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A ‘CASE’ FOR THE OLD ENGLISH IMPERSONAL

OLGA FISCHER AND FREDERIKE VAN DER LEEK
Universiteit van Amsterdam

0. Introduction

Generative grammar can be said to represent a linguistic approach that
seems to inspire some linguists with dogmatic devotion, others with fierce
hatred. A particularly strong example of the latter is Givon’s polemic start in
his book On Understanding Grammar: *“An increasingly perverse use of key
terminology such as ‘data’, ‘empirical proof’, ‘theory’ and ‘explanation’ has
deprived those fundamental concepts of science of both meaning and utility
in linguistics. I have been convinced for a number of years now that transfor-
mational-generative grammar... has trapped itself in a labyrinthine prison
out of which no graceful exit is possible...” (Givén 1979:1-2).

Another only slightly less fiercely worded diatribe against the generative
theory is directed against its potential value in the field of diachronic gram-
mar: “I tend to believe rather that the diachronic significance of any transfor-
mational-generative foray into the field of language and grammar change,
irrespective of whether the paraphernalia date from before or after Pisa, is
bound to be negligible when it comes to matters of explanation: the kinds of
restrictions on particular grammars in the investigation of which Chomsky
Grammarians, of whatever vintage, have so far distinguished themselves are
in my opinion unlikely to be profitably invoked as reasons or causes, directly
or indirectly, of particular diachronic developments”. (Plank 1984:306).

One striking assumption of generative grammarians, for which they are
often reproached, is their insistence on the autonomy of syntax. Koster
(1983:10ff) defends this position as follows: “One of the most peculiar experi-
ences a syntactician has to undergo time and again is the reproach that he ne-
glects semantics. At best he is reproached with indifference, at worst with
dogmatism... It is clear that it is implicitly assumed that semantics and syn-
tax are inextricably linked. Without this assumption the reproach would
























































































































