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applied as an evidence-driven theory of 
language as a whole, rather than simply a 
theory of lexis and semantics.

The nature of linguistic evidence drives 
several other core themes. Hanks argues, 
with passion and wit, against the use of 
invented examples in any part of empirical 
language work. He acknowledges the 
inescapable fuzziness of linguistic events, 
and appeals to the central role of context 
in reducing this fuzziness and creating 
‘meaning’. He accounts for ‘meaning’ as 
a confluence of fuzzy ‘meaning potentials’ 
rather than as a selection from among 
delineated, mutually-exclusive options.
The tension between empiricism and 
intuition is a standard theme of works 
in corpus-driven lexical analysis, and 
Hanks shows that statistical analysis is 
not enough to overcome the biases and 
prejudgments of intuition. To accompany 
statistical measures, he offers many rules 
and heuristics for deciding whether a 
given linguistic event belongs in one fuzzy 
category or another.

Hurdles for the reader
The notion of “setting aside the 
exploitations” appears to be a common 
stumbling block for lexicographers upon 
their first exposure to TNE (at least, it was 
for this reviewer upon my first reading of 
Hanks’s 1994 paper). When Hanks tells 
you that a given word has five “normal” 
meanings, your creative brain immediately 
remembers sixth and seventh meanings 
that you saw written by ‘reputable’ authors 
just the other day. A lexicographer who 
has been trained to account for all uses of 
a given definiendum may feel justifiably 
uncomfortable if told to pass over a frequent 
collocation that has a discrete meaning. 

In answer to such concerns, Hanks 
makes compelling arguments that the 
distinction between normal and creative 
usage is essential, and can indeed be made 
empirically, even if allowing for some 
fuzziness at the edges. Hanks makes a 
distinction between cognitive salience 
(“memorable because it is unusual”) and 
social salience (“conventional and for 
that reason unmemorable”) (p 5). This 
distinction, together with chapter 9’s 
survey of literary exploitations, build a 
strong case that the tremendous variety of 
possible exploitations can be managed only 
by means of a solid understanding of what 
happens in normal usage.

Hanks lays out clear and principled 
criteria to tell the difference between norms, 
exploitations, alternations, and simple 
errors. These criteria provide coherent 
theoretical justification to some analytic 
conclusions which, heretofore, even careful 

analysts of corpus evidence may reach only 
ad hoc or through intuition. 

Of course, even the clearest criteria 
may not always prevail over unclear data, 
but a satisfying majority of cases appear 
to be resolvable with the techniques that 
Hanks has refined and developed in the 
course of his career. Furthermore, it is not 
the case that fuzziness creates usage that 
is utterly incomprehensible to humans 
or uncategorizable by machines. Rather, 
part of the strength of the theory is that it 
leverages normal uses to make sense—as 
much sense as can be made—of all the 
varieties of non-normal usage, in ways that 
show good signs of being computationally 
tractable. 

Readers not familiar with frame semantics 
(Fillmore 1982), generative lexicon theory 
(Pustejovsky 1995), or Hanks’s earlier 
work around TNE will, in a few places, 
need to be indulgent of certain formal 
technical description that is foreshadowed 
or introduced without being fully explained: 
I refer here chiefly to the double-square-
bracket markup of the corpus patterns, 
which begins to appear in sprinkles in 
chapter 2, but is most fully explained only 
just before it flows in a torrent in chapter 
4. A page or so of chapter 2 seemed to me 
to be more appropriate for a later chapter, 
but a patient reader will benefit from the 
warm-up if they take the time to grok it in 
chapter 2.

Hurdles for the theory
Hanks’s productivity and influence means 
that the TNE has been well-exercised, 
and in many places it reflects consensus 
among the schools of corpus analysis and 
lexicology of which Hanks is a major 
figure. Unfortunately, in lexicography it 
is an acknowledged truth that much of the 
theoretical consensus is not implemented 
within the most widely consumed lexical 
references. This may delay the impact of the 
theory on lexicography, and in the absence 
of lexical resources built on these principles, 
computational linguistics will not be able to 
reap the theory’s full benefit without first 
helping to create those resources.

Hanks has been at work to remedy the gap 
between theory and practice, with the Corpus 
Pattern Analysis project and subsequent 
Pattern Dictionary of English Verbs. These 
projects are an exciting, practical testing 
ground for the theory, and Hanks’s eminence 
in practical lexicography emphasizes the 
applicability of the theoretical methods he 
proposes here. Considering the troubled 
state of the dictionary business as we know 
it, it is possible that a complete lexicon 
on TNE principles may not be made by a 
“dictionary” group. Still, the book’s tips, 
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insights, and simple rules of thumb are as 
actionable for anyone working with corpora 
as they are for lexicographers.

Among the obiter dicta that pepper the 
book, there is mention that “expectation 
of homogeneity” is a trap for the “unwary 
[lexical] analyst”—a warning that “there is no 
reason to believe that the apparatus required 
for the semantic analysis of verbs will be 
necessary or sufficient for the semantic 
analysis of nouns (or vice versa)” (p 16). 
Hanks describes an apparatus for verbs and 
also for nouns, but spends much more time 
on the verbs. Indeed, Hanks’s current project 
is a pattern dictionary of 3,000 English verbs. 
It would be interesting to know how the 
book and the theory might have developed 
differently if Hanks’s ongoing projects 
focused on nouns instead of verbs. 

It also seems relevant for a complete 
theory of language to consider the 
interactions between patterns of nouns and 
of verbs. LA:N&E is also virtually silent 
on the other parts of speech, aside from 
mentions that the TNE is driven by content 
words. Hanks acknowledges that the theory 
is incomplete, and in many places points to 
further work that is necessary. To paraphrase 
Melville, small theories may be finished by 
their first architects; great ones ever leave 
the copestone to posterity. Recently, Ken 
Litkowski has undertaken a Corpus Pattern 
Analysis project for prepositions (Litkowski 
2012) that may precipitate some answers to 
how patterns interact.

Early in the book, Hanks notes that 
ontologies have yielded disappointing 
results for word-sense disambiguation, and 
attributes this to severe underestimation 
of the fuzziness of boundaries between 
categories. TNE offers a very different 
model of meaning than what is traditionally 
considered in word sense disambiguation 
(WSD), and does not waste energy trying 
to avoid fuzziness, instead quarantining 
boundary cases from normal behavior.

Far larger-scale implementations are 
necessary to learn whether the theory can 
reduce the underestimation enough to 
serve a purpose like sense disambiguation 
(using whatever empirically-derived 
substitute for WSD is most applicable, 
since nobody who seriously works with 
meaning believes in ‘word sense’ as such 
(Kilgarriff 1997)).

In addition, LA:N&E does not address 
the question of how reproducible Hanks’s 
own analyses might be. In reading the book 
I occasionally found myself disagreeing not 
with the broader theory, but with individual 
judgments that Hanks had made in 
describing the theory’s practical output. No 
matter how evidence-driven the theory is, 
human analysts will not always interpret the 

same evidence in the same way. Fuzziness 
is one thing, but undoubtedly some usages 
will defy agreement. Will TNE be able to 
yield reliable inter-annotator agreement on 
the whole?

The future that the TNE points to
LA:N&E is only the bottom of the 
bottom-up theory of language that Hanks 
envisions. The book points to many areas 
where the theory needs further development, 
and leaves many questions unanswered. 
How well does TNE apply to languages 
other than English? Do other languages 
have types of exploitations that are not 
possible in English? How are word senses 
activated by context? Without clear criteria, 
“sense activation” will remain merely a 
hiding-place for intuition.

A very real question is whether this kind 
of analysis still needs to be done by humans. 
Hanks does not extensively address 
the prospect of doing lexical analysis 
computationally—the theory is expressed 
for the human analyst. Some have seen this 
as under-ambitious, supposing that if we can 
do it with our brains, we should be training 
machines to do it. I believe that we can 
train machines to “do” TNE, but we cannot 
train them without first understanding 
what exactly the task is. For both human 
and computational implementations of this 
theory, Silvie Cinková (and her group at 
Charles University in Prague) have begun 
investigating the capacity for humans 
to be trained in Corpus Pattern Analysis 
(Cinková 2012a) as well as ways to 
manage the fuzziness of semantic categories 
(Cinková 2012b). Hanks also points to 
Popescu (2012), as a path to automating 
the processing of corpus patterns in the 
not-too-distant future. These efforts may 
ultimately be what closes the gap between 
theory and practice, both for human and 
computational lexicography.

The value of the TNE
This is not a book of abstract theory that 
cannot be practically implemented. The 
methods described here can be used by 
anyone who works with corpus evidence, 
on a large or small scale. A work with the 
aims of the Pattern Dictionary of English 
Verbs is a major undertaking, but even 
for the daily practice of lexicography on 
existing projects, the book offers many 
simple heuristics for the classification 
and definition of corpus evidence, which 
can be used as soon as the principles are 
understood. Indeed, once the principles 
are understood, any other way of handling 
corpus evidence may seem unacceptable.

The book and the theory aim to do much 
more than improve lexicography. Working 
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