Naming instruments as agents: a typological investigation
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There is a considerable literature on supposed patterns of meaning extension based on semantic universals which are held to be motivated by general metaphoric and/or metonymic processes. How far such semantic universals and the predictions based upon there are in fact supported by the empirical evidence is not clear. One famous example is the supposed conceptual contiguity between instruments and companions, which has been claimed to underly an alledgedly universal pattern of meaning extension fairly widespread cross-linguistically. Far from being universal, Stolz (2001) has shown that the pattern has to be considered as language-specific and areally-determined. Similar conclusions hold true for the supposed universal overlapping between the conceptual domain of heat and anger (cf. Gevaert 2005).
In the same vein, a concepual contiguity between instruments and agents has often been claimed, which should be responsible for universal patterns of meaning extension occurring in many languages (cf. Booij 1986 for Dutch, Panther and Thornburg 2002 for English, Ischtuganowa 2004 for German, etc.). On the basis of a large language sample (cf. Gaeta 2007), the aim of this paper is to verify this alledged universal pattern of meaning extension, which has been claimed to be active not only in cases of suffixation (e.g. Italian -tore ‘-er’, in giocatore ‘player’ and frullatore ‘mixer’), but also in compounding (e.g. It. portalettere ‘mailman’ and lanciarazzi ‘flare gun’).

On the one hand, it must be stressed that such a pattern of meaning extension may have different interpretations depending on where polysemy is supposed to apply: at the level of the single word formation rule, at the level of the single complex word, or at the level of the single lexical unit (cf. Rainer 2005). In this light, it is not obvious that the meaning extension affects to a similar extent derivatives, compounds and complex syntactic units. On the other, different mechanisms operating in the single languages may lead to an apparently similar meaning extension (cf. Gaeta in press).
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