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To colleagues

This book is an introduction to syntax for students embarking on
English Language courses. It might also prove useful to students taking
the English Language A-level or its equivalent and to students taking
university courses in Linguistics. The book does not even sketch
the major syntactic constructions of English. Most of the examples are
indeed from English, but the book deals with the general concepts
necessary for analysing syntax (whether of English or of some other
language).

Many students in the UK and elsewhere take courses in English
Language and in Linguistics in their first and /or second years but then
specialise in another subject. The content of this book reflects the view
that such students should be taught concepts and methods that find an
application in other university disciplines or outside university. This
criterion excludes detailed discussion of constituent structure, tree
diagrams and formal models of syntax, because these find no application
outside the classroom except in computational linguistics. But even
in that field, the central topics include basic clause analysis, discourse
organisation, tense, aspect and modality. The concepts of head and
modifier, and of subcategorisation and valency, find some application,
say in the teaching of foreign languages. Also useful and applicable is
knowledge of different types of clause and their function in sentences,
word classes, case, transitivity and gender.

The topics mentioned in the preceding paragraph are traditional but
have been greatly developed over the past thirty years; new perspectives,
new data and new insights are available. More importantly, they all find
applications in teaching, in speech pathology, in university courses on
discourse analysis and stylistics, in courses on psycholinguistics and in
cognitive science, and in the preparation of commercial and technical
documents and in writing in general.

The above explains why the book has only one short chapter on
constituent structure. (But Appendix 1 gives diagrams showing depen-

X



TO COLLEAGUES xi

dency analyses of various clauses, Appendix 2 provides constituent-
structure diagrams of the traditional sort and Appendix 3 diagrams the
relationships among various constructions.) Students who use this book
and continue with English Language or Linguistics will learn in detail
about constituent analysis and formal models of syntax in their second
or later years. I hope that readers of this book will find it interesting (in
places, at least), clear, and useful after their studies are finished.



To readers

We study syntax because it enables human beings to compose complex
messages. Suppose a disgruntled worker utters the single word idior! He
or she might have muttered stupid, unfeeling, ignorant idior, with four words
combined into a phrase. The speaker might even have said Thar stupid,
unfeeling, ignovant idiot is the new manager!, in which the phrase the new
manager and the phrase zhat stupid, unfeeling, ignorant idiot are combined
into a clause by means of zs. (For a discussion of phrases and clauses, see
Chapters 1, 2, 6 and 7.)

Syntax has to do with how words are put together to build phrases,
with how phrases are put together to build clauses or bigger phrases,
and with how clauses are put together to build sentences. In small and
familiar situations, humans could communicate using single words and
many gestures, particularly when dealing with other members of the
same soclal grouping (nuclear family, extended family, clan and so on).
But complex messages for complex situations or complex ideas require
more than just single words; every human language has devices with
which its speakers can construct phrases and clauses.

We habitually talk of human languages and their speakers; we ask
questions such as ‘How many speakers are there of Chinese/Arabic/
Spanish?” Nobody ever asks how many writers such-and-such a language
has, but the distinction between speaking and writing 1s crucial and
affects the study of syntax. It is therefore surprising that we cannot draw
a major distinction between spoken and written language. Instead, the
major distinction is between language for which very little planning time
1s available and language for which much more planning time is avail-
able. Much spoken language is indeed produced with little planning
time, but some kinds are planned or semi-planned. A current-affairs
report on radio is written but spoken aloud, while lectures in universities
have at least an outline script in the form of ‘headlines’ projected onto
a screen but require some improvisation. Many types of writing involve
planning, such as essays, research papers and books, but other types of

Xii



TO READERS Xiii

written text are typically produced quickly, such as personal letters and
e-mail messages to friends or close colleagues.

Many kinds of spoken language, not just the spontaneous speech of
domestic conversation or discussions in pubs, have a syntax that is very
different from the syntax of formal writing. It is essential to understand
that the differences exist not because spoken language is a degradation
of written language but because any written language, whether English
or Chinese, results from centuries of development and elaboration by
a small number of users — clerics, administrators, lawyers and literary
people. The process involves the development of complex syntactic con-
structions and complex vocabulary. In spite of the huge prestige en]oyed
by written language in any literate society, spoken language is primary
in several major respects. There are, or were until recently, societies with
a spoken language but no written language, but no societies with only a
written language; children usually learn to speak long before they learn
to read and write; and the vast majority of human beings use speech far
more often than writing.

The syntax of spontaneous spoken language has been ‘designed’ or
‘developed’ to suit the conditions of speech — little planning time, the
possibility of transmitting information by loudness, pitch and general
voice quality, and support from hand gestures, facial expressions and
so on (what is known as ‘non-verbal communication’). For a particular
language, the syntax of spontaneous speech overlaps with the syntax of
formal writing; there is a common core of constructions. For instance,
The instructions are useless could be spoken or written. However, many
constructions occur in speech but not in writing, and vice versa. She
doesn’t say much — knows a lot though is typical of speech, but typical of
writing is Although she does not say much, she knows a lot.

The special syntax of spontaneous spoken language is not produced
just by speakers with the minimum of formal education. One of the most
detailed investigations of spoken syntax was carried out in Russia in the
late 1960s and early 1970s. The speakers recorded on tape in all sorts
of informal situations were doctors, lawyers and academics, but their
speech turned out to be very different in syntax from written Russian.
Moreover, their syntax had general properties which have turned up in
bodies of spontaneous spoken English, French and German.

This book deals with concepts suitable for the analysis of all types
of language, from spontaneous unplanned conversation to planned
and edited formal writing. The one exception is the unit that we call
‘sentence’. Attempts to apply this unit to spontaneous speech have not
been successful; speakers disagree, sometimes spectacularly, on where
sentences begin and end in recordings of spontaneous speech in their
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native language. The sentence appears to be a unit developed for formal
writing. [t is also appropriate for the analysis of planned speech where
the syntax is that of writing.

People learn the syntax and vocabulary of formal writing from books
and in school in a process that lasts into the early twenties for university
graduates and can continue much longer. In general, the more exposure
speakers have to formal schooling, the more easily and frequently
they use in speech the syntax and vocabulary that are typical of formal
writing. Individuals have choices, however; a highly educated individual
may choose to keep to simple language in speech and writing, and in-
dividuals with a minimum of formal education but a large exposure to
books may use very complex language in all situations.

The concept of a language is not straightforward. People think of
themselves as, say, speakers of French or speakers of English, but they
can be thought of as possessing a core of grammar and vocabulary and a
greater or lesser number of other genres, possibly with special syntactic
constructions but certainly with special vocabulary and fixed combi-
nations of words; the language of literary criticism is different from
the language of football reports. The syntactic concepts presented in this
book apply to all types of English (or French or Chinese), and many of
them apply to all languages.

Many differences among speakers come from the distinction between
a standard variety and non-standard varieties. The standard variety of a
given language is typically the one spoken by the group of people who
possess military, political and economic power. In France, this was the
group inhabiting the fle de France with Paris at its centre. In England
(and later in Great Britain and the United Kingdom), it was the group
inhabiting London and the surrounding area. (That last sentence simpli-
fies a very complex historical process.)

Non-standard varieties tend to be spoken only, while standard
varieties are spoken and written. Only standard varieties are used in
education, in broadcasting, in government documents and in spoken
communications from government; non-standard varieties are used at
home, in many shops, among certain groups of workers and so on. There
never has been a clear dividing line with all activities on one side of the
line conducted in a standard variety and all activities on the other side
being conducted in non-standard varieties. Many accounts of standard
language convey a black-and-white picture, but it is false for spoken
language; there are many shades of linguistic grey. Two important points
have to be made with respect to standard and non-standard varieties (of
English, say). Non-standard varieties have their own regular syntactic
patterns, different in many respects from the patterns of the standard
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variety but nonetheless regular. The syntactic concepts introduced in
the rest of this book are just as applicable to non-standard varieties as to
the standard.

Syntax is neutral with respect to ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ English,
French and so on. Analysts of English aim to cover as much data as poss-
ible. They collect samples of current speech and writing and note that
examples such as (1) are typical of speech but also occur in writing while
examples such as (2) occur mainly in formal writing. That is, they
analyse and describe all the data they come across.

(1) Which club did you hit the winning putt with?
(2) With which club did you hit the winning putt?

Other observers of English assume it is their duty to recommend that
only (2) be used in writing and preferably also in speaking. They do not
just describe; they prescribe certain constructions and they proscribe
others. They are likely to disparage (1) as ‘sloppy’ if not downright
‘incorrect’. Careful analysts observe that these judges of usage are like
the courtiers advising King Canute to stop the flow of the tide by issuing
a command. Like the ebb and flow of the tide, usages of language and
changes of usage cannot be controlled by the commands of writer or
teacher, and objective analysts must include all the constructions of a
given language.

The preceding comments are quite compatible with the view that
speakers and writers can produce syntax that is confusing and even
wrong. Sentences may be too long or organised with complex phrases
right at the beginning, which makes them difficult to interpret. A writer,
say someone learning English as a second language, who produces / hope
being admitted to Edinburgh University has either not completed the sen-
tence or has used an incorrect construction, that is, one that is unaccept-
able to many or even most normal adult speakers and writers of standard
English. 7 hope to be admitted ... is what he or she should have used.

We said earlier in this introduction that humans need syntax in order
to compose complex messages. Messages convey meaning, but elemen-
tary syntax books typically begin by stating forcibly one central import-
ant point: you cannot analyse syntax coherently and consistently by
appealing in the first place to the meaning of words, phrases, clauses and
sentences. Here, too, we waste no time but in Chapters 1-3 plunge into
a discussion of the concepts required for an analysis of syntax that is not
based on meaning.

That said, it would be wrong to deny all parallels between syntax and
meaning. For example, the organisation of syntax is not entirely arbi-
trary. We will see in Chapter 2 that phrases consist of a central word
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called a head and other words which are said to modify the head. Heads
and modifiers occur in regular patterns. In neutral clauses of English (see
Chapter 3 on constructions), adjectives precede their head noun — scary
ideas— and relative clauses follow their head noun — zhe letter that she wrote.
Some languages, such as Turkish, are more regular than English, and
both adjectives and relative clauses precede their head noun. Objects
of different kinds (direct, indirect — see Chapter 10 on grammatical
functions) follow the verb in neutral clauses.

There are regular patterns of syntax for making statements, asking
different types of question and giving commands (see Chapter 3 on
constructions). Words in English fall into a number of word classes —
nouns, verbs, adjectives and so on. Over the past forty years, textbooks
have regularly expressed doubt about the different word classes being
connected with differences in meaning. While there is not a perfect
match, the system of word classes is now seen to rest on a solid core of
differences in meaning; these have to do with the kinds of things denoted
by nouns, verbs and so on, and also with what speakers do with them.
(See the discussion in Chapter 4 on word classes.)

Finally, there are strong correlations between differences in syntax
and differences in meaning in one central area of English (and other
languages) — the distinctions between past and present tense, between
progressive and simple verbs (was writing vs wrore) and between singular
and plural in nouns, between the Perfect and the Simple Past (bas written
vs wrote), between different moods and modalities. (Ignore these tech-
nical terms just now — they are explained in Chapter 13.) As psycho-
linguists have pointed out, human beings find arbitrary codes difficult
to learn and use (random sequences of numbers, say). But similarities in
syntax do tie in with similarities in meaning. Children are no better than
adults at handling arbitrary codes; if there were no connection between
grammar and meaning, they would find it difficult, if not impossible, to
acquire their native language.

Language is at the centre of human societies; it plays a crucial part in
the organisation of social activities, from government through the work-
place to the home. These complex tasks require complex language, and
that requires syntax.



1 Heads and modifiers

1.1 Heads and modifiers

Our discussion of syntax begins with two central ideas. The first is that
certain relationships hold between words whereby one word, the head,
controls the other words, the modifiers. A given head may have more
than one modifier, and may have no modifier. The second idea is that
words are grouped into phrases and that groupings typically bring
together heads and their modifiers. In the large dog, the word dog is the
head, and #be and Jarge are its modifiers. In barked loudly, the word barked
is the head and Joudly the modifier. (Criteria for recognising heads and
modifiers will be given below.)

A phrase, then, is a group of interrelated words. As we will see in
Chapter 2, groups of interrelated words can be moved around inside
clauses as a single unit; here, we concentrate on the fact that in such
groups we recognise various links among the words, between heads and
their modifiers. This relationship of modification is fundamental in
syntax. It will play an important role in the account of different types of
clause (Chapter 6) and is crucial to discussions of word order in differ-
ent languages.

How are we to understand the statement ‘one word, the head, controls
the other words, the modifiers’ Consider the sentences in (1)—(2),
which also introduce the use of the asterisk — *’ — to mark unacceptable
examples.

(1) a. Ethel was sitting at her desk.
b. *The Ethel was sitting at her desk.
(2) a. *Accountant was sitting at her desk.
b. The accountant was sitting at her desk.
c¢. Accountants audit our finances every year.

Example (1a) is a grammatical sentence of English, but (1b) is not gram-
matical (at least as an example of standard English). Ezbel is a type
of noun that typically excludes words such as zbe and 4. (Nouns are

1
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described in Chapter 4 on word classes. Here, we will use nouns that
accord with their traditional definition as words that denote people,
places and things.) Accountant is a different type of noun; if it is singular,
as in (2a), it requires a word such as #he or a. In (2¢), accountants consists
of accountant plus the plural suffix -s and denotes more than one account-
ant. [t does not require zbe. Plural nouns, of course, exclude « or an but
allow words such as some or more, as shown in (3).

(3) a. *I would like an accountants to sort out my tax return.
b. Some accountants were quietly counting in the back office.
c. Would more accountants make any difference to my tax bill?

Another type of noun, which includes words such as salt, sand and
water, can occur without any word such as #he, a or some, as in (4a, b), and
can occur in the plural but only with a large change in meaning. Example
(4¢) can only mean that different types of salt were spread.

(4) a. The gritter spread salt.
b. The gritter spread the salt.
c. The gritter spread salts.

Note too that a plural noun such as gritzers allows either Jess or fewer, as
in (5d) and (5¢), whereas salt requires Jess and excludes fewer, as in (5a)

and (5b).

(5) a. This gritter spread less salt than that one.
b. *This gritter spread fewer salt than that one.
c. There are fewer gritters on the motorway this winter.
d. There are less gritters on the motorway this winter.

The central property of the above examples is that Erbel, accountant, salt
and gritter permit or exclude the plural suffix and permit or exclude
words such as he, a, some, less and fewer — note that Erbel excludes the, a,
some, less and fewer; salt in (4a) excludes # and fewer; gritters excludes a;
accountant allows both rhe and 4, and so on.

We have looked at phrases with nouns as the controlling word, but
other types of word exercise similar control. Many adjectives such as sad
or big allow words such as very to modify them — very sad, very big— but
exclude words such as more— sadder is fine but more sad is at the very least
unusual. Other adjectives, such as wooden, exclude very and more — *very
wooden, *more wooden. That is, wooden excludes very and more in its literal
meaning, but note that very is acceptable when wooden has a metaphori-
cal meaning, as in The policeman had a very wooden expression.

Even a preposition can be the controlling word in a group. Prep-
ositions link nouns to nouns (books about antiques), adjectives to nouns (7ich
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in minerals) and verbs to nouns (aimed at the targer). Most prepositions
must be followed by a group of words containing a noun, or by a noun
on its own, as in (They sat) round the table, (Claude painted) with this paint-
brush, (T've bought a present) for the children. A small number of prepositions
allow another preposition between them and the noun: 1z behind the wood-
pile (was a hedgehog), (An owl swooped on the rabbit) from up in the beech tree. In
allows bebind and from allows up. That is, the preposition controls what-
ever word or phrase follows it. Another aspect of this control can be seen
from the fact that in standard English prepositions can be followed by
pronouns, but they exclude 7, be, she, we and they and require me, him, ber,
us and them: *I've bought a present for she, I've bought a present for ber.

1.2 Heads, modifiers and meaning

The distinction between heads and modifiers has been put in terms
of one word, the head, that controls the other words in a phrase, the
modifiers. If we think of language as a way of conveying information —
which is what every speaker does with language some of the time — we
can consider the head as conveying a central piece of information and
the modifiers as conveying extra information. Thus in the phrase expen-
sive books the head word books indicates the very large set of things that
count as books, while expensive indicates that the speaker is drawing
attention not to the whole set but to the subset of books that are expen-
sive. In the longer phrase the expensive books, the word the signals that the
speaker is referring to a set of books which have already been mentioned
or are otherwise obvious in a particular context.

The same narrowing-down of meaning applies to phrases containing
verbs. Note first that different verbs have different powers of control.
Some verbs, as in (6a), exclude a direct object (to use the traditional
terminology and anticipating Chapter 8), other verbs require a direct
object, as in (6b), and a third set of verbs allows a direct object but does
not require one, as in (6c¢).

(6) a. *“The White Rabbit vanished his watch / The White Rabbit
vanished.
b. Dogs chase cats / *Dogs chase.
c. Flora cooks / Flora cooks gourmet meals.

Consider the examples drove and drove a Volvo. Drove indicates driving
in general; drove a Volvo narrows down the activity to driving a particular
make of car. Consider further the phrase o the plate. The first word, oz,
signals a relationship between some entity, say a piece of toast or a knife,
and the surface of something; #he plate tells us what that something is, that
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is, it narrows down the meaning ‘being on’ to ‘being on a particular plate’.

Finally in this brief set of examples, we return to the point made
earlier in passing that heads may have several modifiers. This is most
easily illustrated with verbs; the phrase bought a present for Feanie in Jenners
last Tuesday contains four modifiers of bought — a present, for Jeanie, in
Fenners and last Tuesday. A present signals what was bought and narrows
down the activity from just buying to buying a present as opposed,
say, to buying the weekly groceries. For Jeanie narrows the meaning
down further — not just ‘buy a present’ but ‘buy a present for Jeanie’,
and similarly for the phrases i Zenners and last Tuesday.

1.8 Complements and adjuncts

The last example, bought a present for Feanie in Fenners last Tuesday, brings
us to the second major distinction in this chapter. Modifiers fall into two
classes — obligatory modifiers, known as complements, and optional
modifiers, known as adjuncts. The distinction was first developed for the
phrases that modify verbs, and indeed applies most easily to the modi-
fiers of verbs; we will focus on verbs, but the distinction is also applied to
the modifiers of nouns. Before discussing the division of modifiers into
complements and adjuncts, we must take the example at the beginning
of this paragraph and convert it to a complete clause, say My mother
bought a present for Jeanie in Jenners last Tuesday. We saw from (6a—c) that
the verb controls whether a direct object is excluded, required or merely
allowed. (The term ‘direct object’ is discussed in Chapter 8.)

From these examples, we might conclude that the verb controls only
the phrases that follow it; but the verb can be seen as controlling every
other phrase in the clause. (My) mother in the revised example above is
the subject of the verb. As will be demonstrated in Chapter 8, the subject
of a clause plays an important role; nonetheless, in a given clause the
verb controls the subject noun too. Bought requires a human subject noun;
that is, it does in everyday language but behaves differently in the
language of fairy stories, which narrate events that are unconstrained
by the biological and physical laws of this world. A verb such as FLow
requires a subject noun denoting a liquid; if in a given clause it has a
subject noun denoting some other kind of entity, FLow imposes an in-
terpretation of that entity as a liquid. (Of course, some entities can be
either liquids or solids; molten steel flows, solid steel does not.) Thus
people talk of a crowd flowing along a road, of traffic flowing smoothly
or of ideas flowing freely. Such talk offers a view of the crowd moving
along a road held in by the buildings on either side and propelled by
a mysterious motive force, just as a river moves along in a mysterious
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fashion held in by its banks. What we are considering is the distinction
between literal language and figurative or metaphorical language. The
distinction will not be explored here, but it is important to be aware that
many of the constraints which linguists discuss apply to literal language
but dissolve in figurative language.

Returning to the clause My mother bought a present for Feanie in Jenners
last Tuesday, we will say that the verb bought controls all the other phrases
in the clause and is the head of the clause. It requires a human noun to
its left, here mother; it requires a noun to its right that denotes something
concrete (although we talk figuratively of buying ideas in the sense of
agreeing with them). It allows, but does not require, time expressions
such as last Tuesday and place expressions such as in Fenners. Such ex-
pressions convey information about the time when some event happened
and about the place where it happened. With verbs, such time and place
expressions are always optional and are held to be adjuncts. The major
exception is BE, which has its own syntactic patterns. Phrases that are
obligatory are called complements. (The term ‘complement’ derives
from a Latin verb ‘to fill’; the idea conveyed by ‘complement’ is that a
complement expression fills out the verb (or noun and so on), filling
it out or completing it with respect to syntax but also with respect to
meaning. The term ‘adjunct’ derives from the Latin verb oin’ or ‘add’
and simply means ‘something adjoined’, tacked on and not part of the
essential structure of clauses.) All verbs in English declarative clauses
require a noun to their left; even where the buyers are known, they must
be mentioned by means of a noun. Verbs such as Buy also require a noun
to their right. Without one, the clause in which they occur is incomplete

and the message conveyed by the clause is incomplete for speakers of
English.

1.4 Clauses

The technical term ‘clause’ has slipped into the discussion wit