
2012 metų rugpjūčio mėnesio 13 diena
Dias 46

Auxiliaries and raising verbs

Point of departure
A terminological distinction between ‘raising verbs’ and ‘auxiliaries’ is 
widespread in both formal and functional linguistics.

Standard example of raising verb: English seem in (1). 

(1)The risk of malformations seems to increase with maternal age. 
(BNC: HOP 423)

Standard example of auxiliary: English have in (2).

(2)The brandy has poisoned me. (BNC: FAJ 233)

As the term ‘raising verbs’ has since its coining been employed in analyses
of lexical main verbs, and ‘auxiliaries’ is invariably associated with grammar, 
the distinction evokes the more general distinction between 
‘lexical’ and ‘grammatical’.
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Problem
The basis for the distinction between raising verbs and auxiliaries is not clear.

1. There is a tradition especially among formal syntacticians of analysing 
standard examples of auxiliaries as ‘subject-to-subject’ raising verbs 
(e.g. Ross 1969; Postal 1974; Borsley 1996; Davies & Dubinsky 2004; 
see Langacker 1995: 49 for a similar analysis within Cognitive Grammar).

1. Functional linguists frequently associate standard examples of ‘subject-to-
subject’ raising verbs with grammaticalization and refer to them as 
“auxiliaries” or “semi-auxiliaries”
(e.g. Traugott 1997; Cornillie 2007; Heine & Miyashita 2008, de Haan 
2008).

The lack of clarity mirrors the lack of clarity pertaining to the distinction 
between lexical and grammatical.

Auxiliaries and raising verbs
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Proposal
In light of the functional theory, it is possible to make a strict distinction 
between raising verbs as lexical expressions and auxiliaries as grammatical 
expressions (Boye 2010; cf. Boye 2005).

Data
Danish data from a tagged version of the BySoc corpus made available by 
Torben Juel Jensen.

Limitation
Only subject-to-subject raising (SSR) verbs will be considered.

Auxiliaries and raising verbs
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Similarities between raising verbs and auxiliaries

Reason for unclarity
- SSR verbs are basically defined in terms of a set of distributional 

properties (Eide 2005: 175; cf. Davies and Dubinsky 2004: 4-8).
- Standard examples of auxiliaries share these distributional properties.

1. Both SSR verbs (seem) and auxiliaries (have) take expletive subjects.

(1)There seems to be no saturation point. (BNC: A6Y 794)

(2)There has been a promise that prosperity will be permanent.
(BNC: A3A 363)

2. Both SSR verbs and auxiliaries take “weather-it” subjects.

(3) It seems to rain for everyone except Fiji. (BNC: CKA 54)

(4)For nearly 200 million years it has rained on the Pennines.
(BNC: B1H 1933 C)
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Similarities between raising verbs and auxiliaries

3. Both SSR verbs and auxiliaries take idiom-chunk subjects.

(1)The cat seems to be out of the bag.
(New Jersey Lawyer Online – News, June 9, 2007) 

(2)The trouble is that the cat has been out of the bag for a while […].
(Forbes, April 4, 2007)

4. Both SSR verbs and auxiliaries take “quirky” subjects (in languages that 
have “quirky subjects”).

ICELANDIC
(3)… svo honum virðist vera heitt í hamsi […].

so he.DAT seems be hot in skin.DAT
‘So he also seems to be annoyed (hot in the skin)’. 
(www.fannygudbjorg.blog.is) 

(4)Honum hefur líklega verið kalt.
he.DAT has probably been cold
‘He has probably been cold’. (www.nanna.blog.is)
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Similarities between raising verbs and auxiliaries

5. Both SSR verbs and auxiliaries allow an inanimate subject and a passive 
non-finite predication.

(1)This process seems to be slowed down […]. (BNC: HU2 5861)

(2)Since then, chess has been followed with the fanatical devotion usually 
associated with the major physical sports. (BNC: A3G 277)

6. Neither SSR verbs nor auxiliaries passivize.

(3)*The risk of malformations is seemed to increase with maternal age.

(1)*The brandy is had poisoned me.

7. Neither SSR verbs nor auxiliaries allow pseudo-clefting.

(5)*What the risk of malformations seems is to increase with maternal age.

(6)*What the brandy has is poisoned me.
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Similarities between raising verbs and auxiliaries

Functional account of the distributional similarities
1. Neither SSR verbs nor auxiliaries have an argument-predicate relation 

with their subject (neither “assign a theta-role” to their subject).
- This accounts for the facts that both classes of expressions 1) take 

expletive subjects, 2) take “weather-it” subjects, 3) take idiom-
chunk subjects, 4) take “quirky subject” (in languages with quirky 
subjects), and 5) allow an inanimate subject and a passive non-
finite predication.

1. Neither SSR verbs nor auxiliaries have an argument-predicate relation 
with the non-finite predicate that accompanies them.
- This accounts for the facts that both classes of expressions 6) do 

not passivize (since they do not have two arguments*), and 7) do
not allow the accompanying non-finite predication to be pseudo-
clefted (since the non-finite predicates are not arguments).

* This account does not work for languages in which passivization is 
possible with one-argument predicates.
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Differences between raising verbs and auxiliaries

Example
Two Danish modal verb variants that share the distributional properties 
common to standard examples of SSR verbs and standard examples of 
auxiliaries.

- Evidential skulle (‘hearsay evidence’)

Han skal have været i Danmark. (KorpusDK)
he shall have been in Denmark
‘He has been to Denmark, allegedly’.

- Epistemic kunne (‘may’)

Hun kan have været psykotisk […]. (KorpusDK)
she may have been psychotic
‘She may have been psychotic’.
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Differences between raising verbs and auxiliaries

Claims

Evidential skulle is an auxiliary, a grammatical expression
– it is by convention discursively secondary.

Epistemic kunne is an SSR verb, a lexical expression
– it is by convention potentially primary.
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Evidential skulle

In a study of 50 occurrences of evidential skulle in a corpus of 
spoken Danish (the BySoc corpus), only discursively secondary 
uses were found.

Epistemic kunne

In a study of 50 occurrences of epistemic kunne in a corpus of 
spoken Danish (the BySoc corpus), both discursively secondary 
and discursively primary uses were found.

Usage differences pertaining to discourse prominence
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Example of discursively secondary use of evidential skulle

(A, B and C are talking about a guy from the neighbourhood; 
X and Y represent street names)

A: – Jeg har ikke kunnet finde ham fordi jeg har fået (det?) opgivet at 
han skulle bo på hjørnet af X og Y.
‘I haven’t been able to find him because I have been told that 
allegedly he lives on the corner of X and Y’.

B: – Nej.
‘no’.

C: – Det gør han ikke .
‘he doesn’t’.

Usage differences pertaining to discourse prominence
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Usage differences pertaining to discourse prominence

Example of discursively secondary use of epistemic kunne

(A and B are discussing the possible military rank of the fathers of some of 
B’s friends from childhood)

A: – Men de kan måske have været civile eller haft lavere rang eller så 
noget.
‘but they may perhaps have been civilians or had a lower rank or
something like that’.

B: – Ja det har de jo nok været.
‘yes, that’s probably what they were’.
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Usage differences pertaining to discourse prominence

Example of discursively primary use of epistemic kunne

(A and B are discussing the occupation of a guy from B’s neighbourhood)

B: – Jeg tror ligeså godt han kan være gårdmand altså.
‘I think he may equally well be a farmer really’.

A: – Ja.
‘yes’.
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Usage differences pertaining to discourse prominence

Account of usage findings

The absence of discursively primary uses of evidential skulle is due to the 
fact that evidential skulle as an auxiliary – a grammatical expression – is by 
convention discursively secondary. 

The presence of discursively primary uses of epistemic kunne is due to the 
fact that epistemic kunne as an SSR verb – a lexical expression – is by 
convention potentially discursively primary.
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Distributional differences

‘NEG raising’
With evidential skulle, a negation must be read as ‘NEG raised’ 
(cf. Brandt 1999: 81; Jensen 2005: 261-262).

Det skulle ikke være sundt.
it shall.PST  not be healthy
a. ‘it is allegedly not healthy’. (‘raised NEG’)
b. *‘They do not say it is healthy’.

With epistemic kunne, a negation cannot be read as ‘NEG raised’
(cf. Brandt 1999: 77; Jensen 2005: 258).

Det kan ikke være sundt.
it may not be healthy
a. *‘It is possibly not healthy’. (‘raised NEG’)
b. ‘It cannot be healthy’.
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Distributional differences

Account of differences pertaining to ‘NEG raising’

As an auxiliary – a grammatical expression – evidential skulle is by 
convention discursively secondary and therefore semantically immune to an 
element which has the effect of bringing it into focus.

As an SSR verb – a lexical expression – epistemic kunne is by 
convention potentially discursively primary and therefore semantically 
susceptible to an element which has the effect of bringing it into focus.
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Distributional differences

Tag questions
With evidential skulle as the finite verb, a tag question normally relates 
semantically to the infinitival clause that accompanies skulle.

Det skulle være farligt, ikke? 
it shall.PST  be dangerous  not
a. ‘It is allegedly dangerous, isn’t it?’
b. ?‘They say it is dangerous, don’t they?’

With epistemic kunne as the finite verb, a tag question relates to kunne 
itself.

Det kunne være farligt, ikke? 
it may.PST  be dangerous  not
a. *‘It is possibly dangerous, isn’t it?’
b. ‘There is a possibility that it is dangerous, isn’t there?’
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Distributional differences

Account of differences pertaining to tag questions

As an auxiliary – a grammatical expression – evidential skulle is by 
convention discursively secondary and therefore semantically immune to an 
element which has the effect of bringing it into focus.

As an SSR verb – a lexical expression – epistemic kunne is by 
convention potentially discursively primary and therefore semantically 
susceptible to an element which has the effect of bringing it into focus.
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Conclusion

Problem
Traditional distinctions between lexical and grammatical expressions are 
pretheoretical and intuition-based (cf. Geurts 2000: 781).

- They are not based on a theory of what it means to be grammatical as 
opposed to lexical.

- They are not based on theoretically anchored criteria of grammatical and 
lexical status.

- In Danish grammar, there is a tradition in Danish of analysing 
modals as auxiliaries on the ground that they require a co-
occurring infinitive to be bare (Wiwel 1901: 151, Diderichsen 1962: 
169, Davidsen-Nielsen 1990: 22). But there is no theory in terms of 
which bare infinitives can be linked to grammatical status.

- In English grammar, there is a tradition of analysing modals as 
auxiliaries on the ground that they have the so-called NICE 
properties. But there is no theory in terms of which the NICE 
properties can be linked to grammatical status.
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Solution to the problem: the functional theory of grammatical status 

The theory generalizes over the vast majority of uncontroversial examples of 
grammatical expressions 
– e.g. affixes, clitics, articles, more or less schematic constructions.

Occasionally, however, the theory is at variance with common opinion.
– Kunne is traditionally regarded as an auxiliary, a grammatical verb (e.g. 

Wiwel 1901: 151, Diderichsen 1962: 169, Davidsen-Nielsen 1990: 22).

This is not a problem for the theory, but for common opinion.
– Claims about lexical and grammatical status can only be evaluated 

against an explicit and coherent theory of what it means to be lexical and 
what it means to be grammatical. 

Conclusion
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Central features of the functional theory 

The theory...

1. emphasizes grammar as usage-based: 
grammar as a conventional phenomenon.

1. specifies in which sense grammar is "reduced" in relation to the lexicon:
grammatical expressions as discursively secondary and dependent.

3. emphasizes grammar as structure:
grammatical expressions as dependent upon other expressions.

1. provides a functional motivation for the grammatical-lexical contrast:
The contrast helps us to decide what part of a linguistic message to 
direct our attention towards.

Conclusion




