronominalization'transformation will go into;operation, eitner
deleting:the redundant information or pronominalizing 1t w1th pro-
nom1na11zatlon actually belng a. form of part1al deletlon s1nce a L
pronoun always has fewer semantic features than its antecedent has.
The~resuiting pronoun may be a personal pronoun as,in "John likes

: Qig'cbildren,ﬁ a reflexive pronoun, as in "John cutxhimself,"'an
bintensiwe pronoun,.as.in "John himself built'the fireplace,” an
-indefinite pronoun,.as in "SomebOdy fell off the buiiding," or a
relative pronoun, as in."The boy who is outside is John." In each of
these cases, the pronoun refers to a more fully specific (senantically)

_ noun. And in each case the pronominalization~is possible because a

recursive.tranSformation keeps_reintroducing the same information.

All instances after the first must either be pronominalized or deleted.
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Recursiveness page 3
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Now let’s look at the relatlve pronoun and verb of the 1t

example . "The boy who is outside is John." As a result ol the

recursive«sentence—embedding.transformation, the relative pronoun

- . —

.....

"who is totally redundant since all of this information is contained
in the antecedent. And the verb is following who is also totally
redundant since we know the tense from the main verb, and since the
only other semantic information contained in this verb is equational.
Eor"these reasons, we"canfdelete the who is from the sentence "The

" boy who isj‘outside is John" to yield "The boy outside is John." In
fact wheﬁéber there is sentence embedding either subordinately or

B . . X o, N .
coordinately. we can expect a certain amount of redundancy., and we
. .

can therefore make certain deletions. In comparative constructions
we can say "John runs faster'than Bill " and delete the last word runs.

,ﬁ" SubJects of gerunds and 1nf1n1t1ves can be ‘deleted :ssumlng that

-

subJects of main clauses can s1multaneously play two roles, "yielding
"John enJoys (delete John s) watching girls,” and "John expected

Y (deletg or.John) to. eat supper." Coordinate conjunction, obviously
L &y B . -
a type ofnrecurS1ve transformatlon autgmatically deletes whatever is

,-redundant and coord1nately con301ns whatever is left. "John likes

4 KE

e

~girls and J1m llkes glrls" becomes,"John and Jim like glrls" with con-

‘301ned'sub3ectS° "John llkes glrls and John likes boys"™ becomes "John
L

llgps glrls and boys con301ned d1rect obJects, "John likes glrls and
T e John hates boys™ becomes "John likes girls and ‘hates boys" with con-

: L joined %erb phrases and even "John llkes girls: and John hates glrls"
[V . -“ R ’ )
L A can become "John llkes and hates girls"™ with conjoined verbs. If

-there is nothlng redundant in the two con301ned sentences then nothing

';; . s de%eted and 1t is therefore the -sentences themselves. wh1ch

-
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Recursiveness page U

- are conjoined, as in "John likes girls-and his brother prefers peanut

butterﬂsandwiches." This last type of conjunction is rather rare
because-there’s no common element and for this reason the contrastive

conJunction but sounds more normal—-"John likes girls but his brother

: prefers peanut butter sandw1ches." It is poSSible to delete just the

verb, so that "John likes girls and Jim likes boys" becomes "John

[

likes girls and'Jim'hoys," but although this is theoretically possible

it sounds strange. Since there is a feeling that such a sentence conex

tains . a space or a gap, the process is known as gapping. When an . —

entire verb cluster is repeated, it is also possible to stop at any
point in theusecond-occurence of the cluster. After we have said "Jim
thought that John should have been doing his homework" we can continue

think Wave been v
with "but I didn’tAthat he shouldA" or "...that he should have,™ or

. "that he should adeslomgw. ' “Since this process can .be thought of as

getting rid of more and more of the redundant and therefore non-

Hessential verb cluster, it has been called sluicing.

Sentence recursion occurs not only in coordinate structures, but

- in subordinate structures as well. I mentioned this earlier, but let

me return to it briéfly In order for a sentence to become a subordin-

‘ate part of another sentence it must undergo a demotion transformation.

There are s1x such. transformations in Englishr 1. Suborainate-clause

' formaticn,j 2. Relative-clause formation, 3. Gerund-pi.rase formation,

T, Infinitive-phrase formation, 5. -Present-participle—phrese for-

mation, and 6. Past-participle-phrase formation A seventh sub-

ordinating process “would be noun—compounding to produce cry baby

' (predicate plus subJect) pin curl (predicate plus direct obJect),

plus :
driver s license (subJectAdirect obJect), or apple sauc (obJect of

prep plus subJect).__Ihe first two of these processes result in

5
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clauses and the others result in phrases. But as a general pr1nc1p,ﬂ
these dependent clauses can become phrases and the phrases can become
S1ngle words. by the appllcatlon of the identity deletlon transfor—
matlon, which 1tself must be a recursive transformation.

It wouid be anleasy matter for me‘to end my presentation at this

[

point and to conclude by sav1ng that the concept of word-recurs1on

descr1bed in Syntactlc Structures was a significant contr1butlon but

that the concept of coordinate-and subordlnate-clause recurS1on

described in As pects of the Theoryfof Syntax was much more s1gn1f1cant

~ine

~contribution. But let me not stop hereg_for I feel that we're on the
,;gthreshold of a new‘discovery, the.dfscoverQ of recursion at the dis-
; . course leQel. And let me suggest that here as with clause recursion,
there are the.two cQuntervalllng forces of recursion and deletion.
-
There are two threads that weave through any discourse: the one is“the
thread of organlzatlon and the other is the thread of relevance, or
‘what Robin Lakoff terms'"common top1c." Both of these threads are“”
.possdble through a recursion process, and whenever the concept does
_not reach the surface—structure level it fails to do so pecause of
redundancy deletlon. Let me 1llustrate with an example.‘
| Suppose that 1n the f1rst sentence of a d1scourse there is a.
Imentlon of the t1me, the place, . and other adyerblaletype concepts.

In-every.subsequent sentence, we“could add this same time and place,

oy

because 1t lS 1mp11ed but it doesn't reach the surface structure

1: lbecause after the f1rst sentence it. is redundant:- It only reaches
' the surface if it changes in which case, of course _it ds no longer s
o redundaﬁt It is even. pOSSlble for these adverb;al elements  to change

L %

_without ach1ng the surface. Suppose, for example, that a discourse !
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is.chronogically organized In this case, ‘the time of each sentence
is different from that of every other sentence being a little bit
later than the preceding sentence and a little bit earlier than the
sentence which. follows. But it_is nevertheless not‘necessary to

| state the time in every sentence since it can be established by

‘the context in view of the general time, and in view ngthe basic.

organization of ‘the discourse.

Common-topic must also,be afrecursive element. Whenever there

-

are two sentences in a discourse there is always a precise relation—

- CeTET

_‘ship between them. Sometimes the relationship is explic1tely stated‘
‘as in "John never received his Ph.D.," when it is followedrbyw"Never—
theless he is now an outstanding university professor." At other
.times the relationship is merely implied as in "John received his
ﬂ;h;D.," when it is. followed by "John is a better professor than' Jim,
who didn't receive his doctorate.” All sentences are related to each
other through a theéesis sentence, through the organization of the dis-
‘course, and through relation-signalling words throughout the‘discourse.w
o It 'S interesting that the amount of the recursion is determined

n
by the nature of the discourse. If language is used for. communication

there is less redundancy than if it is ‘used for social interaction

or for group identification. Literary language is typically more

’redundant than is. common everyday language especially if the
. repetition of semantic features is considered an aspect of redundancy. -
One reason is that literary language is symbolic, and frequently
s1multaneously develops ‘more than ecne level of meaning Poetry is:,

the most redundant language of alm. There -is graphic’ redundancy

" (as in eye rhyme), phonological reduwfance (as in alliteration, o

¥ .
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assonarice Jrhythm rhyme ~slant rhyme, ete. ), syntactlc (as.when
patterns are repeated), and a great deal of semantlc redundance. of
course the redundancy of l1terary language is added to the redundancy
of ord1nary language caused by the -agreement of subJects w1th verbs
pronouns with antecedents, .verbs with adverbs, numbers with nouns,
etc.u o . " " ' : »p' ‘ B
I feel that:the interactlon of recursiveness with deletion is-

‘an important.interplay at the discourse le él;vﬁUnfortunately, we need
«to know more about d1scourses before we can 1nvest1gate the 1nter-‘
play completely. But it is qulte ev1dent that it is a- language

unlversal and that it is one of the 1mportant controls ot the dlS—

tribution of old and new.information. o s,

Don L. F. Nilsen . i o
Arizona State Un1vers1ty . - ‘ )
Tempe, Arizona o S - i
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