
Investigating the history of English do-support using automatically annotated corpora

Aaron Ecay

University of York

Investigating the history of English do-support using automatically annotated corpora

Aaron Ecay

University of York

Affirmative declarative do-support

In addition to its use in the Modern English do-support con-

texts in (1–4), in EME do-support was also used in non-

emphatic affirmative declarative sentences, a usage which

is not allowed in present-day English. This usage peaked

around roughly 10% of affirmative declarative sentences, be-

fore beginning to decline in the late 16th century before be-

ing lost from the language. Its evolution is shown in Figure 1.

Fig. 1: Do in affirmative declarative sentences from the PPCHE.

Argument structure effects

In the process of investigating the diachrony of do-support

in the PPCHE, I discovered that there is a difference in the

usage of do-support across different argument structure con-

texts.

An argument structure effect

Before 1575, do-support is not widely used with unac-

cusative verbs in any context. Furthermore, affirmative

declarative do-support is never used with unaccusatives.

This fact is illustrated in Figures 2 and 3. It leads to an ac-

count of an intermediate grammar of do where do has been

bleached of its causative semantics, but still has agentive se-

mantics. This intermediate grammar is responsible for gen-

erating the attested affirmative declarative do sentences.

Fig. 2: Incidence of do-support in affirmative declaratives of various argument

structure types in the PPCHE

Do-support

Do-support is the phenomenon whereby English requires the

use of the auxiliary verb do in sentences where 1. there is not

another auxiliary and 2. the adjacency of the V and T heads is

interrupted. This interruption can be caused by a head which in-

tervenes between T and the verb, as in (1). In cases of emphatic

assertion, as in (2), the head that intervenes can have no segmen-

tal content (though it contributes a pitch accent to the phonol-

ogy). The non-adjacency can also be caused by head movement

of T, as in (3) or XP movement of VP (including V), as in (4).

Underlining indicates do-support

(1) Terry does not eat meat.

(2) Yes, Terry DOES eat meat.

(Capitals = emphatic pitch accent)

(3) What does Terry like to eat?

(4) Try though we did to be accommodating, Terry’s dietary re-

strictions came as a surprise to us.

The diachrony of do-support

Do-support originated in a Middle English causative construction.1 It spread through the language during the Early Modern

English (EME) period, from 1500 on. It became mandatory some time in the 19th century.2 The chart shown in Figure 4 shows

the progress of this construction. The phenomenon was first studied quantitatively by Ellegård (1953). The corpus created by

Ellegård was reanalyzed in a variety of later studies. This work represents the first application of parsed corpus data (specifically

from the PPCHE) to the study of this construction.

Figures

Fig. 3: Incidence of do-support in negative declaratives of various argument structure types

in the PPCHE

Fig. 4: Do-support in various contexts, as measured in the Penn Parsed corpora of

Historical English (PPCHE)

Possible lexical effects

The presentation of the data on argument structure from

the PPCHE obscures a fact about the data: it is sparse

enough that the so-called argument structure classes are de-

termined by just a few words. Specifically, the experiencer-

subject class is dominated by know, and the unaccusative

class by come and (to a lesser extent) go. We would like to

know whether the properties our analysis imputes to lexical

classes are in fact generalizable, or whether they are pecu-

liar to only these lexical items. However, the PPCHE do not

contain enough information to investigate the question.

A new corpus

Thus, I have constructed a new corpus of EME text, which is

much larger than the PPCHE.

PYCCLE

• The Penn-York Computer-annotated Corpus of a Large

amount of English

• 1 billion (109) words

• Based on the EEBO and ECCO corpora digitized by the

TCP

• Annotated with POS tags using a 100% automatic pro-

cess; PPCEME and PPCMBE used as training data

This corpus is limited by the lack of syntactic information as

well as errors (both random and systematic) in the annota-

tion. However, it proves a useful source of information about

do-support. As demonstrated in Figure 5, the lexical class

hypotheses derived from the PPCHE data are not driven by

peculiarities of individual lexical items – rather come and go

pattern with other unaccusatives and against transitives, es-

pecially in the earliest data.

Fig. 5: Do-support with various lexical items in the PYCCLE. Each faint line

represents a single verb, and the darker line is the class-wide average.


