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The Governing Category Parameter in Second Language Acquisition®

Makiko Hirakawa
McGill University

1. Introduction

This paper reports on an experimental study designed to examine how and
to what extent native speakers of Japanese acquire syntactic properties of
English reflexives. In particular, the focus will be on the effects of the
Governing Category Parameter (Wexler and Manzini 1987)2, which rclatcs to
Principle A of the Binding Theory (Chomsky 1981). The goal of this paper is
to support the hypothesis that second language (L2) learners are still
constrained by Universal Grammar (UG), despite the influence of the
paramcter setting of their native language as well as the non-operation of
the Subset Principle.

Principle A of the Binding Theory states that a reflexive {(an anaphor)
must bec bound in its governing category. In other words, a reflexive must
have an antecedent within a certain domain, defined as the governing
category. However, it has becn suggested that the choice of governing
categories is subject to paramctric variation. Wexler and Manzini (1987)
have proposed the Governing Category Parameter with five values, of which
English is sct to value (a) which is the most unmarked while Japanese and
Korean arec set to value (e) which is the most marked, as shown in (1).

(1) The Governing Catcgory Paramcter
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According to this paramecter, languages differ with respect to how far

such as (2) below,

away the antccedent can be from the reflexive. For example, in a sentence

(2) [Susan knows that [Ann wants [Mary to introduce herself]i}.

a type (a) language such as English allows only the NP closest to the

X
Hy
a
¢!
U
v

reflexive, Mary, to be its antecedent since the minimal clause including the
reflexive and the subject is the governing category in this typec of
language; a type (c) language such as Russian allows cither Mary or Ann to
be the anteccedent as the governing category for this type of languagc is a
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clause containing a finitc verb and the reflexive: a type (c) language such
as Japanesc or Korean allows all thrce NPs (cither Mary, Ann, or Susan) to
be the antecedent since thc whole scentence is the governing catcgory for the
reflexive®. Thus, a typc (a) languagc is thc most rcstrictive language in
that it allows only thec closest NP to the reflexive to be its antccedent; on
the other hand, a type (c) languagc is the least restrictive language in
that any NP in a sentcncc can bc the anteccdent of thc reflexive*. The
values for this parametcr sctting shown an ‘entailment’ rclationship as
illustrated in (3).

(3) The Governing Category Parametcr

(b)(c}(d) (e

The data which motivatcs the smallest grammar is also compatible with any of
other grammars.

In a lcarning situation of this paramcter in first languagc (L1)
acquisition, it has bcen proposed that the Subsct Principle (Berwick, 1985:
Wexler and Manzini, 1987) lcads a child to choosc the paramcter valuc
gencrating the smallest subsct language first, and procced beyond that valuc
only when positive evidence for a morc inclusive grammar is available. 1t
prcvents the child from hypothcsizing the wrong grammar; in conscquence, his
or her grammar is frec from crrors caused by overgencralization. A number
of studies havc found that children correctly bind rcflexives to the local
antccedent (Jakubowicz 1984; Chicn and Wexler 1987: Dcutsch, Koster and
Koster 1986: Wexler and Chicn 1985).

Assuming that the Subsct Principlc acts in L]l acquisition, wc may thecn
ask whcther or not it opcrates in L2 acquisition. Studics havec bcen
conducted to cxaminc this issuc using paramcters with two valucs, and
suggcst that thec answer is ncgative where the L1 setting is markcd while the
L2 sctting is unmarked (Whitc 1989: Zobl 1988). L2 lcarncrs sccm to
transfer thecir supersct L1 valuc in the acquisition of the L2.

The prescnt study cxamincs how native spcakers of Japancsc sct the
valuc of the Governing Catcgory Paramcter. An intcresting point about this
paramctecr is that it has five diffcrent valucs instcad of two; thercfore,
other valucs in addition to thosc found in lcarners’ L1 and L2 arc looked
into. Wc are concerncd herc with threc possibilitics: whether the Subsct
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Principle operates, whether the L1 transfer occurs, or whether learners
assume neither their L1 or L2 value, but a value in between. Although the
last possibility seems the least likely, such was found by Finer and
Broselow (1986) among Korean learners of English. Evidence from any of
these three possibilities will be compatible with the theory of UG, and
thereby argue against the hypothesis that UG is not operative in L2
acquisition.

A study by Finer and Broselow is discussed in detail in the following
section, followed by a presentation of my experimental study.

2. Study by Finer and Broselow (1986)

One small pilot study by Finer and Broselow (1986) investigated the
Governing Category Parameter in the acquisition of English reflexives by six
Korean subjects®. Korean is similar to Japanese in that the reflexive can
be bound in the whole sentence; hence, it is a type (e) language for the
Governing Category Parameter. At the time of testing, the subjects were
students in an intensive English language program at a university in the
United States. A picture identification task was conducted in which
subjects were shown pairs of pictures. The subjects then listended to a
sentence and were asked to indicate which of the two pictures was
appropriate for the sentence, or whether both pictures could represent the
sentence (as would be the case in Korean). The test sentences were of the
following two types; ecach type was represented by four sentences.

{(4) a. Mr. Fat thinks that Mr. Thin will paint himself.
b. Mr. Fat wants Mr. Thin to paint himself.

The results show that Korean learners assumed the local antecedent in
the tcnsed clauses but often failed to do so in the tenseless clauses.
Results are shown in (5) (Finer and Broselow 1986: Appendix B).

(5) Local Non-local Either
{[Tensed Clausel]
22 2 0
(91.7%) (8.3%) (0%)

[Infinitive Clausc]

14 9 1
(58.3%) (37.5%) (4.2%)
Total 36 11 1

Fincr and Brosclow interpret the result as indicating that the learners
have picked neither their L1 value or L2 value, but an intermediate value of
the Governing Catcgory Paramcter, as it scemed that the lecarncts
distinguished [+TNS] as taking thc local antccedent in the tensed clause but
rcjecting it in the infinitival. It would be an appropriate distinction if
the target language was cither type (c) or type (d) language.
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However, this study raises some questions. Although Finer and Broselow
argue that their subjects chose an intermediate value, Mr. Fat and Mr. Thin
in sentences (4) arc both conceivable antecedents for himself in Korean. If
there is some strong tendency in the subjects’ native language to prefer Mr.
Fat in a sentence like (4b) rather than one like (4a), the choice of
non-local antecedents may be traccable to the L1. Since no control group of
Korean speakers was involved, we cannot confirm this possibiiity. In order
to determine whether or not the subjects chose the intermediate value, we
need a test of more complex structures such as the following®:

(6) [John says that [Mr. Fat wants [Mr. Thin to paint himself]ll.

If L2 learners pick an intermediate value, on the basis of whether a
clause was tensed or not, they should not choose John as the antecedent of
himself in (6). If it turns out that they allow the non-local antecedent,
John, as the antecedent, we must conclude that they are choosing not the
intermediate value of the Governing Category Parameter but the largest, as
in their L1.

3. Experiment

The main concern of the study is to investigatc how lcarners sct the
value of the Governing Category Paramecter where the L1 {Japanese) and the L2
(English) differ.

Three hypotheses to be considered are as follows:

1. The Subset Principlc operates identically as in L1 acquisition. This
predicts that Japanese learners start with correct English grammar and that
there is no misinterpretation of English reflexives.

2. Japancse learncrs transfer their L1 paramcter sctting, yiclding the
incorrect setting for the L2 grammar. This predicts that Japanese learners
bind the reflexive to the NP which is not allowed by the English grammar.
3. The Subset Principle does not operate and L1 transfer does not occur
cither. This predicts that learners choose neither value (a) nor value (¢),
they somehow pick a value in between.

It can also be hypothesized that there may be progress during the
subjects’ exposurc to English, lcading to acquisition of the¢ correct L2
value. To ensure that the experiment would be sensitive to such progress,
the subjects were selected from different grade levels.

3.1. Hethod

3.1.1. Subjects

Four cxperimental groups and two control grcups werce involved in the
experiment.

The experimental groups consisted of students from four levels: Group 1
consisted of 13 first-ycar high school students (age 15~16), Group 2, of 14
sccond-yecar high school students (age 16~17), Group 3, of 18 third-year high

Gl
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school students (age 17~18), and Group 4, of 20 first-year college students
(age 18~19). Subjects in Groups 1~3 were students at a private 6-year
sccondary school located in Ibaraki, Japan. Subjects in Group 4 attended a
college located in Yokohama, Japan. They were graduates from various
secondary schools. Except for the level difference, each subject was
considered to have a similar background with respect to the age at which
they had started English lessons and the amount of exposure to English”. It
should be emphasized that no explicit explanation with respect to the
antecedent of reflexives had been given in class.

22 native speakers of Japanese (age 17~18) served as the Japanese
control group while 20 native speakers of English {age 17~19) served as the
English control group.

3.1.2. Haterials

The test was composed of two parts: one was the preliminary test and
the other was the main test on reflexives. The preliminary test was to
ensure that subjects had mastered the relevant structures and vocabulary in
the main test. It was also examined whether they knew that a reflexive must
have its antecedent and that a pronominal cannot have its antecedent, in a
simple clause sentence. All these subjects passed the preliminary test.

In the main test, amultiple-choice grammaticality judgement task was
used with four types of sentences. Types A and C sentences were bi-clausal:
Types B and D sentences were three—-clausal. Types A and B were made up of
finite clauses; Types C and D had an infinitival clausc in the most embedded
position. NPs appearing in each sentcnce were of the same gender.

(7) Type A: Tom thinks that John hates himself.

(NP1 [NP2 refl. ||
Typc B: Alice knows that May thinks that June hit herself.
[NP1 INP2 {NP3 refl. |||
Type C: Junc wants May to understand hersclf.
[NP1 INP2 refl. ||
Type D: Tom says that Paul told Bob to introducec himself.
INP1 [NP2 {NP3 refl. 1{1]

Subjects were asked to indicate who himself or herself refcirred to in
cach sentence by circling one of a set of given choices. For example, five
potential antecedents are presented after sentence Type A or Type C:

(8) Tom thinks that John hates himself.
Tom

John

cither Tom or John

someone else:

don’t know

0O an oL

[f they considered the sentence to be ambiguous (as it would be in
Japanese), they were to choose an either NP1 or NP2 type of response as (c¢);
if they could not find an antecedent in the choices, they were to circle

(@D
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someone else and to write down who it referred to in the underlined space.
The reason that the someone clse choice was included was that the
corresponding Japancsc reflexive, zibun, can be interpreted as having
the speaker as its antecedent. It was considered that the subjects might
make this interpretation in English. When they did not understand the
sentence, they were to circle don’t know. For Types B and D sentences nine
choices were given: NP1, NP2, NP3, either NP1 or NP2, either NP2 or NP3,
either NP1 or NP3, either NP1 or NP2 or NP3, someone else, and don’t know.

Each type was tested with five sentences so that a total of 20
sentences were included in the test. The subjects all received the
sentences in the same order. It was an unpaced task: however, subjects were
encouraged not to spend too much time on cach item.

EnglishcontrolsandJapancsccontrolsrespondedtoiﬂu:samcscntcnccs
in English and in Japancse respectively®.

3.2. Results

Although the experimental groups consisted of four levels of subjects,
results turned out that therc are no significant differcences among gradces
(analysis of variance shows that there is no significant grade effect
(F(1.3)=0.17 p=0.918) nor interaction of grade by typc cffect (F(9,183)=0.55
p=0.839); only type cffect was significant (a multivariatc test of
significance shows F(1,3)=13.766 p<0.000). Thercfore the results of the
four grades were collapsed into one experimental group.

The responses for the whole test from the cxperimental group, the
English control group and the Japanesc control group arc given in (9) (in
English. NP2 is the correct response in Types A and C. and NP3 is the
correct one in Types B and D; in Japanese, all types of responses arc
correct).

~1
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Overall responses of the experimental group and two control groups

Control (English) L2 learnmers Control (Japanese)

n=20 n=6b n=22
[Type Al
NP1 1 % (17.13%) 69 (62.73%)
NP2 99 247 (76.95%) 29 (26.36%)
NP1/2 0 19 ( 5.92%) 11 ( 9.10%)
100 321 109
(Type C]
NP1 2 117 (36.45%) 78 (70.91%)
NP2 98 177 (55.14%) 21 (19.09%)
NP1/2 0 %5 (7.79%) 11 (10.00%)
100 319 110
(Type B]
NP1 1 13 ( 4.05%) 19 (17.27%)
NP2 0 61 (19.00%) 58 (52.73%)
NP3 a8 217 (67.60%) 10 ( 9.09%)
NP1/2 0 10 ( 3.12%) 5 ( 4.55%)
NP2/3 1 11 ( 3.43%) 13 (11.82%)
NP1/3 0 2 (0.62%) 0 ( 0%)
NP1/2/3 0 5 ( 1.56%) 5 ( 4.55%)
100 319 110
(Type D]
NP1 1 12 ( 3.74%) 14 (12.73%)
NP2 1 107 (33.33%) 66 (60.00%)
NP3 98 172 (53.58%) 12 (10.91%)
NP1/2 0 2 (0.62%) 8 (7.27%)
NP2/3 0 2 (6.85%) 5 ( 4.55%)
NP1/3 0 3 ( 0.93%) 2 (1.8%)
NP1/2/3 0 2 (0.62%) 3 (2.73%)
100 320 110

Note: The choices of don’t know and someone else have been removed.

Co
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3.2.1. Experimental Group

The most frequent responsc was the cor-cct one, i.c. the local
antecedent, which is NP2 in Types A and C, and NP3 in Types B and D;
however, there were subjects who chosc the incorrect antecedent for the
reflexive, i.e. a non-local antecedent or an ‘ambiguous’ responsec, such as
either NP1 or NP2, either NP1 or NP2 or NP3, etc. These errors arc cvidence
for the non-operation of the Subset Principle which predicts that subjects
will only choose local antecedents for the reflexive.

Yhen the mean number of correci responses in ecach type is caluculated,
(the maximum possibie score is 5 for cach type), the subjects performed best
in Type A sentences (mean 3.800), followed by Type B (mean 3.338), Type C
(mean 2.723) and Type D (mean 2.646). Diffcrences found in the following
pairs arc statistically significant (p<0.05): Types A and B, Typcs A and C,
Types A and D, and Types B and C. Thercfore, only the difference between
Types C and D is not significant.

Regarding only the two-clause structures, the L2 lcarners were much
accurate in finite-clause sentences (Type A) than in nonfinite-clause
sentences (Type C). They accepted more non-local antecedents in Type C than
in Type A, which replicates Finer and Broselow’s finding (1986). When the
sentences were made up of three clauscs (Type B and Type D), the subjects
tended to make more non-local choices. They were less accurate in Type B
than in Type A, which suggests that the complex structurc of Typc B had an
effect on subjects’ identification of the correct antecedent.

An comparison betweecn Types C and D (both including infinitivals) is of
interest in that no significant differcnce is found. Morcover, the subjects
chose local antecedents morc on Type B, with a three-clause tensed
structure, than on Type C, with a two-clausec infinitival structure,
suggesting that the subjects were affected by the infinitival more than by
the levels of embedding.

3.2.2. Experimental Group vs English and Japanese Controls

The cxperimental group’s rcsponscs arc distinct from those of both the
English controls and the Japancse controls. That is, these L2 learners did
not arrive at the correct setting of the Governing Category Paramcter; but
neither did their response pattern match that of the Japanese controls.

English controls overwhelmingly chose the local antecedents (98%~99%).

Japanese conrols showed a definite preference for the non-local
antecedent over the local one. In Types A and C where there were two
possible antecedents (cither a local NP2 or a non-local NP1), there were
morce subjects who chosc the non-local anteccedent (62.73% in Type A and
70.91% in Type C) than those who chose the local antecedent (26.36% in Type
A and 19.09% in Type C). In both typecs, about 10% of thc rcsponses
indicated morec than onc possible anteccdent. As Japancse is the most
inclusive language with respect to the Governing Category Paramcter. any NP
can be the antccedent for the reflexive in these scntences. It follows,
then, that we could expect many subjects to notice this ambiguity. However,
there were not many responses which indicated that more than onc antecedent
was possible. It may be that native spcakers (and lcarners) simply notice

™
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onc interpretation even though others arc available. If it is the case that
native speakers of Japanesc do not noticc ambiguity where there actually is
ambiguity, wemight expect the local antccedent and the non-local antecedent
to be randomly chosen at an cqually frequent rate. Howecver, the non-local
antecedent was chosen much more frequently than the local antecedent,
suggesting thai there was a preference for the non-local antccedent over the
local antecedent among native speakers.

When there were three possible antecedents (Types B and D), the middle
NP was choscn most frequently (52.73% in Type B and 60.00% in Typc D). The
local NPs were chosen least frequently (9.09% in Type B and 10.91% in Type
D). In both cases, therc werc some subjects who found ambiguity in
interpreting the antecedent; 20.91% in Type B, and 16.36% in Typc D. Among
these subjects, 4.55% for Type B and 2.73% for Typc D responded with cither
NP1 or NP2 or NP3. The remainder indicated that there were two possible
antecedents.

In the Japanese control group, there is no significant difference in
responscs between Types A and C (12=2.41 p>0.30) nor betwecn Types B and D
(1%2=0.075 p>0.99).

3.3. Discussion

As the above results show, we have obtained cvidence that the Subsct
Principle does not operate in L2 acquisition. Our L2 lcarncrs fail to sct
the value of the Governing Category Parametcer correctly; specifically, they
sct the value wider than it should be, allowing non-local antccedents for
the reflexive even in tensed clauses.

Finer and Brosclow suggest that lcarners set the Governing Catecgory
Parameter to an intermediate value, distinct from cither their L1 or L2. As
Finer and Broselow's subjects correctly jude:d Type A sentences (91.7%) to
have local anteccdents but were much less accurate on Type C sentences
(58.3%), their explanation holds for their subjects. A more reccent study by
Finer and Broselow {(1989) recplicated this result with many more subjects.
Howcver, my subjccts made a considerably larger number of mistakes in Type A
scntences (23.05%). This result is inconsistent with the value Finer and
Brosclow assumc sincc no non-local responses arc predicted with tensed
clausecs. In order to account for the non-local responscs of my subjects, it
is nccessary to assumc that they have in fact adopted the widest value of
the Governing Catcgory Paramcter, i.c., the value recquired by their LI1.
This accounts for the non-local rcsponses in all four sentence types. If
the subjects were choosing an intermediate value of the pa.ameter, then they
should not make crrors like choosing non-local antccedents or ‘ambiguous
responses’ in the tensed clauses.

However, what rcmains a mystery if they have in fact rctained the
widest sctting is that the lcarners made significantly more errors inType C
scntences than in Type A; i.c, the |ttensedl clause distinction observed by
Fincr and Brosclow has rcal c¢ffects, at lcast in two-clause sentences. This
distinction is not attributable to the subjects’ L1, as the Japanese
controls madc no significant differences in responscs between Types A and C.

Generally spcaking, there were more subjects who chose corrcect

¢
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antecedents than incorrect antecedents. 1 would like to emphasize this
point and argue that some subjects have set the correct value of the
parameter for English. For example, there were 10 subjects (out of 65)
across four grade levels who responded 100% correctly. These subjects show
that resetting of the parameter in the L2 is possible, which argues against
the hypothesis proposed by Shachter (1988 a, b) and Bley-Vroman (1989) that
UG does not operate in L2 acquisition. There were also 6 subjects who
responded almost perfectly but made one error. These subjects may have been
misled by their L1 in some cases although they were in the process of
arriving at the correct L2 setting.

A final question still remains, namely the lack of improvement over the
different grade levels that were tested. The subjects are probably
relatively low-level English learners, as they have reccived English
instruction only in a formal classroom situation in Japan. Assuming that
Finer and Broselow’s subjects were more & ivanced (in that they were exposed
to Englih in the United States), it may bc argued that lcarncrs move from
the widest value to the narrowecr values as thcy become more proficient in
English (see Zobl (1988) for similar observations).

4. Conclusion

The cxperimental study rcported on herc suggests that L2 learners
transfer their L1 parameter setting, and consequently make crrors in the
choice of antecedents for reflexives. Thus it can be concluded that the
Subset Principle did not opcrate properly in L2 acquisition. Errors made by
my subjects varied from sentence type to sentence type; as the subjects
chose a relatively high number of non-local antccedents in tensed clause
sentences, the hypothesis which states that L2 lcarncrs choose an
intermediate value must also be recjected. All the errors made by the
subjects are explained if wc assume that they transferred their L1 value for
the Governing Category Paramcter. 1t should be emphasized that my results
argue against the idea that UG is not involved in L2 acquisition. Nonec o1
the subjects’ responses was incompatible with a grammar of a natural
language. Although it is suggested that learners move from thc widest
sctting to the narrower settings, this sequence must be subjected to further
empirical investigation.
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Notes

1. 1 would like to express my appreciation to Lydia White for her valuable
comments and Yukio Otsu and the members of the MITAPsycholinguistics Circle
for their suggestions'on the materials of the experiment. 1 would alsoc like
to thank the teachers and the students at Meikei High School in Ibaraki, at
the College of Foreign Studies in Yokohama, and at LaSalle College in
Montreal for their cooporation in conducting the experiment. This paper is
based in part on my master’s thesis, submitted to McGill University, April
1989.

2. The Governing Category Parameter has been proposed for both reflexives
and pronominals. However, only reflexives are considered in this paper. In

3. Furthermore, it has been suggested that Italian is a type (b) language
and lIcelandic is a type (d) language.

4. Actually any subjec* NP can be the antecedent. 1In addition to the
Governing Category Parameter, Wexler and Manzini (1987) propose the Proper
Antecedent Parameter which has two values with respect to what is allowed as
the antccedent of the reflexive. i.e. subjects, or subjects and objects. The
present experiment does include sentences which examine this parameter;
however, I will concentrate herc on the Governing Category Parameter. The
Proper Antecedent Paramcter is discussed in detail in Hirakawa (in
preparation).

5. Finer and Broselow alsc examined sentences with pronouns; however, 1
will not discuss those results here.

6. Sentences with control verbs such as ine following, as well as those
with ECM (exceptional case marking) verb, are included in the experiment.
[Mr. Fat told Mr. Thin [PRO to paint himself]].

7. Subjects were asked to identify the following in the questionnaire: the
age at which they started English, the amount of exposure to English, any
living experience abroad, and knowledge of other languages besides knglish.
When the data were gathered, subjects who had had early exposure to English
were climinated; thus, most subjects had started learning English at junior
high school (age 12), while a few started within a year of entering junior
high school (age 11). Most subjects reported that they spent some time
workingonEnglish through homework assignmentsoutside the classroom.Those
who had lived cutside of Japan were excluded. Regarding knowledge of other
forcign languages, group 4 subjects knew either French or German besides
English. No onec indicated that knowledge of anothcr language supcrior to
that of English. Initially, 169 students participated in the cxperiment;
however, on the basis of the criteria described above, 51 subjects were
rcjected because of their cxperience abroad, 15 because of their carly
cxposure to English, and 38 because they failed the preliminary test.

4. For the two control groups, thc don't know choice was omitted.
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Appendix

List of test sentences on reflexives

Type A: two-clause tensed sentence

John said that Bill hit himself.
June says that Alice understands herself.
Tom thinks that John hates himself.

Ann remembers that Mary introduced herself.
3ob knows that Paul blames himself.

ARl adi S e

Type B: three—clause tensed sentence

Alice knows that May thinks that June hit herself.
Paul thinks that Bob believes thal John understands himself.
May says that Ann knows that Alice hates herself.

Bill believes that Tom said that Paul introduced himself.
Mary remembers that June said that Alice blamed herself.

DAt ol S

Type C: two-clause infinitival sentence

John told Bob not to hit himself.
June wants May to understand herself.
Bob wants Tom not to hate himself.
Mary asked Ann to introduce herself.

May asks Alice not to blame herself.

S S

Type D: three-clause infinitival sentence

June remembers that Alice asked May not to hit herself.
John thinks that Bill wants Tom to understand himself.
Ann knows that Mary told Junc not to hate herseclf.
Tom says that Paul told Bob to introduce himself.

Bill believes that John wants Paul not to blame himself.

Al adi ) S
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