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Another Piece of the Infinitive
Puzzle: the Czech Frustrative
Construction ne a ne zaprset

Bjorn Hansen

University of Regensburg, Germany
bjoern.hansen@sprachlit.uni-regensburg.de

1 Petr and the infinitive

Petr Karlik for several years has been interested in the study of the
Czech infinitive. In the corresponding lexicon entry of the known En-
cyklopedicky slovnik cestiny (ESC: 180—181) he shortly describes its
morphology, presents a concise overview of the syntactic surroundings
this verbal form can be used in and lists the most relevant research
literature on the infinitive in Czech and in some other languages. Petr
Karlik distinguishes a) autonomous groups (“skupiny samostatné”) and
b) non-autonomous groups (“skupiny nesamostatné”). The first com-
prises the following sentence types:

i) clauses like, e.g.
(1)  Ne a ne zaprset!

i1) optative clauses (“pfaci”), e.g.
(2)  Mit tak dvacet let!

iii) imperative clauses (“rozkazovaci”), e.g.
(3) Nekourit!

iv) interrogative clauses (“tazaci”) like, e.g.
4) Codélat?

v) declarative clauses (“oznamovaci”). e.g.
(5)  Tak nas prekvapit!
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Here, the infinitive is in the predicate position without being licensed
by any superordinate element. Among the infinitive phrases subsumed
under the heading non-autonomous groups (“skupiny nesamostat-
né”), Karlik distinguishes between i) non-embedded (“syntakticky
nezaclenény”) and ii) embedded (“syntakticky zaclenény”) structures.
Under i) Karlik mentions

i) introductory clauses (“navozovaci”), e.g.
(6)  Dostat jsem to dostal.

ii) conditionals (“podminkovy”™), e.g.
(7)  Zaprset trochu, (a) vSechno by se zazelenelo.

iii) consecutive clauses (“u¢inkovy”), e.g.
(8)  Nos méla, jen jim klovnout.

These construction types are contrasted with embedded infinitival
phrases which can occupy any syntactic position of the clause. There
are infinitival phrases functioning as

— subjects:
(9)  Stacilo podivat se tam jen jednou.

— objects:
(10) Zakazal jim o tom hovorit.

— adjuncts:
(11)  Sel pozorovat ptdky.

— attributes:
(12) Jeji zvyk predcitat knihy nesnasim.

Karlik — Veselovska (2009: 199) claim that the infinitive “has a spe-
cial place among Czech verbal forms”, because it displays underspeci-
fied characteristics which makes the infinitive compatible with a much
wider range of syntactic constructions than all other verbal forms. They
ascribe the following features to the infinitive (ibid.: 197ff.):



168 |

lack of ability to assign nominative case,

ability to combine with a tense or conditional auxiliary (jsem/bych),
ability to assign a semantic role to the subject,

ability to assign accusative case,

possibility of an aspectual morpheme,

absence of agreement with the subject,

presence of independent gender.

NN hAE WD -

On the basis of this general introduction into the syntactic flexibility of
the Czech infinitive we shall move on to a more detailed analysis of one
of the infinitival constructions which hitherto has not received much at-
tention: the construction ne a ne zaprset (henceforth ne_a _ne_Inf-cxn)
which Karlik treats as an autonomous group (“skupina samostatna”),
without adding a functional label. This is a very interesting infinitival
construction because it seems to violate three of the abovementioned
features: 1) it does assign nominative case, 2) it does not combine with
a tense or conditional auxiliary! and 3) seems to be restricted to perfec-
tive aspect:

(13)  Stavkanom pilotit ne a ne skoncit.
a. *Stavka pilotii ne a ne bylayx skoncit.
b. *Stavka pilotii ne a ne by yx skoncit.
c. ?Stavka pilotit ne a ne koncitipgy.

On the basis of these structural features we could argue that the element
‘ne a ne’ does not function as a regular negator, but as an auxiliary in its
own right. It is noteworthy that the construction hitherto did not receive
a specific terminological label linked to its function.

2 neanezaprset as a construction
In our contribution, we would like to present a corpus-based analy-
sis of ne_a_ne Inf-cxn inspired by Construction Grammar. This

theory is based on the assumption that grammatical patterns are com-
plex signs. Construction Grammar does not draw a clear distinction

1 In contrast to the absentive: Petr byl boxovat (see Karlik 2009 and Berger 2009).
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between grammatical and lexical constructions. A construction is
treated as a conventional association between form and function that is
at least partially arbitrary; it is treated as a multidimensional object, in
which morpho-syntactic, semantic, pragmatic, phonological, etc. fea-
tures are integrated in a single description (for an overview see Fried —
Ostman 2004). We will try to show that the Czech ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn has
a specific morpho-syntax, a non-compositionally derived meaning and
a specific pragmatic profile. We would propose to call it frustrative
which is a meaning label for a complex function expressing both the
dynamics of the action and the attitude of the speaker and, thus, com-
bining aspectual features with speaker’s emotional stance. We will get
back to the semantics in section 4.4.

3 The data

For the collection of data we made use of the Czech National Cor-
pus, Cesky ndrodni korpus, to be more precise of the subcorpus
SYN2009PUB, a corpus of newspapers from the period 1995-2007
which in July 2010 comprised 700 Mio tokens. The search queries were
quite straightforward, because the string ne a ne with the additional
specifications “followed or preceded by a verbal infinitive in the dis-
tance 0 to 3 tokens within one sentence”? shows a very high hit rate
of instances of the ne_a_ne Inf-cxn with low additional data noise. As
a matter of fact, ne a ne has undergone a coalescence process and, there-
fore, does not allow for any intervening linguistic material between the
individual words ne, a and ne.3 The queries gave 1,103 hits for the
postposed and three hits for the preposed infinitival phrase which is
a sound basis for the following analysis. These figures show that we are
dealing with a phenomenon of low token-frequency (compare: there are
1,279,873 hits for the lemma muset).

2 ([word="ne"] [word="a"] [word="ne"][]{0,3} [tag="V{.*"]) within <s id=".*">
([tag="V£{.*"] [1{0,3} [word="ne"] [word="a"] [word="ne"]) within <s id=".*">
3 There were no hits for the following queries:
([word="ne"] []{0,2} [word="a"][]{1,2} [word="ne"][]{0,3}[tag="V{.*"])
([word="ne"] [1{1,2} [word="a"][]{0,2} [word="ne"][]{0,3}[tag="VL.*"])
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4 The corpus based analysis

The basis of our empirical analysis was the working hypothesis that the
construction under consideration shows a certain degree of idiomaticity
in that sense that it underlies certain combinatorial restrictions and that
its meaning is not fully derived from its components. The data were
analysed according to the following features:

1. Semantics of the subject:
a. +/— human,
b. person.
2. Features of the infinitival verb:
a. aspect,
b. transitivity,
c. semantic role.
3. Temporal framing of the state of affairs.
4. Semantics of the construction.

As already observed by Porak (1961: 142), the string ne a ne is not
absolutely restricted to infinitival phrases, but can also co-occur with
a small number of predicatively used nouns or adverbs like konec,
pryc¢4 as in the following example:

(14) Kun sotva mohl vytahnout nohy. A desti ne a ne konec. (Chlu-
mecké listy)

4.1 Semantic properties of the subject

The first question to be addressed concerns the semantics of the subject,
to be more precise the selectional restrictions. As we already know from
the short descriptions in Porak (1961), Svoboda (1962) and, of course,
from Petr Karlik’s lexicon entry the construction in question can com-
bine with weather predicates which are assumed to be avalent:

(15) Prirodu zase ohrozuje sucho. Na jizni Moravé ne a ne zaprset,
piida puka, co chvili hori. (Deniky Moravia)

4 Porak, however, only mentions directional adverbs.
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Next, we have to find out whether the construction can combine with
human, concrete non-human and abstract non-human nouns in the sub-
ject position. It turns out that all three noun types are attested:

Human:
(16) Jim uz velmi malo, ale porad ne a ne hubnout. (Blesk)

(17) Moje kamaradka uz podrimovala, ale ja ne a ne usnout. (Deniky
Bohemia)

Non-human concrete:
(18) Znate to. Prijdete k autu a ono ne a ne nastartovat. (Blesk)

(19) Pripravit evakuaci nevésty vSak trvalo o néco déle, protoze
dlouhé svatebni saty s nezbytnou krinolinou ne a ne otvorem pro-
lézt. (Pravo)

Abstract:
(20) Po hodindach cekani byl ve vzduchu silné citit adrenalin. Stavka
pilotit ne a ne skoncit. (Mlada fronta Dnes)

(21) Vidi i ekonomiku, ktera ne a ne nabrat novy dech, a rostouct
verejné dluhy. (Mlada fronta Dnes)

The same holds for person (first person in ex. 16 and 17, third person in
20 and 21, second person 22 and 23) which leads us to the conclusion
that as there are no restrictions we are dealing with a fully productive
syntactic pattern of Czech; cf.

Second person:
(22) Kdyz si odlozite bryle a ne a ne je najit? Co je to? (Mlada fronta
Dnes)

(23) Stava se vam, ze dostanete Skytavku a ne a ne se ji zbavit?
(Deniky Bohemia)
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4.2 Features of the infinitival verb

The next questions we would like to address concern the infinitival
verb. We start our analysis with aspect: it turns out that the construction
shows a significant preference for perfective verbs. The search query
containing the string ne a ne with the additional specifications “followed
by a perfective infinitive in the distance 0 to 3 tokens within one sen-
tence” rendered 988 tokens, whereas the corresponding query searching
for imperfective verbs rendered the number of 119 hits, among which
only 23 turned out to be real imperfective verbs.> This strong asym-
metry is not a question of arbitrary frequency bias, but exhibits the spe-
cific semantic profile of the construction as a whole. A closer semantic
analysis of the imperfective examples shows that their usual aspectual
value notwithstanding these imperfective verbs come to express the
initial stage of the action, i.e. the phasal value “inchoative” which is
usually associated with perfective verbs. This effect of the coercion of
a new aspectual value can nicely be illustrated on the base of ex. (24)
and (25):

(24) Listek se zabarvoval ¢im dal vic, uz vypadal uplné jako motyl, ale
ne a ne létat. (Hospodarské noviny)

(25) Tina Smithova (43) prodelala jiz 21 gynekologickych operaci,
a stale ne a ne byt matkou. (Blesk)

What we get here are readings like “it didn’t get into the air” and “she
didn’t become pregnant”. These data strongly corroborate the claim
that the ne_a_ne Inf-cxn has a semantic content in its own which is
not derivable from its individual components; otherwise, we would
not be able to explain the mentioned process of semantic shift. Ac-
cording to Karlik’s analysis shown in the introductory section 1, the
infinitive is expected to be able to assign accusative case to the object
and to determine the semantic role of the subject. The data show the
ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn to allow for both intransitive (ex. 16) and transitive
verbs (22) and for verbs with different semantic roles (e.g. patient in
ex. 17, agent in ex. 26, cognizer in ex. 27):

5 ([word="ne"] [word="a"] [word="ne"][]{0,3} [tag="............... P.*"]) within <s id=".*">
([word="ne"] [word="a"] [word="ne"][]{0,3} [tag="............... 1.*"]) within <s id=".*">
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(16) Jim uz velmi malo, ale porad ne a ne hubnoutrrans. (Blesk)

(22) Kdyz si odlozite bryle a ne a ne jeacc najitrrans’ Co je to?
(Mlada fronta Dnes)

(17) Moje kamaradka uz podrimovala, ale ja ne a ne usnoutppTigNT-
(Deniky Bohemia)

(26) V jedenadevadesatém roce jsme s brachou zalozZili vydavatelstvi
a nazvali ho Ne a Ne records, protoze v té dobé Supraphon ne
a ne nase véci vydavat agent- (Lidové noviny)

(27) Donesli mi do schranky volebni listky, a ja ne a ne se dopi-
ditcogNizers €0 timhle kdo sleduje. (Deniky Moravia)

We come to the conclusion that the infinitival verb in the ne_a ne Inf-
-cxn inherently receives an inchoative reading which leads to a strong
preference of perfective aspect. There are, in contrast, no restrictions
concerning transitivity and semantic roles.

43 Temporal framing of the state of affairs

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, the ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn does not
combine with tense or mood auxiliaries. This does not imply, however,
that the state of affairs referred to by the infinitive would be restricted to
the time of utterance. There are ample examples of contexts where the
state of affairs is located in the past:

(17) Moje kamaradka uz podrimovalappgt, ale ja ne a ne usnout.
(Deniky Bohemia)

(28) Zpet jsem vsak ztratilappgt orientaci a ne a ne najit ulicku k na-
Semu pensionu. (Chlumecké listy)

As the ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn usually occurs in a narrative sequence, it is
closely linked to the preceding clause, often in the form of a complex
sentence. The infinitival construction in itself is tenseless and receives
its temporal interpretation from the preceding clause. The data show
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that the ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn occurs only in contexts of present or past tense
reference; there was a single instance of the use of the analytical future
tense which, however, receives an atemporal generic reading:6

(29) Kdo vi, jak svicka funguje, dokaze ziejmé i odhalit, kdy by s ni
mohl byt problém. Kdyz se bude startér tocit a motor stdale ne
a ne chytnout, neni od véci svicku vySroubovat a podivat se, jak
vypada. (Deniky Moravia)

4.4 Semantics of the construction

After having described the formal and combinatorial properties of the
ne_a_ne Inf-cxn we would like to move on to its functional profile.
A first functional description is offered by Porak (1961: 141) who treats
it as a subtype of the two-member infinitive clauses with particles
(“dvojclenné infinitivni véty s ¢asticemi”):?

Tyto véty vyjadiuji, ze mluv¢éi nechce nebo nemiize vykonat d¢j
vyjadieny infinitivem. Od vét slovesnych se stejnym vyznamem se
odlisuji siln€j$i emocionalnosti a velmi silnym negativnim pomérem,
az odporem c¢initele k moznosti nebo chténi vykonat d¢;j [...].
(These clauses express that the speaker does not want to or cannot
carry out the action encoded in the infinitive. In comparison with
verbal clauses of the same meaning, they are marked with stronger
emotionality and with a very strong negative attitude, even dis-
gust of the actor to the capability or willingness to carry out the
action [...].)

Similarly, Svoboda (1962: 444f.) calls it a subtype of two-member in-
finitive declarative clauses (“dvoj¢lenné infinitivni véty oznamovaci”)
which serves specific expressive purposes (“uziva se ho k expresivnimu
vyjadieni jedné z déjovych slozek™) and links it to the meanings “in-
capability” (“neschopnost’) and “unwillingness to carry out the action

6 ([tag="........ F.*"][1{0,6}[word="ne"] [word="a"] [word="ne"])

7 Other terms are: “Dvojélenné infinitivni véty oznamovaci” (Svoboda 1962: 43ff.) and in Slo-
vak linguistics “Infinitiv v jednoduchom prisudku dvoj¢lennych viet — Vety vyjadrujice ne-
moznost’ alebo neschopnost’” (Ruzicka 1956: 43).



| 175

encoded in the infinitive” (“neochoty konat d¢j”).8 What remains un-
clear in both functional descriptions is whether it is the speaker or the
participant who is the experiencer of the emotion. Another problem
concerns the assumed modal meaning which seems to vacillate between
negated possibility and negated volition. As a matter of fact, this type
of ambiguity has not been reported on in typological research on mo-
dality. As shown in section 4.1, the ne_a_ne Inf-cxn allows for human
and non-human subjects and — in the case of meteorological verbs —
empty subject positions. As we cannot ascribe the notions “incapabili-
ty” or “unwillingness” to entities like rain or strikes we have to look for
other functional features. We would like to put forward the hypothesis
that we are dealing with a verbal category which in linguistic typo-
logy is called frustrative: this term is used as a cover label e.g. for
the functional description of specific affixes in Amazonian languages
(Sparing-Chévez 2003, Overall 2008) or of particles in the Siberian lan-
guage Ket (Butorin 2006). According to Overall (2008), the frustrative
expresses both the dynamics of the action and the attitude of the speaker
and, thus, combines aspectual features with speaker’s emotional stance
(see also Porak’s and Svoboda’s term “expressive”). The frustrative is
not a uniform notion, but covers a cluster of different meanings linked
by the key notion of unfulfilled expectation on the side of the speaker
which leads to some sort of negative attitude towards the situation, in
our case towards the fact that the situation remains unrealised. Using
elements from the semantic analysis of a Ket particle in Butorin (2006),
we would like to propose the following explication for the Czech
ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn:

THE SPEAKER WANTS THAT THE SITUATION P SHOULD TAKE PLACE, BUT THIS
DOES NOT HAPPEN, BECAUSE THE SITUATION Q WHICH IS UNKNOWN TO THE
SPEAKER TAKES PLACE WHICH IMPEDES THE REALISATION OF P. THE SPEAKER
DID NOT EXPECT Q TO TAKE PLACE, UNDER THE USUAL CIRCUMSTANCES ONE
WOULD HAVE EXPECTED P TO TAKE PLACE. THE SPEAKER THINKS: THIS IS BAD.

This meaning decomposition shows the semantic complexity of this
construction; the main components are subjectivity, negative evaluation,
disappointed expectation, encyclopaedic knowledge and the telicity
of the action. The speaker is involved in a double way: (s)he for some

8 Also in PMC: 545 and for the Slovak equivalent nie a nie in Ruzitka (1956: 43).
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reason is interested in the realisation of the situation referred to by the
lexical verb and (s)he is not happy that this does not happen. The latter
reflects what Porak calls expressivity. The ne_a ne Inf-cxn is restricted
to verbs which denote situations a speaker might potentially be inter-
ested in like e.g. losing weight, getting rid of a hiccup, rain in the time
of heat etc. The construction expresses that the action is impeded by
some factor which is construed as being unknown to the speaker (in ex.
28: for some reason I couldn’t find my way back to the hotel). Under
usual circumstances which are determined by our knowledge about the
world one would have expected the situation to be realised which leads
to the reading of unexpectedness.

Let us apply this semantic explication to the sentence ex. (16) Jim
uz velmi malo, ale porad ne a ne hubnout; the speaker, coinciding with
the participant, wants to lose weight and started dieting; the former,
however, does not happen because something unknown happens to
her/his body which inhibits the weight loss which comes as a surprise
to her/him. Under usual circumstances one would expect a diet to lead
to the loss of weight. The speaker (coinciding with the referent of the
subject) is disappointed. In sentences with a subject in the third per-
son the evaluative component might get the intersubjective reading
THE SPEAKER AND THE PARTICIPANT THINK: THIS IS BAD which is understood
as the expression of the empathy of the speaker.

We would like to conclude this chapter by some typological re-
marks. Although the frustrative has mainly been studied in Non-Euro-
pean languages, we assume that there are similar constructions in other
Slavonic or in Germanic languages. For example, in colloquial German
we find a construction which shows some resemblance to the Czech
ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn:

(30) Hallo, habe seit vier Jahren einen Olivenbaum, aber er will und
will nicht blithen. “Hi, I’ve had an olive tree for four years now,
but it simply won’t bloom.” (<http://green24.de>)

Both constructions are formed by means of morphological reduplica-
tion, they differ, however, in the element reduplicated (Czech — the
negator, German — the volitional verb). This short side-glance at Ger-
man shall suffice to illustrate the necessity of further cross-linguistic
research on frustratives in the languages of Europe.
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5 Conclusion

The Czech infinitive can be used in an astonishingly wide range of syn-
tactic constructions all of which display specific internal syntactic and
semantic properties. In our contribution we zeroed in on ne_a_ne+Inf
which belongs to the less studied infinitival constructions. Based on the
assumption that we are dealing with a conventional association between
form and function that is at least partially arbitrary we described its spe-
cific morphosyntactic and semantic features using data from the Czech
National Corpus. The ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn is a fully productive pattern of
Czech syntax which allows for different types of subjects and infinitival
verbs; its arbitrary feature is found in its inherent aspectual properties
which lead to a strong preference of perfective verbs and the aspectual
coercion in the case of imperfective verbs. Another specific feature is its
frequent use in complex sentences which shows its close link to narra-
tive discourse. Inspired by typological research, we proposed the term
“frustrative” which is used to cover various meanings linking aspectual
features with the notion of speaker’s unfulfilled expectation and nega-
tive attitude towards the non-realisation of the state of affairs. Due to
the lack of space, we did not present a detailed corpus-based investiga-
tion of the discourse properties of the ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn which we leave
for future research.
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Another Piece of the Infinitive Puzzle: the Czech
Frustrative Construction ne a ne zaprset

In our paper we present a corpus-based analysis of the Czech ne a ne zaprset construc-
tion (ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn) using larger amounts of data from the Czech National Corpus.
The construction is treated as a conventional association between form and function
that is at least partially arbitrary. It is shown that the ne_a_ne_Inf-cxn has a specific
morpho-syntax and a non-compositionally derived meaning. The ne_a _ne Inf-cxn
turns out to be a rare, but fully productive pattern of Czech syntax which can combine
with different types of subjects and verbs; one arbitrary feature is to be seen in its inher-
ent aspectual properties which lead to a strong preference of perfective verbs and the
aspectual coercion in the case of imperfective verbs. The construction has a highly spe-
cific meaning we propose to call “frustrative”; i.e. a meaning linking aspectual features
with the notion of speaker’s unfulfilled expectation and negative attitude towards the
non-realisation of the state of affairs.



