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Preface to the second edition

Both of us have used this book in teaching at our respective universities 
and we have benefited from our students’ views on how the book could 
be improved. Colleagues who have used the book with students have also 
made many helpful suggestions for changes. We are particularly grateful to 
Professor Jean-Jacques Weber, University of Luxembourg, for his valuable 
comments. The feedback we have received from all these different sources 
have helped to shape the new edition. In addition to adding snippets of 
new information here and there and changing the text in places where 
explanations were not clear, we have thoroughly revised the exercises and 
further reading. Solutions to and discussion of the exercises, as well as 
additional exercises and readings, can be found at www.hodderplus.co.uk/
linguistics. We have also added a global perspective with the provision of 
a new chapter that explores some of the strikingly different grammatical 
features of newer varieties around the English-speaking world.

We are very grateful to our editor, Bianca Knights. Without her gentle 
chivvying we would not have got round to producing a second edition 
– well, for a little while at least! We are also grateful to our desk editor, 
Deborah Edwards Noble. It has been a pleasure working with her and the 
rest of the Hodder team.



In memory of 
Joan Burridge and Elof Börjars
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Preface to the first edition

This book is meant as an introduction to the sentence structure of English. 
As such, it can be used by many different kinds of students: those who 
are going to teach English grammar at some level (and given the kind of 
knowledge that is required to teach even at primary schools under new 
government directions in many English-speaking countries, it contains the 
kind of things that teachers of English need to know); those who want to 
teach or even learn a foreign language; those who will carry on to do dif-
ferent kinds of language analysis for the purpose of speech therapy; those 
who will use it for literary studies; but also those who will carry on to do 
more formal grammar.

Of course, one thing we need to do in this book is impart to students a 
body of terminology that they need in order to discuss language conven-
iently. Taking all this in is sometimes hard work, but it is unavoidable. 
However, another very important aim is to make the reader realize that the 
kinds of things we study in English grammar are all around us all the time. 
This holds not just for English-speaking countries; most countries now 
have access to a lot of English through music, television and other mass 
media. So, even though there are many good grammars of English around, 
you don’t actually need a grammar book to study English grammar. You 
just need to listen and look around you. We cannot emphasize this too 
much. English grammar is happening all around you, language change is 
going on in front of your very eyes. In order to emphasize this point, we 
have decided to use real-life examples taken, for example, from a magazine 
called The Big Issue. This is an initiative set up in 1991 aimed at giving 
homeless or vulnerably housed people a chance to make a living and grad-
ually move towards more permanent housing. Most of our examples come 
from the English North and the Australian editions, but we also have some 
from The Big Issue in Scotland. We believe that this is a cause that deserves 
as much public exposure as it can get, even though we realize that our 
grammar book is not likely to reach the masses (one can dream, though). 
Still, we have to admit that our reasons for using The Big Issue for language 
examples are not philanthropic, but linguistic. Invented sentences like the 
ones so often used in textbooks are just sterile fragments of that wonder-
fully rich language they are supposed to be identifying. By contrast, the 
language in The Big Issue is close to the language that is actually spoken by 
the majority of people. It is less influenced by rules about ‘proper English’. 
We hope that by using these examples we can make readers realize that 
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English grammar is not about learning what you are allowed to say and 
what you are not allowed to say (though if you are a learner of English as a 
foreign language this is, of course, important too). Instead, it is about a way 
of looking at the English around you and at language in general. Once you 
have acquired this way of looking at language, then you can use the tools 
to study other languages.

Before we continue, we should just mention a bit about the annota-
tion of the data. We refer to the Australian Big Issue as AUS, the Northern 
English one as N, and the Scottish one as SCO. This label is followed by a 
number which indicates the issue in which the example can be found, and 
the page number. Some of the examples are marked ‘adapted’. This doesn’t 
mean that we have changed the whole example around, it just means that 
we have omitted some adverbials which made the example less clear, or 
removed a sub-clause that made things more complex than necessary. We 
have not ‘cheated’ by creating a type of example that wasn’t really there. 
Sometimes adapted examples are not marked explicitly, but it should be 
clear from the context that they are adapted; for instance, when we have 
turned original sentences into questions. Finally, in some cases we have 
used our own invented examples, but again we have either marked these 
or it should be clear from the context.

What do we do with all this marvellously rich data? Well, we try to find 
patterns in it. The discovery of such patterns leads to the formulation of 
analyses. Of course, many analyses have already been provided for English 
and by and large we do not come up with anything revolutionary or fright-
fully controversial, as far as analyses go. In some cases, proposed analyses 
of one particular phenomenon disagree. Sometimes we feel that the argu-
ments are actually stronger one way than the other. In these cases we will 
tell you what we think. At other times we feel that there are advantages 
and disadvantages with both ways of looking at something. You may find 
this annoying – why write a textbook if you don’t know the answer? Well, 
probably the truth is that in many of these cases, there is no right answer, 
just different ways of looking at things. We hope readers will get used to 
this idea, and maybe be able to decide for themselves.

One thing that we keep coming back to throughout this book is the 
structure of language. Sentences and phrases are not just flat strings, they 
have structure. We then need some reasonably formal way of represent-
ing this structure. The standard way of doing this is with tree diagrams, or 
phrase markers. Now, some people who find English grammar quite excit-
ing find trees bothersome and off-putting. We feel it would be a shame 
to put such people off the topic by littering the text with tree structures. 
Instead, we have kept the trees in the running text to a minimum, and at 
the end of each chapter we have a section that provides the tree structures 
relevant for that chapter. We hope that those of you who are already famil-
iar with phrase markers will find this arrangement acceptable too.

A terminological issue is that language can be either spoken or writ-
ten, and hence every sentence could have been either written or spoken. 
However, in order to simplify, we have referred to the producer as ‘the 
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speaker’ (rather than ‘the writer’) and the person at the other end of the 
stream of sounds as ‘the hearer’ (rather than ‘the reader’). This is just a 
matter of simplicity; for speaker you can always read ‘speaker or writer’ and 
for hearer ‘hearer or reader’. Also, we have followed reasonably common 
practice and used the pronoun he to refer to the speaker and she for the 
hearer. Using he/she every time becomes too cumbersome and using either 
he or she in every instance doesn’t seem right. Occasionally we have also 
used singular they as a gender-neutral pronoun. Shakespeare used it this 
way, so we feel we are in good company. In fact, we include a discussion of 
exactly this point on p. 54.

Finally, we both have people we would like to thank, both individually 
and jointly. Kersti would like to thank the Department of Linguistics at 
the University of Manchester, which has provided an ideal gradual intro-
duction to how to teach English grammar. When it comes to teaching in 
general and teaching English grammar in particular, two people have been 
especially influential: Katharine Perera and John Payne. Many thanks to 
them and to all students of LI104. Anne Hesketh and Alison Crutchley in 
the Centre for Audiology, Education of the Deaf and Speech Therapy at 
Manchester University have both been helpful in providing data. Kersti 
would also like to thank Dolor MacCarron who has helped with this book 
in many ways, first by being a student of LI104, then later by providing 
comments on English grammar in general, and last but not least by being 
prepared to look after the Masters brood to aid the writing of this book. 
Kate is grateful to her colleagues, in particular Barry Blake, whose Movie 
Goers’ Guide to Grammar showed it is possible to write a syntax book that 
makes good bedtime reading. Kate is also grateful to Susan Hendtlass (for 
helping transcribe The Titans vs. The Hawks), to Pia Herbert, Andy Pawley, 
Julie Reid for their wonderful examples, to Allison Pritchard for bravely 
reading some early drafts and to those La Trobe students who were such 
willing guinea pigs. Both of us are grateful to our editors at Arnold. To our 
shame we must admit that we have gone through three of them (this is no 
reflection on what we do to our editors, but on how long we have been 
intending to write this book): Naomi Meredith, Christina Wipf-Perry and 
Lesley Riddle. Their patience has been impressive. Finally, there are Ross, 
Andrew, Robin, Ellen, Nils and Philip, some of whom have also showed 
patience with us and most of whom have provided us with examples of 
living English.
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1
Introduction: the glamour of 
grammar

We’ve called this chapter ‘The glamour of grammar’ for a reason – grammar 
and glamour are historically one and the same word. Grammar happens to be 
the older form – it first entered English in the 1300s from French (although 
ultimately from Greek grammata, ‘letters’). It came to mean ‘learning’, but 
then acquired additional senses to do with magic and the inexplicable (this 
shift makes sense when you bear in mind that the majority of people at this 
time were illiterate). In Scottish English a form appeared whereby [r] had 
changed to [l]. Glamour retained this earlier mysterious and magical sense, 
later shifting to its current meaning, ‘enchantment, allure’. Nowadays the 
study of grammar still holds a lot of mystery and perplexity for students – 
what we’re hoping here is that it will also develop something of the newer 
sense of enchantment and allure that it holds for both of us (see Crystal 
1995: 136 on the etymological fallacy).

1.1  Purpose and nature of grammatical 
description
There are many reasons why you might want to study the grammar of a 
language. You might, for instance, want to write a grammar of that lan-
guage, say English, which can then be used by people to learn English. This 
is an extremely difficult task for many reasons. First, of course, you have 
to write it in such a way that the task of learning English is made easy for 
the language learner; in other words, it must be pedagogically sound. A 
problem more relevant to linguists is which constructions you will include 
as correct structures of English, and which you will exclude, or mark as 
ungrammatical. Consider the following sentences:

(a)	 Oscar is een lieve maar niet zo slimme poes.
(b)	 Maybe he’s dead? Killed his self getting out of the bath. (AUS#36:16)
(c)	 What’s wrong with all them ‘Political Correct’ people? (AUS#73:8)
(d)	 It’s eerie that uncanny rusted Milo tin. (AUS#75:9)
(e)	 That it’s eerie tin rusted Milo uncanny. (Adapted)
(f)	 There’s always been songs about sex and death. (N#301:24)
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(g)	 There have always been songs about sex and death. (Adapted)
(h)	 They smoke, the men do, and have special dentists to put silver fillings 

in their teeth. (AUS#63:11)

We are quite sure that all of you will agree that (a) and (e) should not be 
included in a grammar of English. If you are writing a grammar of English 
intended for language learners you might also want to exclude (b) and (c), 
perhaps some of the others too, even though many people who are native 
speakers of English would use and accept such sentences. How would you 
describe these sentences? Would you call them ungrammatical or dialec-
tal? Do you think that some of them belong more to speech than writing? 
The sentences (f) and (g), for example, exemplify a notorious problem in 
English. Many grammars would describe (f) as ‘wrong’ (or ‘bad English’) 
and (g) as ‘correct’ (or ‘good English’). Which of the two sentences do you 
think you would you use? Which would you consider acceptable English? 
People, even linguists, are not always good at knowing what they would 
and would not use: if you ask people about things like this, you will quickly 
find that what they say they do and what they actually do can be quite 
different.

1.2  Standard English and variation
Sentences like those above which people might take exception to as being 
‘bad English’ are not really errors of English, but rather errors of standard 

english. The thing to always bear in mind is that all speakers of English are 
dialect speakers – they all speak at least one dialect of English. Standard 
English happens to be the most important dialect in terms of the way soci-
ety operates. It might surprise you to hear this called a dialect, because 
people tend to talk about the standard language, but this is a misleading 
label. Standard English is one of many different dialects of English – it just 
happens to be the dialect that currently has the greatest clout. How it got 
to this elevated position, however, is a series of geographical and historical 
coincidences. Standard English was originally a local (prestigious) dialect 
of the London–Central Midland region and it just ended up at the right 
place at the right time. When varieties come to dominate in this way, it 
is never on account of linguistic reasons. London English piggybacked on 
a series of geographical, cultural, economic and political episodes. They 
include, for example, the emergence of London as a political and commer-
cial centre and its proximity to Oxford and Cambridge; Chaucer’s literary 
genius; and William Caxton’s first printing presses (1476) in Westminster. 
These had the effect of putting London English in such a position that 
standardization was inevitable. If a city other than London had had the 
same non-linguistic advantages (let’s say, Manchester), the socially pres-
tigious dialect of that region would have been subject to the same spread. 
This is typically how standard ‘languages’ arise. It has nothing to do with a 
variety being perfect, but it has everything to do with economic, political 
and social context.
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Standard English is a good dialect to know. For one thing, it’s a variety 
without a home – all over the globe people are using it and there’s very little 
variation. If you read newspapers around the English-speaking world or use 
email, bulletin boards on list-servers or electronic ‘conversation’ programs, 
you will have observed that there is already a fairly uniform world stand-
ard, at least in writing. In many ways Standard English now represents a 
kind of global lingua franca; it has been codified; in other words, recorded 
in grammars, dictionaries and style books. For example, if we think of the 
English used in Manchester or Melbourne (the two varieties that make up 
the bulk of the examples in this textbook), their distinctive character is 
to be found largely in phonology (i.e. differences of accent) and perhaps 
also some (colloquial) vocabulary items, but the two are not strikingly dif-
ferent from other standard varieties at the level of grammar. Speakers of 
non-standard varieties in these places, however, show not only differences 
of accent and vocabulary, but also significant grammatical differences. A 
distinctively Manchester or Melbourne English is much more apparent in 
these varieties, especially in colloquial or informal usage. You will be seeing 
some spectacular examples of non-standard grammatical diversity later in 
this book.

The fact that the standard variety has been codified must not be taken 
to mean that it is intrinsically better than other dialects. non-standard 

(or vernacular) must never be equated with substandard. All dialects are 
equally good for the purposes they serve. They all have their own particular 
rules; they just do things differently.

In this book we will not concern ourselves with questions of correct-
ness. Statements like ‘The sentence in (f) is ungrammatical in English’ 
is an example of a prescriptive statement; in other words, it is stating 
what people should be saying. If you are doing grammar in order to teach 
people English, then you will have to make statements like these. Our 
task, however, is not to tell people what they should say, but to study 
what they do in fact say. Our aim is to make descriptive statements and 
to make you good at studying the English that exists around you. We will 
discover that native speakers of English will not use sentences like (a) and 
(e) above, unless they are speaking Dutch, in which case they might use 
(a), or have a serious speech impediment, in which case they might pos-
sibly use constructions similar to (e). With respect to the other sentences 
above, however, we will find that some native speakers of English do in 
fact use them (even if they think they don’t), and hence we must take 
them seriously. In fact with the exception of the two we adapted ourselves, 
all of these were naturally occurring sentences, appearing in various edi-
tions of The Big Issue during 1998 and 2010. (Just as an aside here – you 
don’t have to be a native speaker of a language in order to study it. You 
can make descriptive statements about English by studying native speak-
ers of English.)

Frequently, constructions which are considered ungrammatical by 
prescriptionists are in fact examples of change in progress. In spite of 
the feelings of some people, you can never stop a living language from 
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changing. For example, a sentence like There’s always been songs about sex 
and death is now frequent in speech and writing of many educated speak-
ers. Yet it still hovers on the border between standard and non-standard – 
and certainly none of the linguistic inspectors would recommend its usage! 
However, give it time and we suspect it will become accepted.

One of the problems is that linguistic labels like Standard and non-Stand-
ard English suggest that we’re always dealing with clear-cut distinctions. In 
fact, behind these labels lies a reality of tremendous flux and variance. 
Some of the sentence examples earlier gave you a taste of this. Now look 
at those below to see how far this variation extends. Once again these are 
actual examples – we didn’t invent them!

(a)	 Wiþ lið wærce genim culfran tord and gate tord
	 ‘For limb wark [= joint pain] take doves’ dung and a goat’s turd’ [from 

an Old English Leechdom, roughly 1000 years old]
(b)	 Put not youre handes in youre hosen youre codware for to clawe.
	 ‘Don’t put your hands into your breeches to scratch your cods’ [from 

an Early Modern English Etiquette Manual, roughly 400 years ago]
(c)	 If you not in business, like me, not lawyer, not those big shot, speak 

so good English for what? Let people laugh at you only. [Singapore 
English (or Singlish)]

(d)	 He’ll might could get you one. [Hawick Scots]
(e)	 So I looked at him and like gimme a break will ya! [18-year-old 

Australian teenager]
(f)	 You don’t, you don’t wanna have sort of around 13 turnovers at, uh, 

three-quarter time, but it’s saying that, uh, both teams have had ...  
are being very active in their defence. [Basketball – between-action 
commentary]

(g)	 > Having a nice holiday?
	 Yep! Too much chocolate though :  / [Email message]

Just these few examples give you an idea of the extraordinary array of 
‘Englishes’ encompassed under that one label ‘English’. The diversity, as 
you can see, exists in many forms – there is exotic vocabulary and some 
structures that look very ‘unEnglish’ at times. The variation we see here 
falls along two dimensions. The first, illustrated by examples (a) and (b) 
as opposed to the rest, involves variation across time. Time influences 
language. Shifts in grammar, words and pronunciation occur even within 
one’s own lifetime. And if the time span is long enough, the changes can 
be truly spectacular, as these examples show.

The second dimension is variation across space. There are two types 
of space involved – geographical and social. At any given point in time, 
English will differ both between countries and within the same country. 
In this respect, English is probably more diverse than ever before. As it 
trots around the globe (as it has been doing since its initial expansion 450 
years ago towards Wales and Scotland), it comes into contact with many 



Introduction: the glamour of grammar

5

different environments and languages. This triggers a burgeoning of diver-
sity in the form of hybrids, dialects, nativized varieties, pidgins and creoles. 
Some of these are illustrated in examples (c) and (d).

Any socially significant group of people will differ in their linguistic 
behaviour. For example, social parameters to do with age, sex, sexual pref-
erence, socio-economic class, education and occupational status of speak-
ers will typically correlate with the way sounds, vocabulary and grammar 
vary – people wear different linguistic features like badges of identity. 
Example (f) is a piece of colloquial teenspeak not confined to Australia. 
Age is an important social division in all cultures, and not surprisingly it is 
something people demonstrate through their use of language. As example 
(g) also illustrates, we alter our language to suit the occasions in which 
we find ourselves. Our language varies constantly in response to different 
situational factors, including things like the relationship between speak-
ers and their audience (and even others who might be within earshot), 
the setting, the subject matter, or whether a spoken or written medium is 
used.

In a sense ‘English’ is a bit of a fiction. There is no one English, no 
one monolithic entity with a fixed, unchanging set of linguistic features. 
Rather, the label ‘the English language’ is a convenient shorthand for 
what is a remarkable assortment of different varieties. What they have in 
common is a shared history. All have links of some sort with the group of 
continental Germanic dialects that ended up in the British Isles sometime 
in the fifth century ad. And most are, to a greater or lesser extent, mutually 
comprehensible.

Obviously, in order to make this introductory look at the structure of 
English work, given that it will inevitably attract a diverse reading audi-
ence, we need to settle on one kind of English. We will therefore be using 
Standard English. However, in order to emphasize that this choice is not at 
all intended to be a judgement on which English is ‘best’ and to emphasize 
the fact that as linguists our role is to study English as it is used, we include 
many examples from The Big Issue which can be said to live in the border-
lands of what is acceptable in Standard English. In Chapter 11, we will also 
examine some very different grammatical features from colloquial varieties 
of the New and Other Englishes around the world.

1.3  English rules, OK?
Let’s further explore the two different approaches we mentioned earlier – 
prescription versus description. Basically the prescriptive approach is one 
that tells you how you ought to speak. Prescriptive grammar books com-
prise a hodgepodge of ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ about sentence structure, word 
meaning and word usage. Much like etiquette books, which outline for us 
the rules of polite behaviour, rules like the following outline the ‘best’ sort 
of linguistic behaviour. This is language doing the right thing – language 
that wipes its feet before it enters a room and that leaves the room before 
it breaks wind!
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Do not use lay as an intransitive verb.
Do not use an apostrophe for possessive its.
Do not use who as the object of a verb or preposition.
Do not use data as a singular noun.
Do not end a sentence with a preposition like to.

Case study – to lay or to lie?
Let’s examine one of these prescriptive rules closely – the notorious lay–lie 
rule. Some of you might remember the lines of Bob Dylan’s famous song 
Lay, lady, lay. Lay across my big brass bed. Or take the following Big Issue 
example:

If you lay down with dogs, you get up with fleas. (AUS#66:23)

The Oxford English Dictionary describes this use of lay as ‘only dialectal 
or an illiterate subsitute for lie’. The argument goes that it indicates an 
ignorance of a feature in English known as transitivity. (Transitive verbs, 
as you’ll soon learn, are those that must have something following them.) 
The verb lay is transitive; hence hens lay eggs. Lie is intransitive; you can’t lie 
something. So according to the linguistic inspectors who write such gram-
mar books – to lay down with dogs instead of to lie down with dogs is ‘a mark 
of illiteracy’. Many linguists (for example, Dwight Bolinger 1980: 167) have 
pointed out the problems of the lay–lie rule for modern-day speakers. For 
a start, these two verbs lay and lie share forms – the past of lie is lay. The 
verb lie also means ‘to fib’; so we need to add down to avoid confusion. For 
example, you can’t say, I think I’ll lie for a bit – you have to say I think I’ll lie 
down for a bit. The problem then is, if you put this in the past you get I lay 
down for a bit. In normal fast speech the [d] of down transfers to the end of 
lay and you get laid (the past tense of lay) – is it any wonder that speakers 
confuse the verbs and arrive at to lay down! It is time to switch off the life 
support system for the lay–lie distinction – as Dwight Bolinger has argued, 
the price of maintaining it is just too high.

The problem is of course that language so often becomes the arena where 
social issues are played out. The use of a particular word or construction 
can be a social advantage or disadvantage. Linguistic bigotry is rife and 
language prejudices are often simply accepted, never challenged. In short, 
because of the way society operates, sentences like If you lay down with 
dogs, you get up with fleas can put people at a disadvantage. For this reason 
English teachers must give students access to these rules. This is why at the 
beginning of this chapter we mentioned that if you are writing a grammar 
in order to teach people English, then you will have to make prescriptive 
statements like ‘The sentence in (g) is ungrammatical in English’. But do 
guard against putting the prescriptive cart before the usage horse!

Certainly a book like this one will always emphasize the need for lin-
guists to retain an objectively descriptive stance and to avoid anything 
that smacks of moral and aesthetic judgement. Imagine a linguist who 
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condemns a native speaker for saying yous, not you! It would be much like 
a zoologist who condemns a dromedary for having one hump, not two! 
Linguistic science has to found its theories on observed behaviour. To con-
struct a theory about Modern English grammar that refuses to acknowledge 
a construction like If you lay down with dogs would be about as sensible as a 
sociologist constructing a theory of human society based only on ‘proper’ 
behaviour and ignoring those aspects of our society that others consider 
‘improper’ or ‘deviant’.

Some linguists are ultimately interested in the way people’s minds work, 
how our brains deal with language (in a sense, being a native speaker of 
something as complex as a human language is your most amazing intel-
lectual achievement). For this purpose we need to study objectively the 
language that people do use, and the changes that actually take place. Other 
linguists are interested in the factors which motivate people to use one 
construction rather than another. Hence their attempts to replace absolute 
labels of prescriptive grammar like ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘mistake’ and ‘error’ 
with labels like ‘appropriate’ and ‘suitable’. Take one of the other rules given 
earlier. In English we encounter sentences like Whom did you see?, as well as 
those like Who did you see? Both alternatives are used – but in quite different 
contexts. Imagine saying Whom did you see? on the phone to a good friend. 
You’d be laughed at, or at least accused of putting on airs! But there are 
contexts, say a formal piece of prose, where you might well imagine writing 
something like that. Language is clearly not an absolute matter of putting a 
tick or a star beside a sentence. It’s much more interesting than that.

1.4 Why study English grammar?
Apart from believing the study of language should fall into general knowl-
edge, why might linguists want to make descriptive statements about 
English? For those linguists who specialise in grammar, or syntax, there are 
in fact a number of different reasons.

Typology
For instance, we might be interested in comparing English with other lan-
guages, and in order to do so, we need a detailed description of English. 
Those linguists who are interested in comparing the world’s languages, 
to find out how languages group together either genetically or accord-
ing to what types of constructions they allow or disallow, are referred 
to as typologists. When we classify languages typologically, we look for 
similarities between the languages, and group them accordingly. If we con-
sider English in a typological perspective, we can say, for instance, that it 
belongs to the group of languages which require a subject. Compare the 
four English sentences below with the two Italian ones. Note, linguists 
use the asterisk * to indicate that a sentence is ungrammatical. Hence the 
English sentences (c) and (d) are ungrammatical, whereas (a) and (b) are 
perfectly okay:
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(a)	 I am eating.	 English
(b)	 It rains. / It is raining.
(c)	 *Am eating
(d)	 *Rains. / *Is raining.

(e)	 Mangio.	 Italian
	 I eat (1st person singular)
(f)	 Piove.
	 rains
	 ‘It rains.’

The sentences above show that in English, a grammatical sentence requires 
that there is a subject like I and it. (We will return to the issue of what a 
subject is later.) Even in (b), where the subject it cannot really be said to 
carry any meaning, it is still obligatory, since (d) is ungrammatical. This 
contrasts with Italian, where a subject is not obligatory, as the grammatical 
sentences (e) and (f) show.

We’ve just said that a grammatical sentence of English requires a subject. 
What about examples like the following?

Here’s my old tartan-colour thermos from Fosseys. Still got tea in it from 
last year. Might have a slug. (AUS#36:16)

This is written English, obviously, but it is deliberately imitating a casual 
spoken style; hence the lack of subjects. English can leave things out under 
special circumstances. Diary writing, for example, is distinguished by miss-
ing subject pronouns (Felt sick. Spent day in bed.). Cookery-speak may also 
leave out otherwise obligatory elements when they can be understood from 
context: Dice elephant; cook over kerosene fire. Serves 3,800 people. However, 
we don’t think of these as Standard English. These are known as different 
registers of the standard; in other words, varieties associated with particu-
lar contexts or purposes (see also Chapter 10).

This seems a good point to stop and consider possible definitions of ‘an 
English sentence’. Look at the examples in the following little piece from 
The Big Issue (N#301:15):

First Stockport then the world. Steven Warrington, king of the on-line 
ostrich-dealers, talks to Richard Ewart. Stockport is not a place usually 
associated with Australian exotica. But that didn’t stop one of the sons of 
this unremarkable Cheshire town forging a remarkable reputation. From 
the other side of the Atlantic.

There are some factual errors here, like the fact that the ostrich is not actu-
ally Australian, that’s the emu they are thinking of, and Stockport being 
an unremarkable town – whatever next! However, what we are more inter-
ested in here are the first and the last sentences. Or are they sentences? 
Well, they are clearly a tad unconventional, and your English teacher 
would probably have corrected them, but they are used. We have nothing 
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to say about whether or not people should be using them, we just want 
to say that throughout this book, when we use the term sentence, we will 
mean the more conventional type like the other sentences of this example.

It is only through detailed studies of the grammars of many languages 
that we can make statements about differences and similarities between 
languages. Interesting questions arise as to why certain languages share 
properties while others do not. Sometimes shared typological features are 
the result of genetic inheritance, but not necessarily. Similarities can also 
arise because languages have undergone the same sort of changes, either 
independently motivated or perhaps brought about through contact. In 
order to pursue these questions, we need to know a little bit about the 
family history of English: English is a Germanic language, related to other 
Germanic languages, like Dutch or Swedish, and if you study the grammars 
of these languages, you will find that they have a number of features in 
common (even though English is in many ways an ‘odd’ Germanic lan-
guage). Tree (1) shows you how the Germanic languages are related. Note, 
Gothic is now extinct; all that remains are records of a partial Bible transla-
tion from the fourth century. There were other East Germanic languages 
for which we have no records.

Language change may mean that genetically related languages end up 
being quite different. English and German are genetically related but they 
belong to different word order typologies, English being S(ubject) V(erb) 
O(bject) and German Verb-Second (i.e. at least one of the verbs occurs in 
second position, but not necessarily preceded by the subject). Old English, 
on the other hand, was typologically more like German in its word order. 
Conversely, English and Chinese are both SVO languages; yet they do not 
belong to the same genetic group.

Universal grammar
For a number of linguists, the ultimate goal of the study of the grammars 
of individual languages is not to compare languages, but to find out how 
the human brain deals with language. Of particular inspiration to these 

(1)
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linguists is the mystery of children’s language acquisition. There are a 
number of reasons why children’s language acquisition is such a fascinat-
ing phenomenon.

Children learn language surprisingly quickly and accurately considering 
the input they get. For instance, most of the language that a child hears 
does not actually consist of full grammatical sentences; people are always 
interrupting themselves or changing their minds halfway through a sen-
tence. As you’ll see in Chapter 10, when we examine a piece of spontaneous 
conversation, we find that speech contains utterances that simply do not 
correspond to what we would consider a well-formed sentence of English. 
Young children don’t usually have the benefit of a written language. They 
get language almost entirely in the shape of long strings of sounds where 
there are no significant pauses between words. Children also get language 
input mainly in a positive form, and rarely in a negative form. What we 
mean by this is that they hear lots of language which they can assume to be 
correct, but they rarely get told what is incorrect. Parents do sometimes try 
to correct their children, but often they are not conscious enough of their 
own language to do it to any greater extent. Furthermore, children very 
early on become interestingly creative with language. It is quite clear that 
they cannot be learning language by straight imitation, since they under-
stand and produce strings of words which they have never heard.

Facts like these have led some linguists and psychologists to assume that 
the human mind must be somehow pre-disposed towards learning a lan-
guage; others link the development of language more closely to the general 
cognitive development of children. According to those who favour a pre-
disposition explanation, there is a part of the brain which contains knowl-
edge at birth of what is and what is not a possible language. We are, then, 
said to be born with an innate grammar, or a language acquisition device 

(lad) and a task for linguistics is to find out more about this innate gram-
mar. If you have ever heard of the linguist Noam Chomsky (and if people 
have heard of one linguist, he is usually the one), this is the line of research 
that he proposes to follow.

A child will learn the language or languages spoken around him or her, 
even if this is not the language of the biological parents. Also, there is no 
evidence that children learn some languages faster than others. Children 
growing up in a monolingual Cantonese community will learn Cantonese 
at the same age that children growing up in a mono-lingual English envi-
ronment learn English. A ‘monolingual’ community is one that uses only 
one language and children growing up in such a community will usually 
become native speakers of only one language. In a worldwide perspective 
such communities are in fact rare. Most children in the world grow up 
learning at least two languages. The fact that children will learn languages 
equally fast has led those who believe in innate grammar to assume that it 
is the same for any language, hence we have an innate UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR. 
Remember that the innate grammar, which is assumed to be universal, is a 
mental phenomenon, an abstract structure in the brain. Even if we don’t 
believe in an innate grammar, but assume that our linguistic ability is part 
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of our general cognitive abilities, the similarities between genetically very 
different languages are still striking and of great interest.

One goal of linguistic research is to find out more about universal gram-
mar, regardless of whether one assumes this is an abstract language-specific 
component of the brain or the result of general properties of human cogni-
tion. However, there is no obvious direct way of studying universal gram-
mar since it is an abstract entity. There is (as yet) no brain scanner that 
can be used to study this innate grammar. What linguists who pursue this 
line of research do is study in great depth the grammars of individual lan-
guages. By comparing in-depth studies of many different languages, we can 
find out more about properties shared by languages and maybe also about 
properties that no language has. A detailed study of English grammar can 
reveal things about universal grammar. So, under this approach, we can say 
that the ultimate purpose of our study of English grammar is to understand 
universal grammar and how children acquire language. (But there is a long 
way to go from one to the other!)

It should be pointed out here that a linguist need not be either a typo-
logist or a person who believes in innate grammar. He or she can be both, 
or indeed neither. There are a number of proposed explanations for lan-
guage acquisition. It is also important to remember that innate grammar is 
just one proposed hypothesis; it may turn out to be entirely the wrong way 
of thinking about things, but for the time being, a large number of linguists 
use it as their working hypothesis.

Speech therapy
The two motivations for doing English grammar which we have mentioned 
so far have important repercussions in other fields. For instance, SPEECH 

THERAPY, or the more general study of communication disorders, is con-
cerned with people whose language faculty is somehow different from the 
expected. This can be due to developmental problems or to illness which 
damages a language faculty that had previously been fully developed. An 
important task for speech therapists is to develop techniques which can 
help these people improve their communicative abilities. In order to study 
and describe language which is ‘not normal’ it is important to know what 
the structure of ‘normal’ language is, and to master the terminology used 
to describe it. In this book, we aim to teach you this and provide the tools 
you need.

Foreign language learning
The teaching profession, above all foreign language learning, is another 
obvious practical application of the study of English grammar. A knowl-
edge of English grammatical structures is helpful when you are learning 
the grammatical structures of another language, or having to teach them 
to others. In particular, if you are a native speaker of English, being trained 
to think about your language in a scientific way is very different from the 
sort of unconscious knowledge you have by simply being a speaker of the 
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language. Formal linguistic training will make you a much more effective 
language learner and teacher.

Stylistics
Some of you may be more interested in literature than in linguistics. Let us 
assure you that the things you learn in this book can be of great use also to 
people who study literature. Literature in any form, be it prose, poetry or 
drama, is built up of language, and a detailed study of the language used 
in any piece of literature can be very revealing. There is one branch of lin-
guistics called stylistics which is devoted to the study of how language is 
used in literature. But also in non-literary texts you will find grammatical 
analysis a useful tool.

Under stylistics we can also include the field of effective communication, 
in particular effective writing. This is not to say that linguistic awareness 
will instantly make you an effective communicator. You just have to read 
some examples of linguistic prose to know that this is not the case – there 
is a lot of turgid and very obscure writing around. Certainly an ignorance 
of linguistics won’t prevent you from becoming an effective communica-
tor either. If that were the case, William Shakespeare would have probably 
ended up a glove maker like his father John! Nonetheless, there can be no 
doubt that a knowledge of language structure will make you more skilled 
in handling your own language, particularly when it comes to good writ-
ing. After all, writing is not a natural activity in the same way that speech 
is – writing has to be explicitly taught after basic grammar, sounds and 
vocabulary have been acquired as spoken language. While there are many 
societies whose languages remain unwritten, ours is one that places consid-
erable emphasis on writing. With a knowledge of grammar comes a feeling 
for sentence patterning, and this means we can better evaluate the differ-
ent choices that confront us when we draft something written, such as a 
speech or a report.

1.5  English language in the workplace
We have just mentioned here a number of fields for which a detailed study 
of English grammar is required. In all these it is very important that the 
people working within the field use the same terminology. You cannot dis-
cuss your thoughts and conclusions with other people unless you can be 
reasonably certain that when you say ‘subject’ or ‘auxiliary verb’ you mean 
the same thing as your hearer. For this reason, an important aspect of this 
book will be to define a common terminology.

Since this is a book on English grammar, and not on typology, stylistics 
or communication disorders, we will not discuss these topics any further 
here, but we mention them in order to give you an idea of why one might 
want to embark on a study of English grammar. And if we still haven’t per-
suaded you that knowing about English grammar is useful, we now offer 
some specific ideas of where in later life you might be able to apply this 
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knowledge. The facts you learn to do with English grammar turn out to 
have all sorts of applications in the workplace and are useful in a variety of 
jobs. Here are some you might not have thought about. 

❑❑ The film industry: Who do you think it is that invents all those artifi-
cial languages in films? J. R. Tolkien’s fantasy world contains a number 
of them. Tolkien himself was an Oxford Professor of English Language 
and Literature and he spent a lot of his time on constructed languages 
(he also nearly became a codebreaker during World War II). One of our 
colleagues, Professor Francis Nolan at Cambridge University, created the 
fragment of Parseltongue that is used in the Harry Potter films.

❑❑ Writing: At least three groups of people end up having careers in writing. 
There are, of course, the authors who produce material for print and on-
line media. There are the technical writers who specialize in producing 
materials such as instruction manuals and software documentation. And 
there are the editors who appraise and select content for publication. 
These are the people with a keen nose for ill-chosen words, grammatical 
errors, infelicities of style and punctuation. 

❑❑ Information technology: With speech-based applications now used 
increasingly in human–computer interfaces, natural language process-
ing and speech recognition technology have become two very signifi-
cant areas of IT. Linguistic research is the key to progress in these areas 
and training in language structure is a necessity for these new career 
paths.

❑❑ Advertising and marketing: Increasingly companies consult people with 
linguistic awareness when they are creating product names and prepar-
ing sales campaigns. Such information becomes increasingly important 
for products being sold globally. 

❑❑ Safety measures: There are many applications of a formal linguistic 
training to safety in the workplace. In the airline industry, for example, 
disasters have occurred because of misunderstandings between control 
towers and pilots. While faulty communication is a linguistic fact of life, 
there is much that can be done, particularly in the development of tech-
nology, to help avoid such communication tragedies. 

❑❑ The law: More and more legal cases now involve linguists who are called 
upon for expert testimony. In fact, there is even a separate discipline 
called forensic linguistics that connects language, law and crime. Work 
here might involve, for instance, the handwriting and stylistic analyses 
of documents to develop writer profiles to determine authorship (per-
haps resolving that it was the deceased who actually wrote the suicide 
note). Some linguists have also been working hard to expose the kinds of 
miscommunication that can arise when defendants speak a non-stand-
ard form of English. 

❑❑ The Plain English movement: Since the late 1970s, people with expertise 
in English language have been helping to translate all kinds of specialist 
language into a form that is more accessible to people. Language in legal 
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settings, in particular, is characterized by a highly technical vocabulary 
and difficult structure and expert evidence in and outside the court-
room, police warnings, even jury instructions, have been shown to be 
notoriously difficult for non-lawyers to understand. 

These are just a taste of the sorts of enterprising things you can do with the 
specific facts you learn in this book. But you know, there are also people 
who actually like doing English grammar for its own sake (and these are 
people who lead otherwise perfectly normal lives!). However, if you are not 
one of those, it might be nice to know that in all likelihood the things you 
learn here will prove useful to you in other areas.

1.6 The branches of linguistics
We have now narrowed down what we mean by English sentences, but 
there are still a number of ways in which we could study such sentences. 
For example, we could study the way they sound, or the way in which 
people interpret them. However, this is a book specifically about grammar, 
and we will study how words are put together to make up the sentences. 
Things like the sound or the meaning of English are studied in other sub-
fields of linguistics. The core parts of linguistics can be seen as a spectrum:

Phonetics/Phonology — Morphology — Syntax — Semantics — Pragmatics

These sub-fields of linguistics can be defined (very) roughly as follows:

phonetics/phonology – sounds, how they are made and how they are used 
in language;
morphology – the structure of words, about the smallest meaningful parts 
of a language;
syntax – the structure of sentences and phrases;
semantics – the meaning of words and how these meanings combine when 
words are combined into phrases and sentences;
pragmatics – how meaning interacts with our knowledge of the real world 
(whatever the real world may be).

So far, we have defined the main concern of this book as GRAMMAR. Apart 
from its appalling reputation as being dry and boring (quite undeserved!), 
grammar is not a very clear term, since some people use it to mean the 
same as ‘syntax’, and others take it to refer both to syntax and to morphol-
ogy. There are those who even use grammar to mean the whole system of 
language – namely, all the sounds, words and possible sentences. It is there-
fore more accurate to say that this is a book about the syntax of English. It 
is, however, virtually impossible to study syntax without also considering 
at least morphology and semantics; so these two fields will also play some 
part in the book. Very often, there are different grammatical constructions 
that can be used to represent the same basic information, as in Giggs scored 
the goal that took United into the next round of the cup versus The goal that 
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took United into the next round of the cup was scored by Giggs. The choice 
between two constructions is frequently determined by how the speaker 
(or writer) wants to present the information to the hearer (or reader); in 
this case, this involves things like the amount of emphasis on Giggs for 
instance. Grammar is then influenced by what we may call DISCOURSE 
(or INFORMATION) STRUCTURE. In Chapter 9 we will then also be venturing 
beyond the sentence to see how chunks of text are organised and how 
this may influence the structure of sentences. This involves the field of 
DISCOURSE (or COMMUNICATIVE) STRUCTURE. Basically it deals with how we as 
speakers and writers go about packaging our messages; how we distribute 
information in a text to help our audience interpret the text appropriately.

Exercises

1.  Public opinions about English
The following statements illustrate some popular beliefs about language 
and the English language, in particular. You can hear them aired on talk-
back radio and you can read them in letters to the editor. Discuss these 
statements – think about whether you agree or disagree with them and try 
to support your answers with examples. 

1.	 English is the language of England.
2.	 English is the hardest language to learn.
3.	 Writing is a more perfect form of language than speech.
4.	 The English language is going to the dogs.
5.	 It would be simpler, and more sociable, if we all spoke the same.
6.	 People who say nobody saw nothing can’t think logically. 
7.	 Bringing up a child bilingually is damaging.

2.  Language prescription
The following letter by A.P. Taskunas (Sandy Bay, Tasmania) appeared in 
The Australian Magazine, 9–10 October 1999:

Shame on you! You’ve killed the accusative (‘Deaths in the family: Who 
killed who?’ – Sept 25–26), one of the most endangered species in our 
language. Whom can we enlist to protect it?

What arguments do you think A.P. Taskunas would use do defend the exist-
ence of whom? What do you think a descriptive grammarian would have 
to say on the matter?

3.  Acceptability
Read each of the following sentences. Your task is to make a judgement 
on the relative acceptability of each sentence. Try to answer as honestly 
as you can and give reasons for your view! You can also do a small survey 
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among other native speakers to see how similar your views are. Indicate 
your judgement by placing a number 1–4 by each of the sentences. The 
scale of acceptability is as follows:

1.	 Totally unacceptable
2.	 I would not use it but some people would
3.	 I would use it, but only in some contexts
4.	 Totally acceptable and natural

(a)	 See yous later!
(b)	 (Who ate the chocolate?) It was me.
(c)	 It is I who am responsible.
(d)	 The mission of the USS Enterprise is to boldly go where no man has ever 

gone before.
(e)	 There’s fairies at the bottom of my garden.
(f)	 I aren’t bothered.
(g)	 I ain’t bothered.
(h)	 I’m right, aren’t I?
(i)	 He’s fatter than me.
(j)	 Everyone can come if they want to.
(k)	 Between you and I, he’s a bit of an idiot.
(l)	 There’s a man on the phone wants to talk to you.
(m)	He objected to my arriving late.
(n)	 He objected to me arriving late.
(o)	 It was meant to be made a joke of, money was! (AUS#69:9)
(p)	 Then I got eaten by flies. (AUS#69:9)
(q)	 Maybe he’s dead? Killed his self getting out of the bath. (AUS#36:16)

4.  Non-Standard versus Standard English
Here is an example of a dialogue in non-standard English (from Tasmania). 
Make a list of the non-standard forms and give the standard equivalents.

Harv:
Old Kit ... ’e ’ad the only chopping axe John Behan had,
Nobody ’d two them days y’know, in the bad old days,
And John ’ad a pretty good axe ...
... they got Kit entered in this Chop y’know ...
’e was off say three or five or whatever.
When they said ‘Five!’ ’e’s no sooner [unclear] than ’e hit
’er [= the block], y’know,
and ’e chopped two or three six-inch nails clean off ...
’e dug himself in too low, y’see,
and ’e fetches ’er [= the axe]
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and ’e looks at ’er, y’see,
... and ’e holds ’er round to John,
And ’e’s got a great big gap clean through the face of ’er,
and ’e said ‘CRIPES!’ Hahaha!
when ’e turned – when ’e showed it [the axe or the face?] to John.
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2
The structure of sentences

2.1  Introduction
In this chapter and in the next we start to look at basic sentence struc-
ture or syntax. This involves, among other things, two important tasks: 
(a) determining what the structure of a sentence is; and (b) describing the 
elements which make up the structure.

In this chapter we concentrate on the first. The second of these tasks 
involves attaching some sort of category label to the parts of a sentence 
and we come to that in Chapter 3.

Before we begin, though, we need to look at some aspects to do with 
words and word-building, because it’s not just sentences that have struc-
ture – words also have their own internal structure.

2.2 The structure of words
The sound structure of a word is, as we have said, studied in the sub-
branches of linguistics called phonology and phonetics. There is, however, 
also a different kind of structure to words. For one, they can be divided into 
smaller units of meaning. There is good evidence that even quite young 
children are aware of this, and often children’s misunderstanding of struc-
ture provides the clearest evidence of this. Nils, for instance, when he was 
about 2½ years old was told off for having thrown his bowl of cereal on the 
floor. He defended himself by saying that there was only one ‘Weetabick’ 
left in the bowl. In this case, Nils analysed the final /s/ sound of the brand 
name Weetabix as the English plural marker, which you get in words like 
tricks. Ellen at the age of 3 fell over in the playground and through her tears 
informed the nursery staff that she had hurt her ‘two-head’. Once she had 
calmed down a bit she said ‘I mean my forehead’. Ellen seems to have been 
aware that words can consist of parts which both exist separately as words. 
She would appear to have thought of this word as ‘four head’, but being 
upset from her fall she got the number wrong. Finally, when Paul was told 
by his father not to argue he replied ‘Well, don’t arg-me then’. The final 
sounds of argue are identical to the pronoun you and Paul had therefore 
assigned the structure ‘arg-you’ to the word. Nils, Ellen and Paul all seem 
to be aware of the fact that words have internal structure.

As already mentioned in Chapter 1, the area which deals with the struc-
ture of words is called morphology. The parts which make up words are 
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morphemes. The morpheme is best described as the smallest unit of mean-
ing in the structure of the language. However, a potential unit of meaning 
is only a morpheme of a word if the meaning it contributes is part of that 
word. By this we mean that we cannot divide the unit any more without 
severely altering the meaning. For example, cardigan, pumpkin and cook are 
all words and they are also single morphemes. Take the word cardigan. As 
one complete unit by itself, it has meaning, and while we can apparently 
divide it into smaller units like car, dig and an, these have meanings which 
are not associated with the word cardigan. We wouldn’t dissect cardigan in 
this way, any more than we would pumpkin into pump and kin! These seg-
ments have meanings totally unrelated to pumpkin. On the other hand, 
a word like cardigans has a meaning as a whole, but we can also divide it 
into two smaller meaningful units: cardigan + the plural ending s; in other 
words, it is made up of two morphemes.

Now, there are a number of different types of morphemes. Two of these 
are going to be important for our discussion of word classes and we will dis-
cuss them in Chapter 3. There are also a number of different ways in which 
you can combine morphemes, something which we go on to discuss on 
pp. 20–22. Note, that unless specified, all our examples in this chapter are 
taken from a story which tells of the tribulations of one stressed slimmer at 
an exclusive Miami health spa (AUS#75:9).

Bound versus free morphemes
First we can make a division of morphemes, based on where they can 
appear. Consider, for example, the words in the following sentence:

The spa’s regime disagreed with the gluttonous guest.

Morphemes such as spa and regime can exist in isolation; we describe such 
morphemes as free. Other morphemes, like the past tense ending -ed, cannot 
exist on their own, but are only ever found in the presence of others. These 
we describe as bound morphemes. Using slightly different terminology, free 
morphemes function as the stems (or roots) to which bound morphemes 
can attach. Bound morphemes are normally affixes. (Note, there is at least 
one other kind of bound morpheme, but this needn’t concern us here.) 
Affixes can be divided into sub-classes depending on whether they attach 
before the stem, in which case they are prefixes, or after the stem, in which 
case they are suffixes. There is a third minor type; namely, infixes, which, 
as you might have guessed, must occur inside the stem. In English these 
comprise only the non-standard intensifiers like bloody, e.g. fanbloody-tastic.

In English, these bound morphemes typically are what are called gram-

matical (or functional) morphemes. This has to do with the type of 
meaning they express. Grammatical morphemes express rather abstract 
information like person (first, second, third), plural, possession or case. 

Free morphemes, on the other hand, are normally lexical morphemes and 
are more contentful, like spa, regime and guest. Grammatical morphemes 
don’t have to be bound; many are free-standing. Consider the in the above 
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sentence. This little word tells us that the speaker is referring to some-
thing which she assumes is known to the hearer. The speaker in this case 
wouldn’t have used the unless both ‘the spa’ and ‘the gluttonous guest’ 
were already somehow known to us and were readily identifiable, in this 
particular case because they have occurred earlier in the text.

Building words – inflection versus derivation
There are two main types of word-building involving bound morphemes. 
The first is called INFLECTION. Examples of inflection are the plural -s which 
is added to nouns (dog-s), the past tense -ed which is added to regular 
verbs (bark-ed) and the comparative -er which is added to adjectives (loud-
er) (more about how to spot nouns, adjectives and verbs in Chapter 3). 
Inflection adds some functional information to the element to which it 
is added, but does not drastically change the meaning of the word. The 
second type of word-building is called DERIVATION and it changes the cat-
egory or at least the meaning of the element to which it is added. An exam-
ple is the difference between run and runner; by adding -er we change the 
meaning from an activity to a person involved in that activity. Another 
example of derivation is when un-, in- or im- is added to a word to make 
it negative: unhappy, indiscreet or impossible. Both types of word-building 
involve affixation; that is, the addition of bound morphemes (or affixes) 
to a word stem. Accordingly, we can identify two types of affixes by their 
function – INFLECTIONAL and DERIVATIONAL.

First, consider the inflections in English – or what’s left of them. History 
has seen the unrelenting erosion of what was once a very rich inflectional 
system to the modest little group of suffixes represented below. Despite 
its small membership, however, this class remains an important feature of 
English structure, and represents one of the criteria we use to identify our 
word classes. Have a look at Table 2.1, but for the moment don’t worry too 
much about labels like ‘3rd person singular present’. We go on to look at 
some of these more closely in this chapter and all of them will be impor-
tant in Chapter 3. (We should point out here that the possessive ’s has 
some properties which are quite unusual for an English inflection.)

Table 2.1  English suffixes
Stem	 Suffix	 Function	 Example
clean	 -s	 3rd person singular	 He cleans every day.
		  present
clean	 -ed	 past tense	 She cleaned yesterday.
clean	 -ing	 progressive	 He is cleaning right now.
beat	 -en	 past participle	 She has beaten the dog.
dog	 -s	 plural	 The dogs are kelpies.
dog	 ’s	 possessive	 The dog’s lead is broken.
fast (adj/adverb)	 -er	 comparative	 He’s a faster runner.
fast (adj/adverb)	 -est	 superlative	 She’s the fastest runner.
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First, inflectional morphemes (or inflections) are grammatical. They do 
not change the meaning of the stem or its category. For instance, fast, faster 
and fastest are all adjectives; they are all simply different forms of the one 
word fast. Second, inflections are changes made in the form of words to 
express their semantic and syntactic relationships to other words in a sen-
tence. For instance, the agreement morpheme s on He cleans indicates that 
we are dealing with present tense and that the person doing the cleaning is 
third person and singular, in this case he. Finally, inflections typically occur 
at the margins of words. For example, the plural morpheme s appears last 
in a word after all other suffixes; e.g. flavour-ing-s and confect-ion-er-s. In 
Modern English, inflections occur only at the ends of words; they are now 
all suffixes.

Derivation differs from inflection in that it has a more dramatic effect on 
the category or meaning of the word. If we return to the words clean and 
dog, we see that adding the inflections ed and s, respectively, gives us words 
– cleaned and dogs – which basically refer to the same kind of thing, the 
activity of cleaning or the animal dog in general. If instead, a derivational 
affix is added to form cleaner or dogged, then the meaning changes. Cleaner 
does not refer to an activity, but to a person who performs that activity, 
and dogged as in dogged resistance does in fact no longer have anything to do 
with dogs. More formally, we can say that whereas inflection always leaves 
the word in the same word class, derivation may change the word class; 
clean is a verb and dog is a noun, the derived cleaner is a noun and dogged is 
an adjective. Don’t worry if you are not familiar with the word classes, we 
will discuss them in greater detail in Chapter 3. Derivation does not, how-
ever, have to change the word class. Take a derivational prefix like un- or 
im-, for example; both clean and unclean are adjectives and so are both pos-
sible and impossible, but the meaning change within the two pairs is very 
drastic; in fact the meaning after derivation becomes the opposite of that 
of the original. The examples given in this paragraph also illustrate another 
difference between inflections and derivational affixes in English. Whereas 
inflections are always suffixes, we have both derivational prefixes (like un- 
and im-) and derivational suffixes (like -er in runner and -ed in dogged).

A final thing to note is that English has a number of affixes which have 
the same form but can fill different functions, more or less accidentally 
(though in a historical perspective, it may not be entirely accidental). Take 
ed, for instance. If added to clean as in She cleaned yesterday it is an inflec-
tional affix. It doesn’t change the meaning drastically; it has a grammatical 
effect. If added to dog on the other hand, to give dogged, then it changes the 
category and the meaning of the word. Similarly with er, it can be deriva-
tional as in We employ a cleaner or inflectional as in That dog is cleaner than 
this one.

Compounding
We mentioned at the start of this chapter that there are two main types of 
word-building: inflection and derivation. So far, we have only discussed 
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combinations involving just one free morpheme. Words can, however, be 
built from more than one free morpheme. This is called compounding. 
Compounding is never inflectional but always derivational; for example, 
dog collar or spring clean. In Germanic languages other than English this 
closeness is easy to spot because compounds would be written as one word. 
In English, however, they may still be written as two words (with or with-
out a hyphen), but you can hear the difference in that in a compound, the 
main stress falls on the first element only. It is easier to illustrate this with 
an example that can occur both as a compound and as an ordinary string 
of two free morphemes. Take the two words dark and room. We can com-
bine them and put the stress on the first element only (we use ′ to indicate 
stress here) as in ′dark room. In this case, it has the quite specific meaning of 
a room which is used for developing and printing photographic film. If on 
the other hand we put stress on both parts as in ′dark ′room, then it refers 
to any old room which happens to be dark. This example also illustrates a 
second property of compounds: the meaning is often more specific than 
just the sum of the two parts and it may often also become figurative. A dog 
collar, for instance is not just the kind of collar that a dog would wear; it 
can also refer to the white collar worn by some ordained clergy.

Typically you’ll find that newer compounds like dog collar will appear as 
separate words or hyphenated, whereas well-aged compounds like break-
fast and cupboard will lose their hyphens and appear as a single word. Not 
only will familiarity remove hyphenation in well-established compounds, 
it can bring about even further reduction as the morphemes become more 
and more closely associated to the point where we don’t want to consider 
them compounds any more. As morpheme boundaries become blurred, so 
the meaning of the parts themselves may become obscure. This is to some 
extent true of breakfast and cupboard. For a more radical example take a 
word like nostril. Now, only a real word enthusiast will be aware that this 
little lexical item began life as a compound of two nouns: Old English nos 
‘nose’ + thirl ‘hole’. Even if thirl were not obsolete as an independent item, 
it has undergone such a transformation in the word nostril that it’s no 
longer recognizable. In fact, it makes sense now to treat nostril as a single 
morpheme.

Although the majority of roots that make up compounds are free-
standing morphemes, as in all the previous examples, there are some roots 
which can never occur independently. These are sometimes called cran-

morphemes because of the word cranberry, which looks like a compound, 
similar to items like blueberry and blackberry. The problem is – after we’ve 
identified berry, what do we do with cran, which in isolation has no mean-
ing? These are special instances of bound root morphemes. It’s only when 
they’re in combination with other morphemes that they have meaning. 
In fact, cran- does exist independently, being the same word as crane, the 
large bird with long legs. These berries started life as crane berries, but we 
no longer think of them as such. The compounding process has obscured 
this relationship over time and although the history of these words might 
tell us to consider cran- and crane as the one morpheme, clearly, speakers 
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never connect the two. Again we face the problem of the extent to which 
historical detail should be allowed to influence our analyses.

2.3  How do we know sentences have 
structure?
Having looked briefly at how morphemes combine to build structure to 
words, we now go on to look at the way words themselves combine to 
form sentences. When we see a sentence written or hear it spoken, we 
see or hear a string of words. (In fact this is a little misleading. We never 
really hear strings of words – what we actually hear is a constant stream of 
sound; word boundaries aren’t usually obvious in normal speech.) For us 
the question is now whether these strings of words are indeed just that – a 
list of words without any internal structure – or whether we can find rea-
sons to assume that words form groups within sentences. It is, in fact, quite 
clear that native speakers feel that in English, a sentence is not just a plain 
sequence of words. Native speakers can divide sentences into groups of 
words which seem to belong together more closely than others. To begin, 
consider the sentence below. We return to the tale of Timothy Toast and his 
ordeal at the Miami health spa:

The weight-loss program was unleashed upon 19-stone Timothy Toast at 
an exclusive Miami health spa.

Probably everyone reading this book will share the intuition that weight-loss 
somehow modifies program and together these words form a natural unit in 
this sentence – weight-loss program. Similarly, 19-stone Timothy Toast forms 
a single unit, as does an exclusive Miami health spa. These groups of words 
which ‘go together’ are called constituents. In other words, we can say 
that the weight-loss program, 19-stone Timothy Toast and an exclusive Miami 
health spa are constituents in this sentence. A constituent can then form 
a close group with another constituent; i.e. two constituents can together 
form a new constituent. If we look again at the sentence above, the constit-
uent an exclusive Miami health spa combines with at, to form another con-
stituent, at an exclusive Miami health spa. So, constituents exist at different 
levels – a constituent can form a close group with another constituent; i.e. 
two constituents can together form a new constituent. They are really like 
linguistic Lego pieces in the way they pattern together to form larger and 
larger constituent structures. As you will see more clearly in a little while, 
even the single words of a sentence are themselves constituents.

It is important to note here that a constituent is always a constituent of 
something. The question ‘Is the string 19-stone Timothy Toast a constitu-
ent?’ doesn’t make sense – it has to be ‘Is the string 19-stone Timothy Toast 
a constituent of the following sentence?’ Look at the sentences below and 
think about the difference between the two ways of asking this question. 
(The first is original and the second we have adapted.)

The weight-loss program was unleashed upon 19-stone Timothy Toast.
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Because he was 19-stone Timothy Toast had dabbled with a variety of slim-
ming methods.

The string 19-stone Timothy Toast occurs in both sentences. Intuitively, 
native speakers of English will judge 19-stone Timothy Toast to be a con-
stituent in the first sentence, but not in the second. If you don’t see this 
difference, or if you share the intuition, but you want to check it, then we 
suggest that you come back to this example when you have read the whole 
chapter. Then you’ll be able to apply all the constituency tests we’ll be dis-
cussing to 19-stone Timothy Toast in both these sentences.

Constituency tests can be useful to show up sentences that on account 
of their syntax have multiple meanings, i.e. that show structural ambi-

guity. For example, a sentence like the following, which is based on the 
description of food rejection therapy, is actually ambiguous in two ways 
because there are two different ways of grouping the italic words together 
to form a single phrase. 

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included the staff beat-
ing the patients with barbecue chicken legs.

As is often the case with ambiguity, there is one interpretation that’s more 
natural, because of what we know about the world. In this case, it’s where 
the phrase with barbecue chicken legs has an instrumental function and is 
what the staff use to beat the patients with. The second, probably less natu-
ral, interpretation is where the phrase with barbecue chicken legs modifies 
the noun patients; in other words, the only patients who were beaten were 
those with chicken legs. We can use brackets to show the two different 
ways the words can be grouped:

… the staff [[beating the patients] with barbecue chicken legs]
… the staff [beating [the patients with barbecue chicken legs]]

In both cases, the staff beating the patients with barbecue chicken legs forms 
a constituent of the sentence, but they differ in the structural position of 
with barbecue chicken legs; in one case it modifies beating the patients and in 
another it modifies only patients.

2.4  Constituency tests
So far we have assigned constituency purely on the basis of intuition. But 
how can we be so sure that words pattern in this way – other than our gut 
feelings? In this book, one of our main tasks will be to translate these kinds 
of intuitions into more formal criteria. So what sort of arguments can we 
offer that sentences do have this sort of hierarchical structure? Below we 
look at some of the formal arguments which justify these choices. In this 
case, we will use constituency tests, rather than just intuition, to decide 
whether a particular string is a constituent or not. A constituent is by 
definition a string of words which functions as a group at some level. All 
the constituency tests are therefore designed to check whether the string in 
question can function as a unit. We will start by using four tests:
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❑❑ Substitution
❑❑ Unit of sense/Sentence fragment
❑❑ Movement
❑❑ Co-ordination

With all these tests, it is important that they are applied only to the string 
we are interested in, and not to any of the surrounding words. Often, espe-
cially if we’re dealing with something which isn’t a constituent, the result 
of applying a test will be an ungrammatical sentence. The standard way of 
indicating that a sentence is ungrammatical is to put an asterisk in front of 
it. Understandably, native speakers of a language often find it difficult to 
write down an ungrammatical sentence, and therefore it is very important 
that you understand exactly how each test works. You should also get used 
to thinking of grammaticality as different from ‘makes sense’. A sentence 
like The tall obscurity has drawn a dark green imagination makes no sense, but 
formally it is grammatical. The tall men has drawn a dark green cars, on the 
other hand, makes sense, but is not grammatical.

Note, too, that none of these tests is sufficient alone to justify constitu-
ent structure. You will find that you have to apply all the tests and then 
weigh up the evidence to arrive at a decision. When the different tests 
give contradictory results, you also need to think about the reasons why a 
particular test has not worked. Some of the tests you may find work better 
than others – often it depends on the type of constituent, for instance.

Let’s continue with Timothy Toast’s ordeal at the Miami health spa. 
Consider the following sentence:

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included near-drowning 
in a soup-filled Jacuzzi.

Assume now we want to know whether or not the string near-drowning in a 
soup-filled Jacuzzi forms a constituent of this sentence. We’ll apply the tests 
one by one and then weigh up the evidence.

Substitution
One thing we can be sure of is that a string of only one word forms a con-
stituent. A word certainly does act as a unit in terms of sentence structure; 
i.e. in terms of the syntax. This means that if the string we are investigat-
ing can be substituted by a single word, then this is an indication that the 
string is indeed a constituent. When using this test, the meaning of the 
new sentence is not so important, as long as the structure of the sentence is 
preserved. Any word that can fill a similar function to the string it replaces 
can be used here. For example, we can replace near-drowning in a soup-filled 
Jacuzzi with manipulation to get the following grammatical sentence:

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included manipulation.

There are, however, some words which more naturally replace other con-
stituents and are therefore easy to use. Such words include items like 
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pronouns; for example, he, her, they and so on, the word one as in the old 
ones, or wh-words. To get a feel for how these pronouns work, have a look 
at the following sentence:

Mr Toast had dabbled with a variety of slimming methods before he booked 
himself into the $600-a-day spa as a last resort.

The italic item he is a pronoun which is used to refer back to Mr Toast men-
tioned earlier in the sentence.

So back to our original sentence – we want to know whether the string of 
words near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi forms a constituent of this sen-
tence or not. If we find we can replace it with a single word like a pronoun, 
then this string is likely to be a constituent. And indeed we can.

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included this.

If you are having trouble finding a single word to substitute for the string 
in this way, you should try to form what’s called an echo question. We 
talk more about echoes in Chapter 5, but basically they involve echoing 
a speaker’s words in order to ask for a repetition of information – or it 
might be a case of simply expressing disbelief. We substitute that part of 
the sentence which we want repeated with a question word like who, what, 
which, when, why, where and so on. These wh-question words don’t substi-
tute for just any old string – as you will have guessed, the string must form 
a constituent:

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included what?!

Consider a bigger constituent of the same sentence: included near-drowning 
in a soup-filled Jacuzzi. This phrase includes the verb. We will discover how 
to identify verb phrases in Chapter 3, but for now, let’s consider how we can 
use the replacement test with this kind of constituent. We could, of course, 
replace it with a word with a different meaning, to give something like:

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy failed.

There is no straightforward pronoun-like test for these verb phrases; there 
are no clear ‘pro-verbs’ that can just be fitted into this structure. There is, 
however, a slightly more complicated substitution test for verbs, the so do 
test. You can think of so as a kind of complex pro-form that can refer back 
to verb phrases. We cannot just replace the constituent with a form of so 
do; we need to add something that contrasts with the original sentence. It 
is easier to explain by using an example. We take the original sentence and 
add and so did and then a suitable contrasting phrase, for example:

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included near-drown-
ing in a soup-filled Jacuzzi and so did the four day therapy.

Consider this sentence and think especially about what so did refers to. 
That’s right, to included near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi. So, we can say 
that so did substitutes for included near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi and 
hence we can see this as evidence of this being a constituent.
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This test is a very firm one and if a word cannot be found to substitute 
for the string, then this will most likely genuinely mean that it is not a 
constituent. As we shall see, not all tests are this helpful.

Unit of sense/Sentence fragment
The next test that we shall be using is to see whether the string forms 
a unit of sense. This is not a test based on grammaticality judgements 
but on semantic judgements. Not only should the string form a unit of 
sense, its meaning should also be an identifiable part of the meaning of 
the whole sentence. The test is based on the assumption that something 
which forms a syntactic unit will also form a semantic unit. For the vast 
majority of syntactic constituents this is indeed the case. If we now take 
our suspect string, we can say that the string of words near-drowning in 
a soup-filled Jacuzzi does indeed form a unit of sense. Furthermore, its 
meaning contributes straightforwardly to the meaning of the sentence 
as a whole; we can imagine (or at least try to!) what ‘near-drowning in 
a soup-filled Jacuzzi’ entails and we can identify the meaning of that 
string.

The test which we refer to as the sentence fragment is similar in func-
tion, but more restricted than the unit of sense one. In English we can reply 
to questions with short sentence fragments as long as these fragments form 
constituents. What you do then is make a question–answer sequence based 
on the original sentence, again using one of those wh-question words. You 
can either leave the question word in its place and thus get an echo ques-
tion, or move it to the front and get a normal wh-question (more about 
how to do a wh-question in Chapter 5). You might imagine an exchange 
something along the lines of the following:

Question:	 What did you say the food-rejection therapy included?
	 (or The food rejection therapy included what?!)

Answer:	 Near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi!

If the string itself forms the answer in this way, then you have confirma-
tion that it is a constituent. It’s important here to make sure that the ques-
tion contains all the material except the string itself – the whole string 
should be removed, but nothing else should be left out. The answer which 
results is not so much judged on whether it is grammatical, since it’s not a 
full sentence, but rather the whole question–answer sequence is judged on 
whether or not it makes sense – though of course the question itself must 
be grammatical. If a sensible question–answer sequence results, where the 
string is the answer, then we can be reasonably sure that the string is indeed 
a constituent of the sentence on which the question is based. However, if 
something ungrammatical or nonsensical results, then it could be either 
because the string is not a constituent of the sentence, or because it is too 
nested to be a reasonable answer to a question. We’ll see an example of this 
a little later.
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Movement
Constituents behave distributionally as single units of structure – and as 
single units they may have the ability to appear in a variety of sentence 
positions. In short, we can move constituents around in a sentence, but we 
can’t move strings that do not form constituents. It follows then that if a 
string can be taken out of its place and moved to another part of the sen-
tence, then the string clearly functions as a unit. Hence movement makes 
up another of our constituency tests.

Word order in English isn’t as flexible as it is in many other languages. 
Nonetheless, for a number of constituents, we still have at our disposal a 
variety of different word order arrangements which we can use for spe-
cial expressive or communicational ends. In other words, speakers may 
‘move’ items into other positions in order for instance to emphasize crucial 
parts of their message. We’ll look at a variety of movement possibilities 
here because some of them you may find work better than others – it can 
depend, for example, on the type of constituent you’re trying to move.

One important movement rule is fronting. Basically, this is a device 
whereby we shunt elements to the first position in the sentence for special 
emphasis or focus. Only constituents can be fronted in this way, but not 
all constituents, as we shall see. Sometimes when you apply this particular 
movement test you may produce a sequence that, out of context, sounds a 
little unnatural or contrived. For this reason, you may find it easier to create 
a context. Take once again the example of our suspect string. Move it to the 
front of the sentence, but also contrast it with another bit of information:

Near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi the seven days of extensive food-
rejection therapy included – not daily beatings with barbecued chicken legs!

The result is an acceptable, although admittedly rather theatrical-sound-
ing, sentence.

Sometimes strings can be moved in this way either to the front or to the 
end of a sentence without anything else changing. But more often than 
not, movement of one constituent will involve other changes in the sen-
tence. For example, English has another focusing device which is known 
as clefting. It does more than just shift elements around in a sentence; 
it actually builds a new structure. As the name suggests, clefting has the 
effect of ‘cleaving’ an original sentence into two clauses. Like fronting, it’s 
another test which we can apply to enable us to discover what the constitu-
ents of a sentence are.

Here’s a clefted version of our original sentence. As you can see, clefts 
are a way of getting our attention and focusing on what is of special sig-
nificance (which in this case is the nasty business of drowning in a Jacuzzi 
filled with soup). As with fronting, the meaning of the sentence doesn’t 
really change, just the emphasis:

It was near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi that the seven days of exten-
sive food-rejection therapy included – not daily beatings with barbecued 
chicken legs.
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The formula for forming a cleft is quite straightforward – It is/was ... that ... 
The first gap (indicated by …) is the place where the string which we sus-
pect of being a constituent goes, and the second gap is for the rest of the 
sentence. This involves three basic steps:

1.	You take the suspect string of words (let’s call this string X).
2.	You move it into the position where it follows the sequence It was/

is ...
3.	The rest of the clause is then introduced by that/who following X.

There’s another kind of cleft we can apply here that focuses by using an 
introductory wh- word followed by either be or do. What follows the verb 
is then given extra prominence. For example, the wh-cleft version of the 
above sentence would read:

What the seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included was near-
drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi – not daily beatings with barbecued chicken 
legs.

We talk more about both these types of clefts in Chapter 9, when we look 
at what it is that motivates speakers and writers to use these sorts of con-
structions. It should be pointed out here also that most of the movement 
tests don’t work terribly well if the constituent is deeply nested within the 
sentence. We will return to this in Section 2.6.

Co-ordination
English has a number of linking items like and, but and or which are used to 
co-ordinate (or to conjoin) sequences of words or phrases. Here are some 
examples based on our story. In each case and has been used to conjoin the 
pair of italicized expressions:

The weight-loss program was extreme and unsuccessful.

He was called an obese and wobbly hippo.
He was ordered to strip naked and to do 100 press-ups.

He was subjected to a barrage of subliminal tape recordings and food-rejection 
therapies.

There are two constraints on co-ordination, and one of these is of special 
interest to us here: only those strings that make up constituents can be 
conjoined; hence, co-ordination is another test that we can use to deter-
mine constituency. The second constraint on co-ordination is that only 
constituents of the same category can be conjoined in this way, and the 
resulting string is then also of that category, but this is something we will 
return to in the next chapter.

So to apply this test, you try to link a string which you suspect is a 
constituent with one containing different words (but with what seems to 
be the same internal structure). For instance: we have suggested that the 
string near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi is a constituent – try to conjoin 
it with something similar like daily beatings with barbecued chicken legs. And 
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the result is a perfectly grammatical sequence. This was in fact the sentence 
as it originally occurred in the Big Issue piece:

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included near-drowning 
in a soup-filled Jacuzzi and daily beatings with barbecued chicken legs.

What we’ve done here is co-ordinate near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi 
with a string of the same category (these are both noun phrases – more 
about what noun phrases are in Chapters 3 and 7). The result is a larger 
constituent of the same category: near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi and 
daily beatings with barbecued chicken legs. 

With this particular example we’ve been fortunate. Every one of our con-
stituency tests so far has yielded the same result – our suspect string near-
drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi looks straightforwardly like a constituent. 
But, as we’ll see towards the end of this chapter, the tests are not always 
this obliging. It can happen that one or more tests give a different result 
from the other ones. When this happens, it is important to think why this 
may be the case.

As a final example, take another sentence from the exploits of our stressed 
slimmer, Timothy Toast (who at this stage is eating to forget his Miami spa 
experience). Is the italicized sequence of words a constituent of this sentence?

I’ve put on 24 pounds.

First, can we find a single word which can be used to replace this string? It 
seems not. This test at least suggests that our string is probably not a con-
stituent of the sentence.

*I’ve put there.

*I’ve put what?

*I’ve put where?

Second, in a question–answer sequence, can our suspect string be used as a 
short reply; in other words, a sentence fragment? Again, it seems not – our 
string can’t stand alone as a single expression.

Question:	 What have you put?
Answer:	 *On 24 pounds.

Third, is it possible to move our string to any other position in the sen-
tence, either by simple movement (to the front of the sentence, for exam-
ple) or by building additional structure (as in the cleft test)? Once again our 
suspicions are confirmed – this string is not a constituent. It doesn’t front 
nicely, nor does it appear in focus position in our cleft.

*On 24 pounds I’ve put.
*It’s on 24 pounds that I’ve put.

Last, can we co-ordinate this string with a similar type of string? As it turns 
out, when we co-ordinate a string of the same structure like on several ounces 
an ungrammatical sequence results.
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*I’ve put on 24 pounds and on several ounces.

It’s not looking good for this particular suspect string. All evidence points 
to it not being a constituent of this sentence. You’ve probably guessed that 
in this case on actually belongs to the verb put – together they form a kind 
of complex verb that has the meaning ‘gain’ (or in some contexts ‘clothe 
oneself’). Using bracket notation we can show the structure of the sentence 
in the following way – the brackets here identify the groups of words that 
make up the constituents of the sentence.

I’ve [put on] [24 pounds].

Compare this sentence with one that we’ve made up for comparison and 
which (at first blush at least) appears to have a very similar constituent 
structure. Certainly it contains the same types of words and in the same 
order – you might expect it to share the same structure:

I’ve sat on 24 snails.

But apply the four constituency tests and you’ll find a very different struc-
ture. Unlike the previous string, this one passes all the tests: substitution 
with one word, sentence fragment, movement, and co-ordination. Here are 
the results: 

I’ve sat where?!

Question:	 Where have you sat?
Answer:	 On 24 snails.

On 24 snails I’ve sat.
It’s on 24 snails that I’ve sat.

I’ve sat on 24 snails and on 35 cockroaches.

This string does not share the same grouping of words as the string on 
24 stone in I’ve put on 24 stone. Here on clearly belongs to the phrase 24 
snails and together the sequence on 24 snails makes up a constituent of this 
sentence.

Let’s return to a simplified version of our earlier ambiguous sentence and 
apply each of the tests to uncover more about the different constituent 
structures for the two interpretations.

The staff beat the patients with barbecue chicken legs.

The more natural interpretation is that the beatings were performed with 
barbecue chicken legs; we’ll refer to this as meaning (a), and we assume its 
structure is:

(a)	 The staff [[beat the patients] [with barbecue chicken legs]].

In the second interpretation, which we will refer to as meaning (b), 
only a  subset of the patients were beaten, namely those with barbecue 
chicken legs. We assume that the patients with barbecue chicken legs forms a 
constituent:
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(b)	 The staff [beat [the patients with barbecue chicken legs]].

If the structures we have assumed for (a) and (b) are correct, the main dif-
ferences lie in the fact that beat the patients is a constituent in meaning 
(a), but not in meaning (b). On the other hand, the patients with barbecue 
chicken legs is a constituent only with the (b) meaning. This means that if 
we apply the constituency tests to the two strings, we should get different 
meanings; if applied to beat the patients, only meaning (a) and if applied to 
patients with barbecue chicken legs, only meaning (b). Let’s try.

Applying constituency tests to beat the patients:

Substitution
The staff played with chicken legs.
The staff beat the patients with barbecue chicken legs and the assistants did 
so with pork chops.

Unit of sense/Sentence fragment
Question:	 What did the staff do with barbecue chicken legs?!
Answer:	 Beat the patients.

Movement
?It was beat the patients that the staff did with barbecue chicken legs.
What the staff did with chicken legs was beat the patients. (The wh-clefts 
sound far better when verb phrases are involved.)

Co-ordination
The staff beat the patients and whacked the visitors with barbecue chicken 
legs.

In all these sentences, the only meaning present in the sentences is mean-
ing (a); the staff are using barbecue chicken legs to beat patients. We can 
conclude that our assumed structure for the (a) meaning was correct.

Applying constituency tests to the patients with barbecue chicken legs:

Substitution
The staff beat them.
The staff beat who?!

Unit of sense/Sentence fragment
Question:	 Who did the staff beat?
Answer:	 The patients with barbecue chicken legs.

Movement
It was the patients with the barbecue chicken legs that the staff beat.
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Co-ordination
The staff beat the patients with barbecue chicken wings and those with 
pork chops.

For these sentences, only the meaning in which the patients have the bar-
becue chicken legs is available; that is, meaning (b).

What we have done here, apart from put you off eating barbecue chicken 
legs, is to show that the ambiguity in the original sentence is structural in 
nature; the constituency differs between the two interpretations. Not all 
ambiguities are structural as we shall see in Chapter 4.

2.5 Three additional tests
We now introduce three more tests which can also be used to discover the 
constituent structure of sentences. As you’ll see, however, these tests are 
not always reliable and need to be applied with caution.

Reduction
reduction is similar to our earlier test of substitution in that we will try to 
replace the suspect string with one word. The difference is that here we will 
try to use one of the words of the string, i.e. we attempt to reduce the string 
to one of its own words. When this test yields a grammatical sentence, it is 
an indication that the string is indeed a constituent.

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included near-drowning.

This is an indication that the string near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi 
forms a constituent of the sentence.

However, there is a danger with this test. When an ungrammatical sen-
tence results, this could indeed be because the string isn’t a constituent. 
But it could also be because more than one part of the sentence is obliga-
tory. We’ll see an example of this later. Furthermore, this test does not 
really add anything to the substitution test and we include it here only 
because many other textbooks use it. We wouldn’t want you to think that 
we hadn’t heard of it.

Omission
Under special circumstances, material can be omitted from a sentence – 
we’ll be looking at this more closely in Chapters 9 and 10. But we can’t just 
randomly omit any sequence of words; only sequences of words that make 
up a constituent can be omitted. Therefore, if we can delete the whole 
string from the sentence, leaving behind a complete grammatical sentence, 
this is evidence that the string does form a constituent.

Just as with reduction, however, we need to proceed with caution here; 
if the string cannot be omitted, this could be because one or more parts of 
the string is obligatory. In the case of our sample sentence, there is strong 
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evidence to suggest that the suspect string is indeed a constituent; yet if we 
omit it, the result is an ungrammatical sentence.

*The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included.

The ungrammaticality here arises from the fact that the verb include is a 
verb which actually requires a following phrase to be grammatical; in other 
words, our suspect string here happens to be an obligatory constituent of 
this sentence.

So this is another test where a grammatical sentence is evidence for con-
stituent status, but where an ungrammatical sentence does not necessarily 
mean that the string is not a constituent. 

Intrusion
English has an abundance of phrases like between you and me, a sort of ‘aside’ 
which can be added to provide some sort of comment on the sentence. But 
it turns out they can’t be inserted just anywhere in the sentence – only at 
the boundaries of constituents. Let’s return to our sample sentence and see 
just where we can insert an expression like between you and me:

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy, between you and me, 
included near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi.

The seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy included, between you 
and me, near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi.

This is a useful test for identifying the major constituents of a sentence. But 
it’s not helpful for identifying the smaller constituents that make up these 
larger ones. For example, the test cannot reveal the constituent structure 
inside the phrase the seven days of extensive food-rejection therapy. If you try 
to insert material anywhere inside this phrase an unacceptable sentence 
results. For example:

*The seven days, between you and me, of extensive food-rejection therapy 
included near-drowning in a soup-filled Jacuzzi.

2.6  Nested constituents
As we’ve been hinting all along, it is possible for constituents to be made up 
of smaller constituents. And we can use our constituency tests to check for 
this. Consider the following sentence example; in particular, the italicized 
string:

An ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program was unleashed upon a shell-
shocked Mr Toast.

There is no doubt that this string forms a constituent of this sentence. It 
passes with flying colours each of our main constituent tests:
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Substitution
It was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.
What was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast?

Unit of sense/Sentence fragment
Question:	 What was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast?
Answer:	 An ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program.

Movement
Unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast was an ultimately unsuccessful 
weight-loss program.

It was an ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program that was unleashed 
upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

Co-ordination
An ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program and an extremely unwelcome 
food-rejection therapy were unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

But there is also the question of the internal structure of this phrase an 
ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program. How should we divide this string 
up? Let’s test, for example, whether or not unsuccessful weight-loss program 
is a natural grouping, without ultimate, and therefore a constituent within 
our string. Remember in all these tests we must apply it only to the string 
and nothing else.

Substitution
*An ultimately what was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast?
*An ultimately therapy was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

Sentence fragment
Question:	 An ultimately what was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr 

Toast?!
Answer:	 *Unsuccessful weight-loss program.

Movement
*It was unsuccessful weight-loss program that an ultimately was unleashed 
upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

Co-ordination
An ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program and disastrous food-rejection 
therapy was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

In the last test, if the co-ordination here really is of only unsuccessful 
weight-loss program, the ultimately must apply also to disastrous food-rejection 
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therapy. Whether or not this is the case is quite a subtle judgement. We may 
just interpret this as a co-ordination of ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss 
program and disastrous food-rejection therapy, in which case we have not said 
anything about the constituent structure of unsuccessful weight-loss program 
without ultimately.

As you can see, the tests won’t always work as straightforwardly as they 
did for the structure of an ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program. In this 
case the first three – substitution with a pronoun, sentence fragment and 
movement – yielded ungrammatical structures and suggested our grouping 
was incorrect. The fourth test suggested our string may be a natural unit 
of the sentence. Before we weigh up the evidence, let’s apply the last three 
tests we looked at.

Reduction
*An ultimately unsuccessful was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.
*An ultimately weight-loss was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.
*An ultimately program was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

Again, when the test gives only ungrammatical sentences we can’t really 
tell whether this truly is because the string doesn’t form a constituent.

Omission
*An ultimately was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

What we’ve got is another ungrammatical sentence. But remember, just 
as with reduction, we need to tread cautiously here; if the string can’t be 
omitted, it could be because one or more parts of the string is obligatory. It 
doesn’t necessarily signal that it’s not a constituent.

Intrusion
*An ultimately, almost certainly, unsuccessful weight-loss program was 
unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

Like movement, this test isn’t terribly useful here since the ungrammati-
cality could be either because it isn’t a constituent or because the constitu-
ent is too far down in the structure for this test to be useful.

If we now sum up our results for the constituent status of unsuccessful 
weight-loss program, we get the following. We use a star * here to indicate 
that an ungrammatical sentence results and a √ to show that we got a gram-
matical sentence.

An ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program was unleashed upon a shell-
shocked Mr Toast.

Substitution	 An ultimately what was unleashed upon a shell-
	 shocked Mr Toast� *
Sentence fragment	 Unsuccessful weight-loss program� *



The structure of sentences

37

Movement	 It was unsuccessful weight-loss program that an 
	 ultimately was unleashed upon a shell-shocked 
	 Mr Toast� *
Coordination	 An ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program and
	 disastrous food-rejection therapy was unleashed 
	 upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast� √
Intrusion	 An ultimately, almost certainly, unsuccessful 
	 weight-loss program was unleashed upon a 
	 shell-shocked Mr Toast� *
Reduction	 An ultimately unsuccessful was unleashed upon a 
	 shell-shocked Mr Toast� *
Omission	 An ultimately was unleashed upon a shell-shocked 
	 Mr Toast� *

Looking now at unsuccessful weight-loss program, it would appear that this 
string is not a constituent of An ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program 
was unleashed upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast. The only test to yield a positive 
result was co-ordination.

It is, in fact, quite common to find that one test (or more) gives a dif-
ferent result from the other ones. As we mentioned earlier, when this hap-
pens, it is important to think about why this may be the case. For both 
reduction and omission, we saw that problems could arise if obligatory 
parts were involved. We have also seen that there are certain constituents 
to which movement does not apply – for example, constituents which 
are deeply nested within the kind of phrase that is built around a noun. 
Intrusion is also unhelpful when we are testing for intermediate structure.

Another way of dealing with a string for which the tests give a mixed 
result is to try an alternative constituent structure. Let’s again use unsuc-
cessful weight-loss program as an example here; since it is clearly not a con-
stituent, at least one of its parts must belong to a different constituent. The 
obvious alternative is that unsuccessful forms a constituent with ultimately at 
this level. We can then try the alternative, and we get the following result:

An ultimately unsuccessful weight-loss program was unleashed upon a shell-
shocked Mr Toast.

Substitution	 A disastrous weight-loss program was unleashed 
	 upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast� √
Sentence fragment	 Ultimately unsuccessful� √
Movement	 It was ultimately unsuccessful that a weight-loss 
	 program was unleashed upon a shell-shocked 
	 Mr Toast� *
Co-ordination	 An ultimately unsuccessful and extremely 
	 unwelcome weight-loss program was unleashed 
	 upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast� √
Intrusion	 An ultimately unsuccessful, between you and me, 
	 weight-loss program was unleashed upon a 
	 shell-shocked Mr Toast� ?
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Reduction	 An unsuccessful weight-loss program was unleashed 
	 upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast� √
Omission	 A weight-loss program was unleashed upon a 
	 shell-shocked Mr Toast� √

The judgements here make it quite clear that ultimately unsuccessful is a 
constituent of the sentence. The only tests here that didn’t yield gram-
matical strings were movement and possibly intrusion; in other words, 
tests that we know do not always work for constituents nested deep 
within the sentence. This means that unsuccessful weight-loss program 
cannot be a constituent. This is because the string ultimately unsuccessful 
does form a constituent. On the other hand, ultimately unsuccessful can 
and does form a constituent with weight-loss program. We return to the 
internal structure of larger constituents in later chapters, in particular 
Chapters 3 and 6.

2.7  Representing structure
As long as we’re dealing with small constituents like an ultimately unsuc-
cessful weight-loss program, it’s quite easy to describe the structure in 
words. If, however, we are wanting to discuss the constituent structure 
of the whole sentence above, then we need a neater way than ordi-
nary language: weight-loss and program go together to form a constitu-
ent weight-loss program, ultimately unsuccessful go together and in turn 
form a constituent with weight-loss program which in turn … This way of 
describing the constituent structure of a whole sentence quickly becomes 
cumbersome and non-transparent. Instead, there are a number of more 
formal ways of expressing constituent structure. One that you may have 
come across at school is underlining. Since it becomes very cumbersome 
when more complex structures are involved, underlining is not really 
used in linguistics.

The two common ways of indicating constituent structures are brackets 
and trees. One of the structures we have discussed above looks like this 
when brackets are used to indicate its structure:

[An [ [ultimately unsuccessful] [weight-loss program] ] ] was unleashed 
upon a shell-shocked Mr Toast.

Brackets become pretty unwieldy when we deal with more complex struc-
tures and the main reason they are still used is that when you use a word 
processor it is more of an effort to draw a tree than to add brackets. 

The trees used to show constituent structure are also known as phrase 

markers. When you start out, trees may also look a bit unfamiliar and 
frightening. However, once you get used to them, they really do give a 
good overview of the structure. The trees for the sub-structures we have 
established here looks like this:
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Since trees will be the normal way of indicating structure in this book, we 
will have a little more to say about them here. First of all some terminol-
ogy: we use the term branch in an obvious way to refer to the lines. The 
point at which two or more lines come together is called a node. In the 
following example, we have circled and numbered all the nodes:

A node represents a constituent. In order for a string to be a constituent in 
a tree, there must be one node which is associated with that string and with 
no other words. In this example, the whole string an ultimately unsuccessful 
weight-loss program is a constituent because there is a node, node 1, which 
represents that string and nothing else. On the other hand, unsuccessful 
weight-loss program is not a constituent, since the only node that covers this 
whole string, i.e. node 3, also covers ultimately. Ultimately unsuccessful is a 
constituent since node 4 covers this string and nothing else.

Two nodes which are separated by just one branch are said to have a spe-
cial relationship, where the higher node is the mother and the lower one 
is the daughter. In this little tree, node 1 is the mother of nodes 2 and 3, 
nodes 4 and 5 are the daughters of node 3, etc. There are five nodes which 
do not have any daughters, namely 2, 6, 7, 8 and 9. These are called termi-

nal nodes. The node which is at the top of a tree with no mother above it, 
like 1, is usually called the root node. 

1

ultimately

an

6 7 8 9

5

2 3

1

4

unsuccessful weight-loss program

2
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In the chapters to follow, when we will also want to assign each constitu-
ent to a particular category and indicate the category of each constituent in 
the representation, we will see further advantages of using tree structures. 
In Chapter 3, we will put a label on each node and in this way name the 
constituents represented by that node.

2.8  Points to remember
❑❑ Morphology can be defined as the study of how words are built up from 
morphemes. Morphemes are the smallest units of meaning in the struc-
ture of a language; together morphemes can build up bigger words.

❑❑ Some morphemes can function as words on their own. These are called 
free morphemes. Others can only occur with some other morpheme. 
These are called bound morphemes.

❑❑ Bound morphemes are also referred to as affixes; when they precede the 
stem they are called prefixes, and when they follow the stem, suffixes.

❑❑ There are two types of word-building, namely, inflection and derivation.
❑❑ Inflection involves combining a free form with an inflectional affix, 
chosen from a small set of affixes (all suffixes in English). These don’t 
form new words but have a purely grammatical meaning.

❑❑ Derivation involves creating new meanings, either by adding a deriva-
tional affix, or by combining free morphemes, i.e. compounding. The set 
of derivational affixes is much larger than that of inflectional affixes and 
they can be either prefixes or suffixes.

❑❑ Syntax can be defined as the study of the structure of sentences.
❑❑ There is a definite hierarchy of structural units in a sentence, ranging 
from the largest unit (which is the sentence) down to the level of the 
word. These structural units are called constituents.

❑❑ Constituents, then, are strings of words which function as a group at 
some level; they work like linguistic building blocks that combine to 
make larger and larger constituents. 

❑❑ As speakers of a language we intuitively know that some words in a 
sentence are linked more closely than others. The arguments we use to 
translate these intuitions into more formal criteria are known as con-
stituency tests. The most important constituency tests are substitution, 
unit of sense/sentence fragment, movement and co-ordination.

❑❑ It is not uncommon to get contradictory results when applying the 
constituency tests and in these cases it is important first of all to think 
about why a particular test gives a different result. Also, one can test 
for an alternative arrangement to see if that gives a more unambiguous 
result.

❑❑ We can represent constituent structure using brackets to show the 
groupings of words. However, the more usual way is by using tree 
diagrams.



The structure of sentences

41

Exercises
1.  Identifying morphemes
The following piece is taken from ‘Here Comes the Son’, a review of the 
film about John Lennon (N#803:48). Divide each word into morphemes 
and  indicate whether each morpheme is free or bound. If bound, state 
whether derivational or inflectional. Are there any grammatical free 
morphemes? Discuss any problems which you encountered in your 
analysis.

But here we have Nowhere Boy, a new biopic of John Lennon, and the 
surprise is that it’s rather fresh and watchable. Director Sam Taylor Wood 
avoids the Beatles clichés by focusing on John’s early years, before he left 
for Hamburg with Paul and George, and long before he became more 
famous than Jesus.

2.  Determining constituents
If, by using the tests for constituency, we can establish that extremely silly 
is a constituent in the sentence He always tells extremely silly jokes. Does 
this mean that extremely silly jokes cannot be a constituent of the same sen-
tence? How about silly jokes in the same sentence, can that be a constituent 
of that sentence if extremely silly is?

3.  Determining constituents
Decide whether or not the bracketed sequence of words in each of the fol-
lowing sentences is a constituent of that sentence. Remember that some 
tests will work better than others depending on the nature of the string. If 
the result is ambiguous, test an alternative constituent to see if that gives 
a clearer result.

(a)	 The Telegraph called [David Beckham's new beard] the most memora-
ble part of England's 3–0 win over Belarus.

(b)	 Giggs scored a truly [sublime goal].
(c)	 Alf Ramsey gave [Colin Bell his England debut] against Sweden at 

Wembley in May 1968.
(d)	 The objective is to hit [the goal keeper with the ball].

4.  Structural ambiguity
Here are some examples of ambiguous headlines from The Year’s Best Actual 
Headlines (1999). Headlines often give rise to ambiguities because words are 
left out to make them snappier. Decide whether the ambiguity is structural 
or lexical (i.e. based on an ambiguous word). If it is structural, then use the 
constituency tests discussed in this chapter to establish the differences, in 
some cases you may have to fill in the words that would make it an ordi-
nary sentence in order to apply constituency tests.
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(a)	 British Left Waffles On Falkland Islands.
(b)	 Clinton Wins on Budget, But More Lies Ahead.
(c)	 Kids Make Nutritious Snacks.
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3
The words of English

3.1  Introduction
In any language, words can be divided into word classes, or syntactic 

categories. This division only makes sense if there are sets of words which 
behave similarly in some ways – for instance, they can take the same inflec-
tions (cf. pp. 20–21) and they can occur in the same positions in phrases. 
So, again, the division and the terminology which it inevitably involves are 
not there for their own sake; they are there because they reflect the way in 
which the language organizes itself, or maybe more correctly, how speakers 
organize the language. As a consequence, if a language is organized in such 
a way that, for instance, words which mean the same as our adjectives and 
words that mean the same as our verbs do not behave differently in any 
way, then for that language, there is no reason to distinguish between two 
syntactic categories ‘verbs’ and ‘adjectives’.

In this chapter we look more closely at the way in which words are 
grouped into their various categories in English and we provide an over-
view of each of these categories and how they form phrases. Unless other-
wise stated we have taken the examples in this chapter from Simon Stuart’s 
‘Uncensored Cardboard’ (The Big Issue AUS#51:23), which discusses the TV 
hit South Park.

3.2 The meaning of lexical categories
We distinguish eight categories for English: verbs (including auxiliaries), 

nouns (including pronouns), adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, deter-

miners, conjunctions and interjections. There is a fair amount of agree-
ment on which word classes (or parts of speech) should be recognized for 
English, but there is some disagreement as to the exact relation between 
classes. Interjections include items like phwoar!, yuck! and shhh!, and are 
quite peripheral to the language. We won’t pay much attention to them 
here.

At some stage in your life you probably have come across definitions like 
the following:

❑❑ a noun is the name of a person, place or thing;
❑❑ a verb is a doing word;
❑❑ an adjective is a describing word.
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These traditional semantic definitions are based on meaning, and simple 
examples will illustrate just how inadequate these sorts of notional descrip-
tions are. Compare the strings my love of linguistics and I love linguistics. 
Both instances of love express the same emotion of ‘fondness, deep attach-
ment’; yet one is a noun (although not a person, place or physical thing) 
and one is a verb (although not an action). Clearly, semantics is not a lot of 
help here. In fact, what makes a noun a noun and a verb a verb is not their 
meaning at all – other aspects of their behaviour are more telling. Therefore 
in this chapter, we will use criteria based on structural properties rather 
than meaning to distinguish categories.

To illustrate this point, consider the following piece and try to answer 
the questions below it:

They gulched and guttled. Mephitically alliaceous ventripotent fop-
doodles and gotchy slubberdegullions, she mussitated. She fibulated, 
piddling moliminously at the jejune and unsaporous grots tofore her. 
Fackins! Pabulous comessations were an ephialtes for the deipnetic. It 
was a niminy gulosity, she wiste it, but they begat swilk an increment in 
her recrement, a cupidity that was ineluctable – it was the flurch of post-
jentacular flampoints and licious lozens. Thilke trogalions she yissed 
avidulously. She could but gorm esuriently at the ashet. She fimbled her 
falbala aganacticiously.

1.	 What type of fopdoodles are they?
2.	 How did she yiss?
3.	 What did she fimble?

As you can see, this piece is full of inordinately long and unusual words, 
most of which will be unfamiliar to you, but all of which are words of the 
English language. Yet you could probably make quite a lot of sense of the 
structure of the story. (You probably reacted much like Alice did to the poem 
‘Jabberwocky’ – ‘Somehow it seems to fill my head with ideas – only I don’t 
exactly know what they are!’) What we’ve done here is make up a story where 
all the lexical words are obsolete or archaic. All the grammatical morphemes, 
except three, are perfectly good Modern English. The result – syntactically 
well-formed sentences which you can break down into their various cat-
egories. This is why you could make sense of the structure of the text, even 
though you didn’t have a clue what these words meant. Obviously, then, it 
wasn’t meaning that was guiding you. When you answered the questions 
below the text, you were relying on grammatical cues, not semantic ones.

3.3  Structural criteria
We can classify all these items on the basis of their grammatical behaviour 
– in particular, two aspects of their grammatical behaviour: their shape (i.e. 
their morphology) and their position in the sentence (i.e. their syntax). 
Let’s start with morphological behaviour. Words of the same class will 
typically show the same morphological possibilities; in other words, they’ll 
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take the same sort of affixes. You may not know what gulched means, but 
the -ed ending here suggests we’re dealing with a verb. As a verb, gulch 
(meaning ‘to swallow greedily’) takes a characteristic range of grammatical 
endings (or inflections): gulch; gulches; gulched; gulching. Other categories 
don’t take these endings. As we’ve seen, English doesn’t have much in 
the way of inflections. But English is rich in a range of the other types of 
affixes – derivational affixes. For example, by adding -er to gulch we can 
turn it into a noun, i.e. gulcher ‘someone who gulches’. Or take the word 
gotchy (meaning ‘full, bloated’). It looks like an adjective; the -y ending 
typically derives adjectives from nouns: gotch ➞ gotchy (gotch being defined 
in the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘a big-bellied earthenware pot or jug’). 
Like many other adjectives, it will take two inflections: gotchier and gotchi-
est. We can also turn it into an adverb with the derivational -ly ending and 
a noun with -ness: gotchily, ‘in a gotchy fashion’, and gotchiness, ‘the condi-
tion of being gotchy’.

Equally important is a second criterion, namely, the syntactic behav-

iour of words. By this we mean where words position themselves in a sen-
tence and the sorts of things they can combine with. Words of the same 
class (like food, dinner, pastries, flampoint, slubberdegullions and flurch) will 
fill the same basic slots in the recurrent patterns of a language. Consider 
the distribution of words in the following sentences:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
a tall waiter served the portly man at a nearby table

the nearby table devoured those delicious pastries in that famous restaurant

the gotchy gulcher guttled those gustful grots near the licious lozens

Words that share inflectional possibilities in English also appear to be able 
to fill the same slots in sentences and other phrases. We can, then, say 
with some confidence that categories such as nouns or verbs have not been 
invented by linguists. It is in fact the language itself which organizes words 
into categories. The speakers of the language can be said to recognize these 
categories, albeit subconsciously. Linguists are then responsible only for 
naming these categories, not for having ‘invented’ them.

In the preceding chapter we established that words form structural units 
or constituents with each other. These are phrases, groups of words which 
have some sort of grammatical relationship with one another. For example, 
if you look at the table above again, the strings of words in columns 1, 2, 
3, in 5, 6, 7 and in 9, 10, 11 all seem to form natural units that also show 
the same distributional possibilities. These phrases are always named after 
the word which is the most important in the string. This word is called 
the head. It’s really the core of the phrase. All of the four major (open) 
word classes of nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs have corresponding 
phrasal categories, namely, noun phrases, verb phrases, adjective phrases 
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and adverb phrases. To contrast with the phrasal categories, we describe 
the one-word categories as lexical categories. (‘Lexical’, then, is used in 
two ways. As we saw in Chapter 2, it is contrasted with functional or gram-
matical. Here, on the other hand, it is contrasted with phrasal. In both uses 
‘lexical’ is the most common term, and we shall stick with this. There is 
usually little potential for confusion.) So we can say, for example, that there 
is a lexical category ‘noun’ and a corresponding phrasal category ‘noun 
phrase’; a lexical category ‘verb’ and a corresponding phrasal category ‘verb 
phrase’, and so on. For convenience, these phrasal categories are usually 
abbreviated in the following way:

noun phrase	 NP
verb phrase	 VP
adjective phrase	 AP
adverb phrase	 AdvP
preposition phrase	 PP

In summary, we will be using morphological (relating to the form of 
words) and syntactic (relating to distribution) criteria to help us establish 
category membership. For each category, we also give a very brief seman-
tic characterization, but do keep in mind that this can never be used to 
uniquely distinguish the members of that category.

Just before we tackle each of the lexical categories, we need to make 
two final points. The first is that not all the members of a class will nec-
essarily have all the identifying properties. Membership of a particular 
class is really a matter of degree. In this regard, grammar is not so differ-
ent from the real world. There are prototypical sports like ‘football’ and 
not so sporty sports like ‘darts’. There are exemplary mammals like ‘dogs’ 
and freakish ones like the ‘platypus’. Similarly, there are good examples 
of verbs like watch and lousy examples like beware; exemplary nouns like 
chair that display all the features of a typical noun and some not so good 
ones like Kenny. Many linguistic categories you will find have fuzzy edges. 
We will, however, be giving some useful strategies for coping with this sort 
of fuzziness.

The second point is that some words belong to more than one class. 
Have a look at the word in italics in the following two sentences:

Now 35 dedicated artists work on the program. (verb)
The whole thing’s the work of two self-confessed drug-addled loons. (noun)

In the first sentence, work can be substituted by sing or perform. In the second 
sentence, on the other hand, if you substituted work with these words you 
would get ungrammaticalities like *the whole thing is the sing/perform of two 
self-confessed drug-addled loons. In this case we would do better by substitut-
ing the words idea or creation. Here the two words are closely related seman-
tically, but there are also accidental ambiguities, e.g. saw, either a tool or 
past tense of see. In the two example sentences above, the linguistic context 
made clear which work was a verb and which was a noun. As the following 
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actual newspaper headlines show, though, if you remove the grammatical 
cues it is not always easy to decide on the category of a word:

Eye Drops Off Shelf
Stolen Painting Found By Tree
Fur Flies on the Catwalk (SCO#113:3)

When you have finished this chapter, you might want to go back and try to 
determine which words are causing the ambiguity here, and which lexical 
categories are involved. 

3.4  Major categories
English lexical categories fall into two main groups: major and minor. 
Major classes comprise nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs. These classes 
are very large and most importantly they are open, meaning that they 
have an ever-changing membership. As the vocabulary needs of the soci-
ety change, so new members can be incorporated. Members of the major 
classes are lexical in the sense that they are more contentful than the func-
tional categories. Minor classes, on the other hand, consist of words with 
grammatical rather than lexical meaning and we will return to these in 
Section 3.5.

Nouns
Semantic characterization
Typically nouns refer to objects (both physical objects and abstractions) 
and people.

Morphological features
Some properties which are associated with nouns are number, gender and 

case. For English these are not marked to the same extent that they used 
to be. Old English was highly inflecting with a very elaborate system of 
suffixes, but only traces of this system survive today. English has now 
completely lost the earlier system of grammatical gender. It’s really only 
number and, to a very limited extent, case that continue to be marked by 
morphological means.

It is very common for language to distinguish nouns by number, and 
most English nouns express number obligatorily in their morphology. The 
singular is unmarked (i.e. coincides with the noun stem), while the plural 
is expressed by a suffix -(e)s. There are some irregularities in number mark-
ing, however; some nouns change their stem vowel (man–men, louse–lice), 
others add the suffix -en (ox–oxen), one even does both (brother–brethren, as 
in ‘member of a religious society’) and still others have identical singular 
and plural forms (sheep, fish). Plural variations like these are in fact an inher-
ited feature from Germanic. The history of English has seen the spread of 
one particular suffix at the expense of all others – and that is of course -(e)s.
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Occasionally you find nouns whose grammatical number is at odds with 
their meaning. For example, there are nouns like trousers and knickers that 
are grammatically plural but they refer to singular objects. We know that 
these nouns are plural grammatically, because they must be used with a 
plural verb, so it is the trousers are too long rather than *the trousers is too long. 
Nouns of this particular group (and they include tools like scissors and pliers 
as well) are made up of two parts and can perhaps be thought of as notion-
ally plural. Then again, nouns like bikini denote two separate objects, but 
they are singular nouns; the bikini is yellow rather than *the bikini are yellow. 
Another group of nouns includes words like news and linguistics – these end 
with the -s typical of plural marking but are in fact singular. Conversely, 
others like cattle and people look singular but behave grammatically as if they 
were plural. A handful of nouns do not inflect for number at all, e.g. rice has 
no plural partner. Others are plural but have no singular partner. You find 
dregs in the teacup, or greens on the plate, but you won’t find a single dreg or 
a green (although you might perhaps refer to an individual as a bit of a dreg!). 
Some of these irregularities we can account for by assuming different sub-
types of nouns and we discuss these below. Others are simply exceptional.

Case involves grammatical markers (or inflections) which signal the rela-
tionship of nouns to each other and to the verb; in other words, they signal 
who is doing what and to whom. English doesn’t really have much in the 
way of case any more, although relics are preserved in the pronoun system 
(see below). We now mark this sort of information via word order or with 
prepositions. There is one kind of morphological marking which is some-
times referred to as case, namely the possessive ’s. We really don’t think it 
makes sense to refer to this as case, but the fact remains that this is quite a 
convenient way of spotting a noun, because all nouns in English can occur 
on their own with the possessive ’s (though for some, an alternative with 
an of-phrase is preferred). It codes quite a grab-bag of different relations 
between two nouns, including of course possession. For example, the boy’s 
photo can be interpreted in a number of different ways: ‘the photo of the 
boy’; ‘the photo the boy owns’; ‘the photo the boy took’, and so on. We don’t 
think of it as a case marker, though, because rather than attach to the main 
noun only, ’s can now actually attach to the right edge of the noun phrase, 
which may be much larger than just the noun, e.g. we say the boy’s photo 
but also the boy in the corner’s photo, and not *the boy’s in the corner photo. In 
spoken English you can occasionally encounter extraordinary examples like 
the following: this guy who I used to know at school and who went to Cambridge 
and got a first in engineering’s brother; many thanks to J.C. Smith for this gem! 

As far as derivational morphology goes, the most frequent noun-forming 
suffixes are the -ness and -ity (adjective ➞ noun) and -er, -ee, -ation, -ment 
(verb ➞ noun).

Syntactic behaviour
The most striking syntactic property of a noun is that it can combine 
with the to form a complete phrase. For example, we know that leaflet and 
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unemployment are nouns because the leaflet and the unemployment are com-
plete phrases. Later in this chapter we will return to the issue of how words 
form bigger phrases. For the time being we can just say that we know the 
leaflet and the unemployment are full phrases because they can combine 
with a verb to form a full sentence. Full phrases built up around nouns will 
be referred to as noun phrases and Chapter 7 deals with these.

The leaflet arrived.
The unemployment rose.

In Chapter 4 we will learn to put this more succinctly: the leaflet and the 
unemployment are full phrases because they can occur as subjects. We should 
also point out that some nouns can function as subjects on their own, but 
we will return to this matter.

Sub-classes of nouns 
One of the distinctions relevant to the grammatical behaviour of nouns is 
that between common and proper nouns. As the name implies, common 
nouns are the most typical nouns, like word, school, fascination or magic. A 
common noun can always form a phrase with the. Proper nouns are names 
of things like persons, places and organizations. English is nice in that 
proper nouns are the only nouns that are always spelled with a capital. 
Many proper nouns would not be listed in a dictionary, e.g. Kenny and 
South Park, but some would, e.g. Monday, Christmas and Scotland. In normal 
use, proper nouns lack the possibility of modification. Generally speaking, 
they can’t be made plural either. It is possible, though, for proper nouns to 
lose their capital letter and come into the language as ordinary words. This 
process gives rise to a surprising number of new words. For example, trade 
names have given us filofax, playdough, velcro and walkman, to name just a 
few that have recently entered the language. Place names can also become 
common nouns. For example, the word jeans has its origin in the town 
of Genoa, where a type of heavy cotton fabric (resembling denim) was 
once made; denim itself derives from Nîmes, the name of a city in southern 
France (originally serge de Nîmes ‘serge (cloth) of Nîmes’). When personal 
names convert to ordinary nouns, their behaviour is no different from that 
of other common nouns. It is also possible to do a more spontaneous re-
analysis of proper nouns as common nouns, as in all the Andrews that I 
know like chess. This shouldn’t really be taken as a sign that proper nouns 
admit the same modification as common nouns. Instead it shows that 
proper nouns can be used as common nouns under specific circumstances.

Common nouns can be further subdivided into count or non-count (or 

mass). Count nouns like word and school can be interpreted as individuated 
entities and therefore can be counted. They can occur with the indefinite 
article a/an and cardinal numbers; they can also be pluralized. Non-count 
nouns, on the other hand, like rice and bread, are interpreted as indivisible 
masses of material. If we want to talk about one or more individual units 
we have to resort to expressions like a grain of rice/a loaf of bread. Non-count 
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nouns are therefore usually treated as singular and are therefore incompat-
ible with expressions like a, many, those, three, e.g. *a bread; *two breads. You 
might be wondering about special uses like This shop has a wide range of 
breads. In this case someone would be referring to the type or class of bread. 
It is quite common that non-count nouns can be used as count nouns, but 
that they then acquire a narrower meaning; beer is any old beer, but a beer 
is either a glass of beer or a kind of beer.

Languages often do not necessarily see eye to eye as to whether nouns 
are individuated entities or groups of unindividuated entities. What is a 
count noun in one language may be a mass noun in another and vice 
versa. There can be significant differences between English dialects too. 
For example, in Australian English, lettuce is both a count and mass noun 
(e.g. I’d like two lettuces, please versus I like lettuce). For some speakers of 
American and British English, lettuce is only a mass noun (e.g. I’d like two 
heads of lettuce, please versus I like lettuce). As we’ll see in Chapter 11, the 
Englishes around the world can differ strikingly in this feature.

Further evidence that number is a question of semantics as much as it is 
of form is provided by a class of nouns which have both a plural and a sin-
gular form, but where the singular form can also occur with plural agree-
ment. Examples of such words are government and team. Both have clear 
morphological plural forms which always take plural agreement: these com-
mittees are/*is a waste of time and the two teams have/*has met twice. However, 
even their singular forms can occur with plural verbs. These nouns are usu-
ally referred to as collective nouns. They represent groups; a committee 
consists of a number of members and a team consists of a number of play-
ers, so that there are two ways of thinking of the entities referred to by the 
nouns: either as one single group or as a number of individuals. Depending 
on how they are viewed, the agreement can vary, as in the following exam-
ples, taken from the web, which both comment on Birmingham City’s 
performance:

Other than Aston Villa, Birmingham has been the team I’ve been most 
impressed with this season.
The team are now 13th in the Barclays Premier League and aiming higher.

We can then sum up the major division of nouns as in the flow chart on 
the next page.

This looks neat and we think it is quite useful, but remember that when 
you see a division of language that looks this neat you should also be suspi-
cious – it may sometimes be an over-simplification. So use this flow chart as 
a guideline, but remember that there are exceptions and special cases that 
slightly cloud the picture.

Pronouns
We now come to a tricky class of words: pronouns. It is tricky in that it is 
sometimes considered a separate word class, in which case it is a minor 
(closed) class, or it is seen as a sub-class of noun. In fact, as we shall see in 
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this section, for a number of pronouns there are also good arguments for 
assuming that they are determiners. We will deal with pronouns at this 
point since a number of the features relevant to nouns are also relevant 
to pronouns. Pronouns differ from nouns in that they generally don’t like 
being modified by elements which precede them and examples like silly me 
and poor you are exceptional. On the other hand, examples like she in the 
corner and he who enters this room are fine and very similar to the girl in the 
corner or the man who enters this room. Basically pronouns substitute not for 
nouns, but for full noun phrases. ‘Pro-NP’ would be a more accurate term. 
Consider the following short extract. We have highlighted the pronouns:

The genius of ‘South Park’ lies in the fact that it just doesn’t know when 
to stop. Cartman is the local fat kid, so everyone teases him cruelly and 
mercilessly. Mr Garrison is the gang’s mentally unstable teacher. They 
make his life hell, too. In one episode he decides he’s tired of being a loser 
and has plastic surgery so he looks like David Hasselhoff.
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In each instance, these little words stand in place of a full NP. It would 
sound curious indeed if the writer here were to repeat the full noun phrase 
instead – The genius of ‘South Park’ lies in the fact that ‘South Park’ just doesn’t 
know when to stop. Cartman is the local fat kid, so everyone teases Cartman 
cruelly and mercilessly. And so on!

We can identify several different sub-classes of pronoun:

❑❑ personal pronouns
❑❑ indefinite pronouns
❑❑ reflexive pronouns
❑❑ reciprocal pronouns
❑❑ possessive pronouns
❑❑ demonstrative pronouns
❑❑ interrogative pronouns
❑❑ relative pronouns.

Personal pronouns
These make up the central class of pronouns. All of the highlighted pro-
nouns in the extract above are of this type. Table 3.1 gives the full inven-
tory of the personal pronouns of Modern English.

Table 3.1  Personal pronouns

Person	 Number		  Subject case	 Object case

First	 Singular		  I	 me
	 Plural		  we	 us
Second	 Singular		  you	 you
	 Plural		  you	 you
Third	 Singular	 masculine	 he	 him
		  feminine	 she	 her
		  non-personal	 it	 it
	 Plural		  they	 them

A quick comparison with the pronouns from earlier stages of English will 
show that we have lost many of the original contrasts. Nonetheless, the 
properties of person, number and case are better preserved in the morphol-
ogy of these pronouns than in that of nouns.

Let’s look at person first; English has three persons: 

1st person (i.e. speaker(s))
Singular: I remember when I met Matt.
Plural: We mimicked Terry Gilliam’s style of animation.

2nd person (i.e. person(s) spoken to)
Singular or plural: If you want subtlety, you’re in the wrong place.
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3rd person (i.e. neither speaker nor person spoken to)
Singular: He decides he’s tired of being a loser.
Plural: They say whatever bad word they can think of.

The label 3rd person is a little curious. For one thing, it can include seman-
tically empty items like it, as in these two examples:

It seems that everyone wants a piece of the clunky action.
It’s not hard to see why.

Or it can refer to inanimates:
I was making a film […] It was sort of a Godzilla thing – but with a huge 
beaver instead.
The resulting escapade […] It was puerile, silly and immature.

As you can see in Table 3.1, third person singular distinguishes between 
‘male’, ‘female’ and ‘neither male nor female’.

Unlike nouns, some pronouns have distinct forms for cases. Remember 
that we don’t count the possessive ’s as a case. All the pronouns except 
you and it preserve separate case forms for (roughly) subject and object 
functions. We will be examining in detail these different functions in the 
next chapter. For the moment, just compare the forms in the following 
examples:

He (Subject) commissioned them (Object).
They (Subject) make his life hell.
Everyone teases him (Object) cruelly.

In Standard English, the second person form you no longer has any con-
trasting forms, although this is not the case for all dialects. Some varieties 
of rural British English, for example, have retained a thou series (thou, thee, 
thine, thyself) for second person singular and many varieties of English as 
spoken in Ireland, Australia, New Zealand and parts of the US have a plural 
form yous; compare also the southern US dialect forms you-all/y’all. Maori 
English shows a three-way distinction which it has incorporated from the 
Maori language: you (‘you singular’), yous (‘you two’) and yous fullas (‘you 
more than two’).

Looking at the earlier table for Standard English, you might be tempted 
to think our pronouns he/she/it reveal a fourth property, namely, the prop-
erty of gender. Gender is a rather confusing term, however. If you forget 
the associations with biological sex and focus on its original meaning of 
‘class’ or ‘kind’ (from Latin genus), you will better understand its gram-
matical application. In this context, gender refers to the classification of 
nouns into groups for the purposes of agreement. It is a grammatical fea-
ture of nouns which also affects the form of other words in the sentence, 
namely, its dependents. In Old English, for example, all nouns fell into one 
of three genders or classes: masculine, feminine and neuter. True, the classes 
might have roughly corresponded to the sex or sexlessness of entities, but 
not necessarily (in Old English, for example, ‘woman’ was masculine and 
‘girl’ was neuter). This system of grammatical gender has now completely 



Introducing English Grammar

54

disappeared in English. The fact that the third person singular pronoun 
occurs in three different forms, he/she/it, is directly related to biological sex 
and is not a sign that English really does have a gender system for its nouns.

Note that although it is true to say that first person refers to speaker/
writer, second person to hearer/reader and third person to third parties, 
English shows some untypical uses. Plural we can refer to the hearer, e.g. 
Let’s eat up our brains and bacon now, shall we? (a sort of condescending ‘hos-
pitalese’ – you could imagine a nurse speaking to a elderly patient here); 
you can be used to refer to people in general (preferable in some varieties 
of English to the indefinite one), e.g. Chocolate is actually good for you; in 
special cases of extreme politeness third person forms can be used to refer 
to the hearer (a kind of distancing technique), e.g. If Madam so desires, she 
could have the waist taken in a little; they often appears as a gender-neutral 
third person singular pronoun, e.g. If anyone wants it, they can have pavlova 
with extra whipped cream. We often hear the argument that this ‘singular 
they’ is grammatically incorrect because a plural pronoun shouldn’t refer 
back to a singular word and that he should be used instead, but clearly 
this is linguistically quite unfounded. As we’ve just discussed, English has 
many examples where for special purposes pronouns depart from their 
central meaning – as so often is the case, there is no perfect match between 
form and meaning here. Besides, surely so-called generic he would also be 
incorrect, if the same formal criterion were to apply across the board!

Indefinite pronouns
These express notions involving definiteness or quantity and comprise the 
largest group of pronouns. They fall into two types. One includes com-
pounds consisting of two elements: some-, any-, every- and no- with -thing, 
-one and -body; e.g. everything, someone and nobody. Note that, unlike the 
personal pronouns, these do not stand in the place of previously occur-
ring noun phrases; in other words, they do not have what is called an 

antecedent.

If you do something that’s got a little heart then it’s 10 times worse.

That’s why ‘South Park’ couldn’t work as anything other than a cartoon.

Everyone who saw it thought it was a work of side-splitting wonder.

Note that not included in this group is anyway. Even though it looks as 
though it does belong here, it is a kind of adverb (marking attitude), as in 
the following:

And anyway, it might be hard to make live-action little kids dying funny.

The other group of indefinite pronouns may appear alone, or followed by 
of. They include items like many, more, both, most, some, neither, and so on.

Many/most/several/some who saw it thought it was a work of side-splitting 
wonder. [adapted]

Yet there’s more to ‘South Park’ than jokes about sex and swearing.



The words of English

55

These items can be quite controversial and people do analyse them differ-
ently. In the context we have given them here, they belong to the class of 
pronouns. However, in Chapter 7 we will see that they can also function 
within a noun phrase and in that case they will often fit naturally into the 
class of determiners or adjectives. It should also be pointed out here that 
personal pronouns can also double as determiners, as in We Swedes celebrate 
Christmas a day earlier or People think that us Australians are too laid-back. In 
the section on determiners we talk more about why these elements can be 
considered determiners.

Reflexive pronouns
Reflexive pronouns all end in -self or -selves. Theses pronouns are used 
instead of personal pronouns when the noun phrase to which the pronoun 
refers can be found elsewhere in the same sentence (or more accurately in 
the same clause; more about this distinction in Chapter 8). Another way of 
saying this is that reflexive pronouns must have an antecedent somewhere 
in the same clause. In the following example the reflexive himself refers to 
the same person as the underlined noun phrase; the underlined phrase is 
its antecedent:

The 47-year-old American kept asking himself … (N#151:8)

Even though this is the core use of reflexive pronouns, there is also some-
thing which can be described as emphatic, where the reflexive immediately 
follows the noun phrase as in:

Simon Stuart himself talks to the masterminds. [adapted]

Finally, there is a rapidly spreading use of the reflexive, where it does not 
appear to need an antecedent at all. A financial advisor explained the 
details of an insurance policy to one of us as follows:

If yourselves were to die before the children the money would be put in a 
trust fund.

Reciprocal pronouns
Reciprocal pronouns are used to express a two-way relationship and include 
pronouns like each other and one another. Like reflexives, reciprocals need 
an antecedent in the same clause.

‘The Spirit of Christmas’ featured four foul-mouthed kids, Jesus and Santa 
Claus beating seven bells out of each other.

Possessive pronouns
Possessive pronouns come in two kinds, those that occur independently as 
full noun phrases and those that form part of a noun phrase; the latter can 
be categorized as determiners:
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Determiner possessive pronoun	 Independent possessive pronoun
my	 mine
your	 yours
his	 his
her	 hers
its	 (its)
our	 ours
your	 yours
their	 theirs

As we shall see, full noun phrases with the possessive ’s can also func-
tion as determiners. This means that in both functions, these pronouns 
replace possessive noun phrases. As we have said before about posses-
sives, the notion of ownership is their central sense, but the possessive 
can encode a variety of different associations. Some adapted examples, 
where we also give the parallel example with a full noun phrase, are 
given here:

Their crusade to capture our attention.
The advertisers’ crusade to capture our attention.

The gay dog Sparky is his.
The gay dog Sparky is Stan’s.

Demonstrative pronouns
English has four demonstrative pronouns: singular this and that versus 
plural these and those. As their name suggests, they typically have to do with 
the orientational features of language. You could imagine, for example, 
that a sentence like This is better than that might be accompanied by a 
pointing gesture. Here the two pronouns this and that contrast with respect 
to location, i.e. near to speaker (this) and relatively distant (that). This is 
their most basic, deictic (= ‘pointing’) use.

Examples like those in the following piece, however, show a slightly 
different use. The interpretation of each of these demonstratives derives 
from something that has preceded in the text rather than from the 
immediate non-linguistic context. These pronouns are anaphoric (= ‘refer-
ring to or replacing earlier word(s)’). 

That’s why ‘South Park’ couldn’t work as anything other than a cartoon, he 
says. ‘This is the only way we can make the characters act the way real kids 
act. A kid actor would try to be all sweet, and who needs that?’

Interrogative pronouns
Interrogative pronouns are used to ask questions. If one expects the answer 
to be a person, then there are three different forms: who (subject case), 
whom (object case) and whose (possessive). In ordinary speech, however, 
most of us would probably not be tempted to say Whom did you see ‘South 
Park’ with? but rather Who did you see ‘South Park’ with? (although some 
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may still prefer to write the former). In most colloquial spoken varieties, 
whom would be classed as an endangered species. 

The pronouns which and what have only one form. What is non-personal
(e.g. What did you cook?) and which can be either personal or non-
personal (e.g. Which is your brother? Which is your favourite recipe?)

… and who needs that?
The question is what it’s all been spent on. (SCO#113:9)
Which are his Glaswegian favourites? (SCO#113:24)

Relative pronouns
Relative pronouns are used in relative clauses. We will explain what they 
are in Chapter 8; at this stage it is enough to give some examples. The rela-
tive pronouns include who, whom, whose, what, which and also that (the 
status of the last item as a relative pronoun is controversial, but the term 
will do for our purposes here). In all the examples, the relative pronouns 
are part of the underlined relative clause (and stand for an understood 
NP).

‘South Park’ has … become the wildest, funniest, most disrespectful thing 
that’s ever hit the screen.
Everyone who saw it thought it was a work of side-splitting wonder.

Verbs
Semantic features
In very general terms, verbs are those words denoting actions, processes, 
states or events.

Morphological features
Verbs can be readily identified in terms of their inflectional morphology; 
in fact, most inflectional complexity in English is associated with the verb. 
English verbs have up to five different forms and this makes them quite 
easy to distinguish. The different forms are illustrated with lexical – or 
main – verbs in the table below. For the time being you can think of lexi-
cal verbs as the most contentful verbs. They are contrasted with auxil-

iary verbs. In Chapter 6, we give formal criteria for distinguishing between 
these two types of verbs and discuss the way in which the forms of auxil-
iary verbs differ from those of the lexical verbs. In Table 3.2, we use some 
terminology that we have not defined yet. For the time being we are only 
interested in the forms as such, but in Chapter 6, we will talk more about 
how the forms are used.

The base form is the form under which the verb would be entered in 
a dictionary, and it is the form which follows the so-called infinitival 

marker to. The base form is also identical to the form used in the present 
tense with subjects that are not third person singular. The present tense 
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form used with third person singular is often referred to as the -s form 
because, regardless of what lexical verb it is, the present tense form which 
agrees with a third person singular subject ends in -s. The third column 
contains the past tense form which occurs in contexts like: Yesterday, the 
authors … it. The form ends in -ed for all regular verbs, but as Table 3.2 
shows, there are different forms for irregular verbs. The irregular forms 
can be sorted into classes of verbs which behave in a similar way, so that 
they are not quite as irregular as it may appear. The form which we have 
referred to as ‘past participle’ in Table 3.2 is always identical to the passive 
participle, so that the best abbreviation for it is actually ‘ppart’. Because it 
also ends in ed for all regular verbs, it is sometimes referred to as the ‘-ed 
participle’. This is the form which co-occurs with ‘have’ as in: The authors 
have … it. Finally, there is the -ing form, which is easy to spot because it 
always ends in -ing. This is the form which co-occurs with ‘be’ as in: The 
authors are … it.

An important distinction for verb forms is between finite and non-finite 
forms. The -ing form and the ppart are always non-finite, but since ppart 
and the past tense form are sometimes identical, it is not always easy to 
tell whether a form ending in -ed is finite or not. The base form can be 
used both as a finite (present tense) form and as non-finite form. The finite 
forms are those that can show a difference between present and past tense 
(we will go into more detail about tenses in Section 6.2) and which take the 
third person singular -s when occurring in present tense. If there is just the 
one verb in a sentence it is finite, as in the following sentences, where the 
verb can be present or past tense.

Sir Alex sends his apologies. (N#642:9)
Sir Alex sent his apologies.

Bobby Charlton embodied to me what being great really is. (N#642:9)
Bobby Charlton embodies to me what being great really is.

If there are a number of verbs in one string, then only the first one can 
be finite. This happens when we have one or more auxiliary verbs (more 
about them in Section 6.3). As you can see, only the first of these verbs can 
change between present and past.

In that time, Chelsea have had nine managers and local rivals Manchester 
City 11. (N#642:9)

Table 3.2  Verb forms

Base form	 3rd sg pres	 Past tense	 Past participle	 -ing form
want	 wants	 wanted	 wanted	 wanting
eat	 eats	 ate	 eaten	 eating
hit	 hits	 hit	 hit	 hitting
make	 makes	 made	 made	 making
drink	 drinks	 drank	 drunk	 drinking
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In that time, Chelsea had had nine managers and local rivals Manchester 
City 11.
*In that time, Chelsea have have nine managers and local rivals Manchester 
City 11.

They don’t expect to win an England cap. (N#642:9)
They didn’t expect to win an England cap.
*They don’t/didn’t expected to win an England cap.

Then you would go and watch Rangers or Celtic or Partick Thistle. (N#642:9)
Then you will go and watch Rangers or Celtic or Partick Thistle.
*Then you will/would went and watched Rangers or Celtic or Partick Thistle.

The first verb of a string does not have to be finite. A sentence can contain 
more than one verb string; this happens when a sentence contains more 
than one clause. We’ll discuss this further in Chapter 8. When there is 
more than one verb string, they don’t both have to contain a finite verb 
(but they can do). Some verbs take a complement which is built around a 
verb, but where this verb has to be non-finite, that is to say, has to be in a 
form that does not allow a change between present and past form. Here are 
some comments from the Internet on the general topic that our example 
sentences have been dealing with.

(Ever thought United played badly because) City made them play badly?
City makes them play badly.
*City made them played badly.

Manchester City will let record signing Robinho go to Barcelona in the 
summer.
Manchester City would let record signing Robinho go to Barcelona in the 
summer.
*Manchester City will let record signing Robinho goes/went to Barcelona in 
the summer.

In these examples, the first verb string in each example, made and will let, 
contains a finite verb, since it can be changed to makes and would let. The 
second verb string, which contains just one verb in both examples, play 
and go cannot be changed in any way and hence they are non-finite.

In addition to these inflectional characteristics, there are also some 
derivational affixes which are characteristic of verbs, like -ee, -er and -ment 
(verb ➞ noun) and -able, -ing and -ive (verb ➞ adjective).

Syntactic behaviour
The syntax of verbs is complex enough to warrant separate treatment and 
we explore this in detail in Chapter 6. At this point we will just make some 
general comments. There is a sense in which the verb and its inflection form 
the central part of a sentence. To a certain extent, the verb decides what 
other parts can occur in the sentence. Consider the following example:

He wears her knickers. (N#240:8)
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In this sentence, the verb is wears (just check for yourself, it has all the 
forms described in Table 3.2) and because it is this verb, we need a phrase 
to follow it, as the ungrammaticality of *He wears shows. Similarly, wears 
also rules out the use of two phrases following it. If the verb had been for 
instance give, this would have been acceptable:

*He wears her her knickers.
He gives her her knickers.

In Chapter 6, we will show that lexical verbs can be divided into groups, 
depending on what elements they select.

The verb also decides what kind of phrases are possible; he could not 
have been replaced by something like the idea in the examples above. 
Similarly, not any old phrase could modify this sentence, so that he wears 
her knickers often sounds fine, but he wears her knickers slowly sounds strange, 
whereas He washes her knickers often/slowly are both fine. These are some 
simple arguments for why the verb should be considered the central part 
of a clause; in other words, the head. In the linguistic literature you can 
find more subtle arguments, and in all the major theories of syntax, the 
verb, or at least the properties associated with it, is considered the head of 
the sentence.

Adjectives
Semantic features
The core members of the class of adjectives typically refer to qualities or 
states (relating to things like shape, taste, size, colour, or judgements like 
good/bad, pretty/ugly, and so on).

Morphological features
Typical adjectives are gradable or scalar, which means that they refer to 
properties or states that can be possessed in varying degrees. In this capac-
ity, most adjectives inflect for degree in a three-term system:

absolute	 funny	 bad	 old
comparative	 funnier	 worse	 elder/older
superlative	 funniest	 worst	 eldest/oldest

Normally, the endings -er and -est are added to the adjective stem. But as 
you can see, English also has some eccentric forms like bad, worse, worst 
(known as suppletive forms). In some cases you also get a modification of 
the stem, e.g. old/elder/eldest. The sort of vowel mutation you find in old was 
once upon a time quite widespread and forms like strong–strenger–strengest 
were common. But now even elder/eldest has given way to older/oldest and is 
confined to specialized contexts, e.g. elder statesman or elder brother.

Not all adjectives are able to carry these inflections, however. For one 
thing, they are going the way of the rest of our inflections, being replaced 
by free-standing forms, in this case the quantifying expressions more and 
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much. Rather than a neat clean take-over, however, what we find is the 
usual messiness associated with language change. For example:

‘South Park’ has … become the wildest, funniest, most disrespectful thing 
that’s ever hit the screen.

Typically, it is adjectives of one syllable (but even not all of these) which 
are hanging onto the endings, e.g. wilder/wildest. Adjectives of three or 
more syllables have lost them and require more and most; e.g. *disrespect-
fuller/disrespectfullest. Adjectives of two syllables have a kind of split per-
sonality: some do, some don’t, some go both ways and not all speakers will 
agree, e.g. funnier/funniest versus more/most funny but ?wickeder/?wickedest 
vs. more/most wicked.

The other difficulty here is that not all adjectives denote properties 
which are naturally gradable and therefore won’t take degree modifica-
tion – for example, pregnant, dead, married, and so on. Sometimes you find 
speakers will play with this property for special effect. For instance, the 
adjective Australian is non-gradable – you either are or you’re not. But in an 
extended sense it is possible to say something like he’s more Australian than 
Paul Hogan, in which case you are invoking the caricature of the Australian 
ocker. The stereotype of a beer gut in shorts, singlet and thongs, cheerful, 
unpretentious but not a lot between the ears springs to mind. 

As far as derivational morphology goes, there are quite a lot of suffixes 
which derive adjectives from nouns (e.g. -ful, -less, -ly, -y, -ish, -al, -ic, -ese) 
and a number from verbs (e.g. -able, -ible). Many adjectives are in fact 
derived in some ways, and these derivational endings can then be used to 
spot adjectives.

Syntactic behaviour
There is, in fact, no syntactic behaviour which is unique to adjectives, for 
everything we say here holds that not only adjectives can occur in these 
positions and also that not all adjectives can. We will return to some of the 
difficulties with spotting adjectives on p. 65 and Section 7.4.

Adjectives, either on their own or with some modifiers, can occur in two 
positions: attributively or predicatively. When an adjective precedes the 
noun it modifies it is said to function attributively. For example:

the rampant chef
the unstable teacher

Adjectives or the phrases formed around them may also follow a verb. Only 
a few verbs allow this, most typically be and become. This is referred to as 
the predicative use of the adjective. Some examples of predicative use of 
adjectives are:

Kids are malicious
It was puerile, silly and immature

Almost all members within the adjective class have both these functions; 
in other words, can function attributively and predicatively.
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Kids are malicious vs. Malicious kids

However, English has plenty of examples of fringe dwellers too. Adjectives 
like awake, asleep, main and utter are exceptional. The first two are not 
attributive – *the awake dog; *the asleep student. The other two are not predi-
cative – *the point was main; *the chaos was utter.

One property which adjectives share with adverbs (see below) is that they 
can be modified by certain intensifiers (which are themselves adverbs), the 
most common one being very. Some other examples are provided below; 
the last one of these shows a change in progress:

thoroughly unpleasant
too messed up
dead scared of Saigon or Dallas (N#258:13)

All gradable adjectives will be able to take these kinds of intensifying 
expressions. And as described earlier, even adjectives that are non-gradable 
in their central sense can be used as gradable adjectives in some circum-
stances and hence take intensifiers – for example, describing someone as 
very pregnant.

An interesting change that is taking place at the moment can be seen in 
the following examples:

very here-and-now (N#269:22)
so Graham Norton (British television show)
so last year (said by Graham Norton in his show)
She considers it too showbiz. (AUS#65:24)

Here we have typical modifiers of adjectives like very, so and too modify-
ing elements which certainly do not look like adjectives. In fact, most of 
them can be converted into adjectives, albeit slightly odd adjectives, by 
the derivational affixes -y or -ish: Graham-Nortony or last-year-ish. So, what 
is happening in these examples? Have here-and-now, Graham Norton and 
last year been converted to adjectives? Or has the distribution of very and 
so changed from modifying adjectives to modifying more widely things 
that can be seen as denoting properties the way many adjectives do? We 
don’t really have an answer; just another example of language changing 
all around us.

More typical adverbs (see next section) can also modify adjectives:

sexually rampant
morally sound
beautifully surreal

Dependents which follow adjectives complete the meaning of the 
adjective. They can be whole clauses:

… so bad that it sucks you in [adapted] 
too messed up to do something [adapted]

Or prepositional phrases:
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lustful towards women
complete with pornographic lyrics
fatherly to the boys

We said above that adjectives occur either attributively or predicatively. 
There are, however, a few cases when adjectives follow the noun within the 
noun phrase. This happens, for instance, when the noun phrase consists 
of an indefinite pronoun like something, anyone, someone or anything. For 
example:

Ever done something stupid in the name of love? … You’ve met someone 
gorgeous and s/he’s returning your interest in kind (AUS#43:38)

There are also a few adjectives which always follow the noun. Linguistic 
curiosities in the legal world like the heir presumptive, court martial, heir appar-
ent also show this less usual ordering, but so do some everyday adjectives 
like the information available and the money due.

Adjectives which themselves have post-modifiers normally also follow 
the noun they modify (more about this in Section 7.6).

a man lustful towards women
a song complete with pornographic lyrics
*a lustful towards women man
*a complete with pornographic lyrics song

There seem to be some exceptions to this rule, so that a big supermarket in 
Britain sells all its biscuits in packets with now in easy to open pack written 
on them. (What’s wrong with these people? We can travel in space, we can 
build vacuum cleaners and we boast about being able to make a packet of 
biscuits that is easy to open!?)

Adverbs
Semantic features
The class of adverbs is a real mixed bag and therefore a notoriously dif-
ficult class to define, both semantically and grammatically. Adverbs can 
range from the purely lexical to the grammatical and show diversity not 
only in meaning, but also in their grammatical behaviour. Perhaps what 
we might think of as prototypical adverbs fall closer to the more lexical 
end. These express information like time, manner, place, frequency, and 
so on. 

Morphological features
As far as inflectional endings go, adverbs fare rather badly. Many fall along 
some sort of scale and are therefore gradable, but they generally take more 
and most; e.g. more/most quickly. Only a handful like well–better–best; soon–
sooner–soonest will inflect for grade.

As far as derivational morphology goes, a large proportion of adverbs are 
derived from adjectives via the -ly suffix (fresh-ly; slow-ly). This is a highly 
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productive suffix and speakers can be quite inventive when it comes to 
forming adverbs from adjectives:

toe-curlingly sluggish (N#258:12)
pant-wettingly hilarious

But don’t rely on -ly to tell you when you have an adverb. For one thing, 
many adverbs don’t have the ending (soon, fast, often, nevertheless), while 
there are adjectives that do, e.g. friendly, deadly, beastly. Other adverb-mak-
ing suffixes include -wards and -wise.

Syntactic behaviour
Adverbs are the head of adverb phrases (AdvPs), which function as modifi-
ers of verbs, adjectives, other adverbs and even entire clauses. For example, 
they are regularly used to modify verbs, adding information, for instance, 
about the way something happens or the time it happens:

Everyone teases him cruelly and mercilessly.
They … immediately hit it off.
Already they’re one of the comic success stories of the decade.

Other adverbs express the attitude of the speaker or writer:

Fortunately we can’t hear because of his anorak hood.
OK, it’s not exactly educational – but at least its heart’s in the right place.

They may also be emphatic:

That’s entirely the point.

Finally there are those adverbs which, as we saw above, are used to modify 
the meaning of adjectives. Some, like the ones below, are full of meaning:

eminently memorable
notoriously family values-obsessed
horribly maimed

Others simply serve to intensify the interpretation of whatever they are 
modifying:

all sweet
so innocent and pure

As heads of AdvPs, they themselves can be modified. Gradable adverbs, 
for example, will take the same sort of intensifiers as adjectives (e.g. too, 
rather, very). But otherwise they are quite limited. For example, in the 
sentence below, the manner adverb mentally can modify the adjective 
unstable. However, as the adapted versions illustrate, the adverb unstably 
can comfortably be modified only by the intensifier very:

Mr Garrison is the gang’s mentally unstable teacher.
He behaves unstably [adapted]
?*He behaves mentally unstably [adapted]
He behaves very unstably [adapted]
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Occasionally, adverbs appear with a following prepositional phrase. For 
example:

Fortunately for us we can’t hear because of his anorak hood. [adapted]

Note that adverbs with a connective role like however, then, nevertheless and 
therefore cannot take any modifiers at all:

Matt Stone, however, thinks the distinctly low-fi animation … only adds to 
the ‘South Park’ charm.

Then there’s the Thanksgiving episode, where Cartman travels to Africa to 
learn about starvation.

General tests for determining category membership
At the beginning of this chapter we warned you that not every member 
of a class will necessarily have all the identifying properties. We’re dealing 
here with fuzzy categories. Some words, for example, simply do not behave 
like good category members. So how do we determine what category they 
belong to? There are two tests you can apply.

One is the substitution test. As we discussed earlier, we can identify 
members of the same category on the basis of the fact that they occur in 
the same slots. Let’s say you’re trying to establish the category of a certain 
word. Find a prototypical member of the category you suspect it of being 
and see if it can fill the same positions in a sentence as the word in ques-
tion. Take the example of real in the following sentence:

We can make the characters act the way a real kid acts.

Now, real is a modifier, but it doesn’t show the usual attributes of an 
adjective – it’s not clearly any other category either. It doesn’t have com-
parative or superlative forms – *a realler kid/*a reallest kid; nor does it sit 
happily with the usual range of intensifiers like very or rather – *a very 
real kid (unless you extend its central meaning). We still suspect it’s an 
adjective. To confirm our suspicions we can take a typical adjective like 
happy (which has all the characteristics of an adjective; very happy, hap-
pier–happiest) and try putting it in the same sentence slot. If the result 
is a grammatical sentence, then this strongly suggests that real is an 
adjective.

We can make the characters act the way a happy kid acts.

Note, there is one danger with this test: slots aren’t always confined to one 
lexical category. As we shall see in Chapter 7, the sentence slot Determiner 
_____ Noun is also hospitable to nouns and verbs; nouns, verbs as well as 
adjectives can pre-modify nouns.

We saw earlier that typical adjectives can also occur predicatively, 
following the verb be. This is also a useful indicator for adjective status and 
nicely shows up the difference between different modifying words like real 
(adjective) and kid (noun) – The kid was real vs. *The actor was kid. If these 
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two words belonged to the same class, we would expect them to fill the 
same position in the sentence.

There is another test we can apply here, namely, the co-ordination test. 
As we saw when we discussed constituency tests in Chapter 2, normally, 
only words of the same category can be linked using typical co-ordinators 
like and or but. Nouns co-ordinate with nouns, verbs with verbs, adjectives 
with adjectives, and so on. Using a similar procedure to the above, find a 
prototypical category member and try co-ordinating it with the problem-
atical word. Take the first example again and see if you can co-ordinate 
happy with real. If a grammatical sentence results, this is evidence that real 
is an adjective.

We can make the characters act the way a real and happy kid acts.

This test nicely shows up the ‘unadjective-like’ character of noun modifiers 
too. We cannot find any adjective to co-ordinate with kid that will result in 
a grammatical sentence.

*A kid and immature actor would try to be all sweet, and who needs that?

Because the substitution and co-ordination tests can show different results, 
you need to apply both and weigh up the evidence, together with what 
you know about the morphological character of the word in question. For 
example, if you suspect something of being an adjective, then you would 
expect it to show at least some of the following attributes:

❑❑ can take comparative -er and superlative -est endings (as opposed to 
plural or possessive -s);

❑❑ can occur with intensifiers like very;
❑❑ can occur attributively within the noun phrase;
❑❑ can occur predicatively;
❑❑ can be co-ordinated with another adjective;
❑❑ can be substituted by another adjective.

If after applying all these tests you are still not sure whether it is an adjec-
tive or not, then try to show that it belongs to another category; if it is not 
an adjective, then it must belong to another category, probably noun or 
verb.

As a final illustration, compare the following sentences (the second one 
is adapted):

The resulting escapade was silly.
The resulting escapade was rubbish.

At first blush, the two words that we have highlighted look as if they should 
belong to the same category. Both words silly and rubbish have a modifying 
function. They describe here a property of the resulting escapade and share 
a similar meaning, something like ‘trivial, stupid’. They are looking very 
much like adjectives. So let’s see how they behave with respect to the other 
adjective attributes.
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❑❑ Can they take comparative and superlative endings?

The resulting escapade was sillier.
*The resulting escapade was rubbisher.

❑❑ Can they take intensifying expressions (= degree adverbs)? 

The resulting escapade was very silly.
*The resulting escapade was very rubbish.

❑❑ Do they occur in the same slots?

Clearly, both words can occur predicatively. In both instances they appear 
at the end of the sentence after the verb be. Let’s see if the noun phrase slot 
accepts them both – typical adjectives also occur between a determiner and 
noun.

The resulting silly escapade …
?The resulting rubbish escapade …

❑❑ Can they be co-ordinated with another adjective? 

The resulting escapade was silly and puerile.
*The resulting escapade was rubbish and puerile.

As you might have guessed by now, only silly is an adjective. Rubbish is actu-
ally a noun and it conjoins beautifully with other nouns and noun phrases.

The resulting escapade was rubbish but a ratings goldmine.

3.5 The minor categories
Minor categories, like prepositions, determiners and conjunctions, involve 
grammatical words; i.e. those words which help to build the grammatical 
structure of the language but have less meaning content than the lexical 
categories. These classes have far fewer members than major classes and 
they are closed; in other words, they are not easily receptive to new mem-
bers. There are two classes which are sometimes included under a section 
on minor classes, but which we have decided to put as sub-classes of a 
major class, namely pronouns (under nouns) and auxiliaries (under verbs). 
There are arguments both for and against this decision. It seems to us that 
auxiliaries share so many properties with other verbs that they are best 
considered as a specific type of verb. In the case of pronouns, there are 
maybe stronger arguments for keeping them as a separate class, but we felt 
it was easier in this kind of textbook to deal in one place with the proper-
ties nouns and pronouns share.

Prepositions
Semantic features
Prepositions are the most difficult elements to spot by structural criteria, 
and hence we will say a bit more about their semantics. The majority of 
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prepositions express relationships between things and events; their basic 
sense is spatial. Imagine a tennis ball and a brick wall – you can throw the 
ball over/under/at/through/by the wall. These little location markers are 
all prepositions.

Unfortunately, it’s not as straightforward as brick walls and tennis balls. 
Some of these location markers have been recruited for a more grammati-
cal function, taking over the roles of our disappearing inflections. For 
example, to indicates ‘direction towards’ but over time has also come to 
mean more abstract distance, as with the italic instances in the following 
examples:

Their warped sense of humour came to the attention of Fox Television 
executive Brian Graden. Impressed by what he saw, he commissioned them 
to make a Christmas video-card he could send to his friends.

You may have noticed that there is a third to in this piece which is not in 
italics. This is an instance of the infinitival marker to, which has developed 
out of the more abstract uses of the preposition to. However, as we shall see 
in Section 6.7, the infinitival to no longer shares any structural properties 
with the preposition to.

The preposition of once indicated ‘away from’ but now encodes quite 
a hotchpotch of different relations between two nouns, principally 
possession:

We mimicked Terry Gilliam’s style of animation.

The genius of ‘South Park’ lies in the fact that it just doesn’t know when 
to stop.

The preposition by can mean ‘near, to the side of’ but can also be used in 
a more abstract role (more about this on p. 147):

Stan’s gay dog Sparky is played by no less a luminary than ER star George 
Clooney.

Morphological features
Prepositions can be simple (to, from, of, with, by) or complex (in front of, on 
top of). Prepositions do not allow any inflectional morphology and there 
is no derivational morphology to speak of. Some grammar books claim 
that near is a preposition that has two inflectional forms: nearer, nearest. 
However, there are better arguments for classifying near as an adjective 
rather than a preposition. Run all the tests from previous sections on near 
and see what conclusion you arrive at.

Syntactic behaviour
Syntactic criteria aren’t terribly useful either for spotting prepositions; 
prepositions combine with noun phrases to form prepositional phrases 
(PPs), which in turn can have almost any function within the sentence. 
In Chapters 4, 6 and 7, we will give examples of PPs in various functions.
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Unlike the classes we have just been looking at, prepositions do not 
allow very much in the way of modification. One of the few exceptions is 
right, as in the following example:

It’s less than a year since Stan, Kyle, Cartman and Kenny … burst right onto 
America’s televisions.

Very occasionally you find degree modification with intensifying expres-
sions like very much. This is more usual when the preposition has a met-
aphorical sense rather than its literal sense. For example, compare the 
following two sentences. In the adapted version, we have changed the 
sense totally by adding the intensifier.

Meet the Dudes behind ‘South Park’.
Meet the Dudes very much behind ‘South Park’. [adapted]

Conjunctions
Conjunctions are items which link phrases together. We will only briefly 
describe the two different types of conjunctions without going into any 
detail.

co-ordinators link units of the same category like two noun phrases, 
two clauses and so on. The resulting phrase is then also of the same cat-
egory; two co-ordinated clauses form a new clause, etc. (Remember the 
co-ordination test we gave earlier for checking category membership.) The 
central co-ordinators are and, but and or, but they can also be reinforced 
with additional words, e.g. either … or; not only … but also; both … and.

Kyle: Works hard and gets good grades but still finds himself in trouble.

Cartman: Spends most of his time sitting on the sofa eating cheesy puffs or 
being insulted by the rest of ‘South Park’.

There are some examples of phrases that can be co-ordinated even though 
they are not of the same category. The example standardly used to illustrate 
this is happy and in the pink, where happy is an adjective and in the pink is 
a preposition phrase. In the pink is used figuratively here to mean roughly 
‘healthy’ and that is probably the reason why it works. It is also the case 
that the coordinated elements (even those that don’t belong to the same 
category) must be alike in their function (in other words, they must have 
the same grammatical relationship with surrounding material). Functions 
are something we take up in the next chapter.

subordinators, now often referred to as complementizers (this is the 
term we will use in Chapter 8), link a clause to some other element. Hence 
a clause introduced by a complementizer forms part of some other phrase. 
There are more subordinators than co-ordinators; common ones include 
after, although, as, because, if, that, until and while.

And if that wasn’t weird enough, the subplot has Stan and his pals trying to 
be lesbians.
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The genius of ‘South Park’ lies in the fact that it just doesn’t know when to 
stop.

It’s 10 times worse because it sucks you in.

Determiners
Determiners are function words within noun phrases, like a(n), the or this. 
The job of a determiner is related to the details of how a noun phrase is 
used to refer to something in some world (real or imagined). We will return 
to the properties of determiners in Chapter 7.

3.6  Phrasal categories and their structure
In Section 2.7, we discussed different ways of representing linguistic struc-
ture and concluded that a tree, or phrase marker, was the best way of doing 
so. For people who concern themselves with the structure of language, 
trees are an invaluable help in representing it. A lot of you will really take 
to this idea and find that it gives the feel of a pleasant mixture of the excit-
ing messiness of language and the comfort of the formality of subjects like 
mathematics. That is certainly how at least one of us feels about syntactic 
trees. Most people, we suspect, end up having quite a lukewarm relationship 
with syntactic trees. However, there is a third group of people who might 
otherwise enjoy language, but find that trees and other formal representa-
tions scare the living daylights out of them. This is a serious drawback with 
formal representations for a book such as this. It is with this in mind that 
we have decided to keep formal representations out of the main part of the 
chapters as far as possible. Instead, each chapter will end with a section on 
tree representations. If you really find that they just confuse things for you 
and you don’t have to use trees for the course you are doing, then you can 
just skip each of these sections. If you do have to learn how to draw trees, 
but find them a bit scary, then we hope that being able to go through each 
chapter in peace without having to look at trees will still be helpful. Finally, 
if you belong to the people who really love syntactic trees, well, then you 
have something to look forward to at the end of each chapter!

For all the major categories, we have said that they can form larger 
phrases which are named after the central categories; nouns form noun 
phrases, verbs form verb phrases, etc. We abbreviate these phrasal catego-
ries NP, VP, AP (for adjective), AdvP (for adverb) and PP. In all these cases, 
we will say that the lexical category is the head of the phrasal category; the 
head of a noun phrase is a noun and so on. It turns out that there are simi-
larities between the way in which heads combine with different elements. 
For instance, each kind of element can combine with elements which are 
very closely related to the head. Consider the following phrases, adapted 
from one of the examples above:

their disrespect of good taste
They disrespect good taste.
They are disrespectful of good taste.
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The noun disrespect in the first example, the identical verb in the second 
and the adjective disrespectful in the third all combine with a phrase which 
is strongly linked to the head; if you show disrespect, you must show it 
for something, and that something must be something that one can show 
disrespect for. These elements which have a close relationship with the 
head are referred to generally as complements and they are assumed to 
combine only with single lexical elements; the lexical elements disrespect 
(which is a noun) and disrespectful combine with a complement of good 
taste, the lexical element disrespect (the verb) combines with a comple-
ment good taste. Note that it is important not to confuse this term with the 
function predicative complement (Section 4.5). Complement is a general 
term; it refers to any element that is selected by a head, be that head a 
verb, a noun, an adjective or a preposition. This ability of a head to select 
its complement(s) is referred to as sub-categorization; in the examples 
above, the verb disrespect sub-categorizes for an NP complement whereas 
the noun disrespect and the adjective disrespectful both sub-categorize for a 
PP complement.

The exact shape of the complement, i.e. of good taste vs. good taste, 
depends on the category of the head: generally verbs take noun phrases 
like good taste and nouns and adjectives take preposition phrases like of 
good taste. These complements have to be unique; we cannot add another 
one without getting ungrammatical phrases:

*their disrespect of good taste of all things sacred
*They disrespect good taste all things sacred.
*They are disrespectful of good taste of all things sacred.

The reason for this is that the words disrespect and disrespectful only permit 
one complement. You can make these phrases grammatical by inserting an 
and but then they end up forming one phrase together and therefore do 
not disprove our point.

If we expand these phrases further, we see that the similarities continue:

their constant disrespect of good taste
They constantly disrespect good taste.
They are constantly disrespectful of good taste.

The words we have added here are not complements. For one thing, they 
can be much more freely chosen by the speaker than the complements; 
they are not unique and their order can be varied.

their unpleasant constant persistent disrespect of good taste
They constantly unpleasantly persistently disrespect good taste.
They are constantly persistently unpleasantly disrespectful of good taste.

These freer elements clearly belong within the same phrases as the head 
and the complement, but they are not as closely linked to the head. They 
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are usually referred to as modifiers. Whereas complements follow their 
heads in English, modifiers may precede or follow the head.

the disrespect of good taste [by the authors] [which offended many watchers]
They disrespect good taste [constantly] [with great enthusiasm].

In these examples, we have two different modifiers, as indicated by the 
parentheses. Whereas there is some freedom as to the order between modi-
fiers, sentences usually become either ungrammatical or at least very awk-
ward when complements are separated from their heads (we have marked 
the first one with a question mark rather than a star, since there are circum-
stances under which it could be used):

?the disrespect by the authors of good taste
*They disrespect constantly good taste.

The first of these examples can be considered completely grammatical, 
albeit slightly strange, if the of good taste modifies authors, but that is a dif-
ferent matter.

To account for similarities like these between phrases, a system for 
representing constituent structure has been developed which is called 
x-bar syntax. It uses trees just like we did in Chapter 2, but the trees are 
labelled this time. We said there that a node represents a constituent, so 
that means that a label for a certain constituent can be put at the node 
associated with that constituent. In these trees, we want to make sure that 
the differences between complements and modifiers are represented. If we 
consider disrespect of good taste and disrespect good taste first, we know that 
disrespect is a noun and a verb respectively. We can then draw the following 
trees, where for the time being we need not discuss the category status of 
the complement.

1	 2

	 	

The question then is what to call the mother node of this little tree. 
Now, it does not seem right to call it a full noun or verb phrase, i.e. we do 
not want to label the nodes NP and VP, because the phrases are not really 
complete yet. On the other hand, the phrases represented by the mother 
node, disrespect of good taste and disrespect good taste, are clearly not nouns 
or verbs either – they are far too complex for that. Instead, a label is used 
which means ‘neither lexical nor fully phrasal’, and that label is N′ and V′, 
pronounced N-bar and V-bar, or N-single-bar and V-single-bar. We then 
get:
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3	 4

	 	

This kind of structure would hold also for disrespectful of good taste, where 
the head is an adjective; we could draw the same tree for that category. In 
fact, in phrases like of good taste, which are headed by prepositions, the 
head combines with its complement in much the same way. The comple-
ment of a category then combines with the lexical category, N, V or A and 
forms a different category, N′, V′ or A′. Since this structure is so general, 
we can replace the category with a variable, say X, and state that a cat-
egory X may combine with a complement to form a phrase of category 
X′, and hence the name X-bar syntax. From this definition it follows that 
you cannot add complements at will. We have just said that a complement 
combines with X and since the result is an X′, another complement could 
not combine with it. This is then the reason why, say disrespect good taste, 
which is a V′, cannot combine with another complement, such as all things 
sacred, which would want to combine with a V, not a V′. Hence *They dis-
respect good taste all things sacred is ungrammatical. A complement needs to 
combine with a category X and hence you could not add a complement 
on top of these trees; a second complement would have to combine with a 
phrase of category X′.

As we saw, the story for modifiers is very different: they need not be 
closest to the head and they can be repeated. It seems reasonable, then, to 
assume that modifiers combine with an X′ phrase. The question is what the 
resulting category is, i.e. what should be in place of the question marks in 
the following trees?

5	 6

	 	

Again, one possibility would be to say that we now have complete phrases, 
so that they should be labelled NP and VP, respectively. This is not a good 
idea, however, for two reasons. First, there is a sense in which these phrases 
are not complete yet. This is particularly obvious with the phrase headed 
by the noun, where we still have a determiner to add. The second argument 
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against XP at this point is that if the phrase as a whole is an XP and modi-
fiers combine with X′, then we would not expect it to be possible to add 
another modifier to the trees in (5). This is not what we want since we 
can add further modifiers, as in unpleasant constant disrespect of good taste. 
If, on the other hand, we assume that the question mark in (5) should be 
replaced with N′, and V′, then we would expect another modifier to be 
possible . A technical way of putting this is that modifiers may occur recur-
sively, and that for this reason, the resulting category must be identical to 
the category with which they combine. We then get the following tree, 
with a recursive X′ node:

7	 8

	 	

By using the constituency tests introduced in Chapter 2, you can check 
for yourself that this is the right constituent structure and that unpleasant 
constant and constantly persistently do not form constituents.

Now, we can complete the noun phrase by adding a determiner, which 
certainly does make it a full phrase, an NP. We then get the final tree:

9

We have now taken a phrase right from a noun, N, via N′ to the phrasal 
level, which we can refer to as either N″ (N-double-bar) or NP. Whenever 
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you see a category X″ it means exactly the same as XP. All the properties we 
want are neatly represented in this tree. The determiner combines with a 
phrase of the category N′ and it must be unique, since once you have added 
a determiner, the mother node is of the category NP, not the right category 
for a determiner to combine with. The kind of element which combines 
with an X′ to form an X″ is referred to as a specifier. The tree predicts that 
modifiers can stack up since they combine with an N′ to give another N′. 
The complement, finally, must also be unique, since it combines with an 
N to form an N′.

Given what we have said so far about generality and X-bar theory, you 
would expect that we could draw equally neat trees for all the other cat-
egories. The general X-bar tree would look like this, where modifiers can 
be stacked on top of each other and can occur on both sides of the phrase 
with which they combine:

10

Let’s turn to VPs first. The specifier of V′ would have to be something that 
was unique and that somehow ‘completed’ the phrase. The only thing that 
seems to do this is the subject, so that we would get the following tree in 
for the sentence They constantly disrespect good taste:

11

This actually seems to fit all the criteria to do with unique and recursively 
occurring constituents. It forms a full, complete XP just like the NP, and we 
said in the section about verbs that there is some sense in which the verb is 
the head of the sentence. This is indeed exactly the structure many theories 
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of syntax assign to a sentence and we actually rather like the approach rep-
resented by this tree. But in order to make things simpler when we come 
to talk about clauses in Chapter 8, we will follow a long tradition and say 
that a sentence is of category S and it consists of an NP and a VP, where the 
NP is a subject.

So, as far as N and V go, this notion of a category-neutral X-bar system 
seems to be holding up reasonably well. However, when we turn to APs, 
AdvPs and PPs things are more gloomy. For all these categories, it is quite 
easy to see that we can identify some complements, and for APs and AdvPs, 
we can also find recursive modifiers. As we said in the section about prepo-
sitions, they don’t have much in the line of modifiers, so that there are 
very few elements which can combine with a P′ to form another P′. It gets 
even trickier when we try to think of specifiers for these categories. What 
can we add to APs, AdvPs or PPs which is unique and which somehow 
completes the phrase in the way that a determiner or a subject does? The 
elements mentioned in some textbooks on syntactic theory strike us as 
typical modifiers, and we can’t really think of any good examples. Our 
conclusion is, then, that X-bar syntax is a really valuable way of looking 
at constituent structure as long as one doesn’t go to town completely with 
the idea of parallelism between categories.

3.7  Points to remember
❑❑ Words fall into various categories or classes. These classes include nouns, 
verbs, adjectives and adverbs (major classes) and prepositions, conjunc-
tions and determiners (minor classes).

❑❑ In order to define these categories, we use structural tests, based on the 
syntactic and morphological behaviour of the words. For words whose 
category membership is more difficult to establish, we can use co-ordi-
nation with and substitution by a prototypical member of that category 
to indicate its category membership.

❑❑ From each category, phrases can be built up by adding other elements. 
The elements which are added are the dependents; the element around 
which we build the phrase is the head. The result is a phrasal category 
which is named after the category of its head.

❑❑ A characteristic of all nouns is that they can combine on their own with 
the possessive ’s. All nouns except proper nouns can form a noun phrase 
with the. Count nouns can also occur in plural form, combine with a(n) 
to form a noun phrase and with numerals; non-count nouns cannot.

❑❑ Verbs are characterized by having five different inflectional forms: base, 
-s form, past tense form, past participle form and the -ing form. An 
important distinction for verbs is between the finite forms, that is those 
which can show present and past tense, and non-finite forms, those that 
occur in an environment where they cannot change their form. Any 
string of verbs can have at most one finite verb, the first one.
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❑❑ The ability to occur in comparative and superlative forms is character-
istic of adjectives and adverbs. However, not all of them are gradable 
in this way, and particularly for adjectives we need to use co-ordination 
and substitution to establish category membership. Adjectives can often 
be turned into adverbs by the addition of the derivational affix -ly.

❑❑ Pronouns substitute for NPs and include personal, reflexive, possessive, 
demonstrative, and relative pronouns. With only a few exceptions, they 
take no modifiers.

❑❑ The majority of prepositions express spatial relations, but are also used 
for more abstract relations; they do not allow any inflection and they 
combine with NPs to form PPs.

❑❑ Determiners combine with nouns to form noun phrases. There are five 
categories: articles, demonstratives, wh-determiners, quantificational 
determiners and possessive determiners.

❑❑ Conjunctions are items which link elements. They include co-ordinators 
and subordinators.

Exercises

1.  Spot the word class
Return to our piece made up of archaic and obsolete words on p. 44. State 
the word class of each of the unusual words. Explain how you decided on 
the word class in each instance – since the words are probably unfamiliar to 
you, you should be using grammatical cues to make your decision.

2. Word classes in non-normal speech
The following is part of a picture description task by an aphasic patient  
(- indicates a pause). For each word, decide to which category it belongs. 
Now comment on the categories used; for instance, are there any categories 
that occur more or less frequently than usual?

well the - - boy is - - slipped - going - over - but he’s getting the - - - - what 
d’you call em - - oh - - cakes any anyway - he’s getting but slowly coming 
bang and he’s over - and second one she’s just watching and - oh terrible 
- she’s just running the hot water or something just - all over the place 
- everywhere - washing - that’s all right but she still sees the - - turns it 
off - but no she doesn’t it’s everything’s terrible

3.  Classes and forms of nouns and verbs
In the following text, from The Big Issue in the North (#801:12), identify all 
the nouns and all the verbs. In each case state what form the word occurs 
in (for instance singular/plural, present/past, ppart etc); for nouns, also 
give the sub-class (common/proper, count/non-count). Comment on any 
difficulties you encounter.
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From the very first, this was an artist who made us look at the famil-
iar with new eyes and ears. While some critics tie themselves in knots 
analysing Dylan’s motives, it has usually turned out that he means 
exactly what he says.

4.  Noun phrases and verb phrases
For the nouns and verbs you identified in 3, identify the full phrases 
they head. Do these phrases contain complements, modifiers and speci-
fiers? Remember that phrases can contain other phrases. When you find 
it difficult to choose between different ways of analysing things, describe 
why.
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4
Functions within the clause

4.1  Introduction
So far we have been talking about syntactic structure purely in terms of 
constituency, using terms like subject and object without going into exactly 
what we mean by these things. We’ve been concerned with isolating con-
stituents and with labelling these constituents in terms of the categories to 
which they belong, but we haven’t as yet considered their function, or, as 
they are sometimes called, their grammatical relation; in other words, the 
role they play within the sentence. In short, phrasal categories like noun 
phrases and verb phrases are what constituents are. Functions like subject 
and object are what constituents do. You can usually tell what category an 
element belongs to by just looking at the word or phrase, its morphology, 
etc. In order to establish the function of a phrase, on the other hand, you 
need to know the sentence in which it occurs.

We need to maintain a consistent distinction between what phrases 
are and what they do because most phrasal categories have a variety of 
different functions. For example, while it’s true that subjects are usually 
noun phrases, not all noun phrases function as subjects:

The bride’s mother threw a large pickled gherkin. (AUS#47: 9)

Here both the bride’s mother and a large pickled gherkin are noun phrases. 
The first functions as a subject and the second functions as an object. So 
although both the bride’s mother and a large pickled gherkin belong to the same 
phrasal category, their functions do differ. In English, it’s their position in 
the sentence that tells us who is doing what and to whom (also of course the 
knowledge that large pickled gherkins don’t usually throw people!).

As we shall see later, the converse is also true: a particular function can 
be filled by different phrasal categories; indeed, even the subject position 
can be filled by categories other than noun phrases. It is, then, very impor-
tant to remember to make a distinction between category and function.

There is a sense in which we paint with a broader brush when we talk 
about functions, rather than categories: as we have seen, phrases like NPs 
have internal structure which can be represented. However, when we dis-
cuss functions, we only refer to clause-level functions and hence we do not 
need to know anything about the internal structure of, say, the NP, as long 
as we know it functions as, say, a subject.

We will be focusing here on what can be thought of as the basic clause 
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of English. This is a clause which involves a statement (we will say more 
about different kinds of sentences in Chapter 5). It is also a clause which is 
structurally complete in itself; in other words, it doesn’t form part of any 
other clause. The following extract on virtual pet ownership gives you an 
idea of some of the different types of basic clause patterns that are available. 
(Until otherwise stated, all examples which follow are taken (or adapted) 
from David Nichols’ ‘The pet hate’; The Big Issue (AUS#36:17).) Although 
all these share the same initial division between noun phrase and verb 
phrase, they differ radically at the lower, more detailed level within the 
hierarchical structure of the verb phrase.

NP	 VP
I	 have pulled out the plastic tab.
A checkered shape	 bursts unconvincingly into a small, intelligent-eyed 

blob.
It	 sits above me, pacing from side to side inside its tiny 

white egg.
Its small square eyes 	 stare meaningfully.
The Tamagotchi	 goes to sleep.
It	 wakes up.
This cycle 	 continues.
It	 ’s much like your life, really.

These sentences are quite typical of English statements in that the initial 
division is between a noun phrase and a verb phrase. In these examples, 
that initial noun phrase functions as the subject. The fact that the subject 
comes first in the sentence is also typical of English. Furthermore, it is 
almost obligatory for English sentences to have a subject. In Chapter  5 
we will discuss some sentence types which either do not have subjects or 
in which the subjects do not precede the verb phrase. The verb phrase 
always contains a verbal element but will vary considerably according to 
the nature and function of the phrases accompanying it.

In this book, we will look at the following functions: predicate, subject, 
object (direct and indirect), predicative complement (subject complement 
or object complement) and adverbial. We should point out at this stage 
that other terms are sometimes used for some of these functions. We will 
tell you about some of these in the relevant subsections below. Also, you 
should know that this is not the only way of looking at the major parts of a 
sentence. In Chapter 10, when we consider how sentences combine to con-
stitute a discourse in speech and writing, we see that, in addition to func-
tions within the sentence, phrases also have functions within the larger 
discourse unit and these include things such as focus, topic/comment, and 
old versus new information.

4.2 The predicate
The predicate is quite easy to spot, since it is what is left of the sentence 
when you have removed the subject. In the sentences above, the parts of 
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the sentences in the VP column all function as predicates. In fact, the func-
tion of predicate is always filled by a verb phrase. There is one  obligatory 
part to the predicate and that is the verb. In fact, it is more accurate to say 
that the central part is the string of verbs, since there can be more than 
one. In the following two examples, the core part of the predicate is in 
italic and the whole predicate is underlined. In Chapter 6, we will look at 
how to analyse these strings of verbs in terms of constituents.

Tamagotchis are rank.
Most schools have banned Tamagotchis.

4.3 The subject
You will find that many textbooks use notional (or semantic) criteria rather 
than grammatical criteria to define subject. For example, they will point 
out that subjects often involve the semantic role of agent (sometimes called 
actor). This means that the subject is the ‘doer’. Certainly it is the case that 
subjects are often the instigators of an action expressed in the verb string, 
as in the following:

I have pulled out the plastic tab.

But there are many cases where subjects are not clear agents in that they 
do not volitionally instigate an action. What do we do in the case of ‘calls 
of nature’, for example, especially those of a virtual pet!? The Tamagotchi, 
or the pronoun it referring to the Tamagotchi, is the subject of each of the 
following clauses, but can we really describe it as an agent, a doer?

At around 6.00 p.m. the Tamagotchi goes to sleep. At around 8 a.m. it wakes 
up. Then it eats and shits. A Tamagotchi treated badly will go ‘back to its 
planet’ (i.e. die).

It turns out that defining an agent becomes as tricky as defining a sub-
ject. What’s more, there are many clauses where there is simply no action 
involved – therefore no agent. In fact, it would be problematic to define 
subjects with any semantic notion since subjects can have so many differ-
ent semantic relationships with the predicate. For example, try to assign a 
semantic role to each of the subjects in the following:

The following Tamagotchi facts were gleaned in a conversation.
A checkered shape is pulsating.
It sits above me.
One button at the bottom of the Tamagotchi’s egg selects certain icons (food, 
medicine, discipline) and others administer the discipline or the cake or 
whatever. 
My Tamagotchi has carked it.
At first I felt a degree of unease.
It is well-known that Tamagotchi is a lovable cyberspace virtual reality creature. 

The participants expressed by the subjects here involve an array of differ-
ent roles, none of them that of agent. They include: patient (is affected by 
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another participant), instrument (is involved in an action but controlled by 
another participant), location (is situated in space), experiencer (undergoes 
a physical effect from some stimulus) and recipient (receives something). 
In the very last example the subject doesn’t appear to have a semantic role 
at all. The pronoun it here is acting as a kind of empty place holder, fulfill-
ing the grammatical requirement in English that sentences have a subject, 
but contributes nothing semantically to the clause. It’s what is sometimes 
called a dummy subject. Even putting aside the problems of coming up with 
a satisfactory definition of an agent role (or actor), it is clear that agent will 
never provide us with much more than a rough characterization of subject. 

Other textbooks identify the subject with the topic of the sentence; in 
other words, what the sentence is basically about. Certainly there are many 
instances where the subject nicely correlates with the topic. A construction 
which we call the passive offers a good illustration. Compare the following 
two sentences – the first is the active and the second the passive. Don’t 
worry about the details for the moment; we will return to the distinction 
between active and passive sentences in Section 4.4.

Active:	Most schools have banned Tamagotchis. (AUS#36:17)
Passive:	Tamagotchis have been banned by most schools.

Both the active and passive versions describe the same situation and have 
the same basic meaning, but they differ in their choice of subject. This 
immediately raises further problems for the characterization of subject as 
agent (or actor). The subject most schools may be agent-like in the first sen-
tence, but it has precisely the same role in the second sentence; yet it is not 
the subject. When there is a choice of what to have in the subject position, 
as when a passive counterpart is available (not all sentences can occur in 
the passive, as we shall see in Chapter 6), the choice is often determined by 
discourse considerations, one of which is determining what is the topic, 
essentially ‘what the sentence is about’. One could argue that the active 
sentence ‘is about’ schools and what they do, whereas the second is about 
Tamagotchis and what happens to them. There are a number of problems 
with defining subjects in terms of topic status, however. In the sentence like 
It is snowing, we would hardly want to say that the sentence ‘is about’ it. Fur-
thermore, as we shall see in Chapter 9, establishing what is a topic is even 
more complicated than establishing what is the subject. As with categories, 
then, we find that it is really only structural criteria that will do the job.

We will now give five structural characteristics of subjects. Of these, the 
first two are pretty much unique to subjects and can therefore be used 
as tests for subjecthood, whereas the last three are general characteristics 
which are not unique to subjects.

Subject–operator inversion in questions
The clearest way of spotting the subject of a sentence is to turn the sen-
tence into a yes–no question (by this we mean a question which can be 
answered with either ‘yes’ or ‘no’; more about them in Chapter 5). In 
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English, questions are formed by reversing the order between the subject 
and the first verb which follows it. Look at the following example:

He can keep a Tamagotchi alive for more than a week?

The appropriate question here if we want a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ as an answer is:

Can he keep a Tamagotchi alive for more than a week?

Here ‘he’ and ‘can’ have changed places and that means that ‘he’ must be 
the subject in the first sentence.

English differs from its Germanic relatives in question formation in that 
it only permits this inversion with a small subset of the verbs, the so-called 
auxiliary verbs (more about them in Chapter 6; in fact when we discuss 
auxiliaries there we will conclude that only the finite auxiliary, the opera-
tor, can invert, and hence the term subject–operator inversion). Consider 
the adapted sentence:

He keeps a Tamagotchi alive for more than a week.

If keeps allowed inversion with the subject, then we would have a question 
like:

*Keeps he a Tamagotchi alive for more than a week?

However, keep is not an auxiliary verb, so that in order to form a question 
we need to introduce a dummy auxiliary do, which does invert with the 
subject to give the correct question:

He does keep a Tamagotchi alive for more than a week.
Does he keep a Tamagotchi alive for more than a week?

So in order to establish whether a constituent is the subject of a sentence, 
turn the sentence into a yes–no question; the element which has inverted 
with an auxiliary is the subject. If there is no suitable verb in the original 
sentence, then use dummy do and the subject is the constituent which 
occurs between do and the original verb. You can now go back to the collec-
tion of sentences at the start of this chapter and check that all the phrases 
in the NP column are indeed subjects.

Verb agreement
In Chapter 3 we talked about how the noun phrases have ‘person’ and 
‘number’ properties. We saw that pronouns vary in form according to these 
properties. Traditionally, these properties are often also ascribed to verbs. 
As we saw, the reason for this is that verbs agree with the properties of 
noun phrases in English. Verbs agree only with subjects in this way, and 
hence we can say that the subject is that element with which the verb 
agrees. Since verbs have different forms only in the present tense, this crite-
rion is limited. (Look back at Table 3.2 for more details about the different 
verb forms. We will say more about tense in Chapter 6.)

Consider now the following two sentences:
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My Tamagotchi has carked it. 
Tamagotchis are rank.

Here we suspect that my Tamagotchi and Tamagotchis are the respective 
subjects. To test this hypothesis, we change the number of the two noun 
phrases and see whether the form of the verb then has to change:

My Tamagotchis *has/have carked it.
Tamagotchi *are/is rank.

Indeed, the form of the verb has to change when we changed the number 
of that particular noun phrase and this shows that the noun phrase in 
question is the subject.

Case
As we discussed in Chapter 3, English doesn’t really have case any more, 
although relics are preserved in the pronoun system. A handful of pronouns 
remain that continue to distinguish subject and object on the basis of form. 
We are pre-empting our discussion of objects here, but have a look at the 
form of the third person pronouns in the example below. Here the subject 
and object appear in the subject case and the object case, respectively.

They’re banned, because you have to keep on feeding them.
subject	 object

We need to be a bit careful with using this criterion, however, not just 
because it only applies to pronouns and only some of them at that, but 
also because there are some things which are subjects but which actually 
do occur in the objective form. This happens only under very special cir-
cumstances and we will discuss them in more detail in Chapter 8.

Phrasal category
The subject of a clause is almost always a noun phrase (i.e. including single 
nouns and pronouns) as in:

Tamagotchi is a gift to this world.
It sits above me.

This cannot be used as a criterion to identify subjects, though, because 
noun phrases can occur in almost any function within the sentence, and 
there are also in fact subjects which are not noun phrases.

Clauses (more about this category in Chapter 8) may also function as 
subjects, as in:

That Tamagotchi is a lovable cyberspace virtual reality creature is well known.

When clauses function as subjects, the main criteria for subject status don’t 
work; we cannot make a corresponding yes–no question, because English 
doesn’t like moving such big heavy chunks as clauses around the verb, and 
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we cannot check agreement, because a clause always takes singular third-
person agreement. Since English is generally quite keen to avoid whole 
clauses in subject position, it will instead move them to the end of the 
sentence. This is known as extraposing and we will come back to it in 
Chapter 10. Since English sentences need a subject, we then get it in the 
subject position:

It is well known that Tamagotchi is a lovable cyberspace virtual reality creature.
It’s great how a perception held to be true can be overturned by simply crossing a 
border. (N#274:29)

In these sentences we refer to it as the subject and to the constituent begin-
ning with that as the extraposed subject. Once we have done this, we can 
apply the subject–operator criterion to it and we find that it does behave 
like a good subject:

Is it well known that Tamagotchi is a lovable cyberspace virtual reality 
creature?

We should point out here that some textbook writers use the following line 
of reasoning with respect to clausal subjects like that Tamagotchi is a lovable 
cyberspace virtual reality creature in That Tamagotchi is a lovable cyberspace 
virtual reality creature is well known: this phrase can function as a subject, 
a subject is always a noun phrase, hence that Tamagotchi is a lovable cyber-
space virtual reality creature must be a noun phrase. To be honest, we find 
this a misguided approach to the whole issue. The fault lies in the assump-
tion that a subject must be a noun phrase. If you return to this section 
when you have gone into the structure of noun phrases in some detail in 
Chapter 7, you will hopefully agree with us that that Tamagotchi is a lovable 
cyberspace virtual reality creature is not a noun phrase.

Finally, under very special circumstances, a preposition phrase can func-
tion as the subject. The standard kinds of examples given in textbooks are:

Under the bed is a good place to hide. 
Down the street is much posher than here.

The argument for saying that under the bed and down the street are subjects 
here is that they can invert with the verb to form a yes–no question:

Is under the bed a good place to hide?
Is down the street posher than here?

It is in fact not that easy to think of other examples of PP subjects. We 
mention these here mainly for their curiosity value.

Basic position
The basic position of the subject is sentence initially (or more correctly 
clause initially, but more about that in Chapter 8), before the predicate, as 
in all the examples just given. Occasionally an adverbial can either precede 
it or intervene between it and the predicate.
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Yesterday I reset the bugger.
I just reset the bugger.

Although other positions for subjects are possible, these are marked (i.e. 
non-basic) constructions and we will deal with these in later chapters. 
The first example below shows the subject moved from its usual position 
to follow the finite verb. This the normal way of forming a question in 
English. But as the second example shows, it can also happen in other 
limited contexts:

Is football fascist? Is life meaningless? Did Al ever love anybody? (AUS#45:19)

Had he been really brave, rather than derivative of his own formula, he 
might have created something … (N#269:26)

The special case of there
We’ve identified some characteristics of the typical English subject. Now 
let’s put these to the test and turn to the controversial case of dummy there. 
Consider the following examples:

There are exceptions. 
There is a disagreement among experts.
There’s nothing exactly quirky about my Tamagotchi.

Traditional grammars would assume there to be an adverbial in each of 
these examples. The subject they would claim is the noun phrase following 
the verb be in each case. Certainly in an example like the following there is 
an adverb indicating location:

There’s Gorgeous, still sitting on the couch, patiently awaiting your return 
and looking even better now than 10 minutes ago. (AUS#43:38)

We can for instance change this to Gorgeous is there, still sitting… and we 
can stress there. But we are not dealing with location in our first three ex-
amples. We cannot sensibly say Exceptions are there for instance. In fact, in 
these examples there seems to contribute nothing at all semantically to the 
clause. It is also impossible to put stress on there in the first three examples.

We shall now see whether there may function as a subject in the three 
first examples. Let’s try the most reliable criterion first: subject–operator 
inversion:

There are exceptions.
Are there exceptions?
There is a disagreement among experts.
Is there a disagreement among experts?

So far then, there looks like a subject.
Case is initially not all that revealing since there does not show a contrast 

– but then remember neither do the pronouns you and it. The case of the 
constituent which follows the verb, however, is interesting; if there is not 
the subject, then since every English sentence appears to need a subject, we 
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would have to assume that the constituent following the verb is the sub-
ject. However, as the next invented example shows, this pronoun appears 
in the objective case and is therefore an unlikely subject.

[Who’s coming to the party?] Well, there’s me and my Tamagotchi.

Verb agreement is slightly problematic. As you can see from the first 
three examples, the verb form can be both singular and plural. It would 
seem that in each case the verb is agreeing with the person and number 
properties not from there but rather from the meaningful constituents 
which follow, namely, exceptions, disagreement and nothing. But even though 
the first example shows the plural verb are (to agree with exceptions), in 
spoken and more colloquial written varieties you might also encounter 
There’s exceptions with a singular, usually contracted, verb. It’s a construc-
tion widely condemned, but also widely produced as the following exam-
ples confirm. (Note, although some of these examples are drawn from the 
same magazine, they do involve different writers.)

There’s so many beautiful dancers. (AUS#66:14)

And then there’s the paparazzi. (N#274:12)
(The fact that paparazzi is a plural noun is indicated in the next sentence 
where we find plural agreement: I think the paparazzi are …)

Bloody oath there’s reasons people sleep on the streets. (AUS#66:23)

There is invisible thanks involved. (AUS#66:9)

There’s always been songs about sex and death. (N#301:24)

There’s people who don’t want you sleeping near their spot. (AUS#66:24)

Even Standard English uses a singular verb where the plural ‘subject’ 
(according to the traditional view) involves conjoined singular noun 
phrases. In the following example, notice the mismatch in verb agreement 
between the first sentence with there and the bracketed version:

There’s a long-legged dominatrix, a nun in vinyl, a gum-chewing school-
girl, an inflatable doll, a double D fat-o-gram wench and Edwina scissor 
hands … (AUS#45:33)
[A long-legged dominatrix, a nun in vinyl, a gum-chewing school-girl, an 
inflatable doll, a double D fat-o-gram wench and Edwina scissor hands are 
…]

In cases like this one, the form of the verb does not depend on the plural 
elements that follow, but is taken from there. Clearly, there in these sentences 
is involved in the assignment of person and number properties to the verb 
– not only in non-standard varieties of English.

A grammatical feature of Modern English is the now obligatory expres-
sion of the subject. Whereas in earlier times subjectless sentences were 
perfectly acceptable, the history of English has seen the evolution of struc-
tural (or dummy) subjects like it and there that have now become a basic 
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requirement of the language for a number of different constructions (see 
Chapter 9). Although there is not a typical subject, it does clearly have one 
of the fundamental subject properties, namely, it participates in subject 
auxiliary inversion; and with respect to agreement, there appears to be a 
development towards there participating more in that. The matter of its cat-
egory is still quite tricky, but we will (nonetheless) assume that like dummy 
it, there is also a member of the class of pronouns.

4.4 The object
There are two types of objects: direct object and indirect object. A lot 
of what we shall have to say here holds for both types of object. They 
do differ semantically, however. The indirect object is one function where 
a semantic definition actually works quite well. As in the following two 
examples, it typically involves the semantic role of either recipient or ben-
efactor (or malefactor in situations where the entity is adversely affected). 
Accordingly, verbs that can take indirect objects are verbs of giving, wish-
ing, communicating, causing, and so on. The indirect object is the one 
highlighted:

You should never have fed that fish steroids. (AUS#56:7)

I lit him one of my last smokes. (AUS#65:9)

My placid humour gives the virtual yoga teacher a run for her virtual money. 
(AUS#343:13)

The semantic role of direct objects is more complex; they have traditionally 
been linked to the noun phrase which is most affected by the action of the 
verb. Grammarians typically ascribe to direct objects the role of patient. 
In actual usage, though, objects cover a much wider range of semantic 
roles than simply the ‘patient’ or ‘target’ of the action. You’ve probably 
had enough of virtual reality creatures, so here are some other sentence 
examples gleaned from The Big Issue. Have a look the wide range of roles 
that objects can assume:

None of these criticisms significantly diminish the triumph of this movie. 
(AUS#60:32)

I hate housework. (AUS#65:8)

The figure surprised me. (N#791:32)

It definitely creates tension. (N#801:15)

While some of these objects are directly affected by the actions expressed 
by the verb, in most cases it is not clear how the objects are affected 
when they are diminished, hated, surprised and so on. Once again, mean-
ing will take us only so far. And once again we must look to structural 
properties to help us identify a particular function, namely object, in 
English clauses. As with subjects, some of these properties are pretty 
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much unique to objects (particularly passive), whereas others are not 
unique to objects.

Passive
An important property of the object is its ability to be shifted to initial 
position to become the new grammatical subject of a passive sentence. 
(We discuss passive sentences in detail in Chapter 9, but because it is such 
a significant test for objecthood, we will very briefly outline the process for 
forming passives here.)

Take the following active sentence with The Big Issue as its direct object:

I purchased The Big Issue. (AUS#60:36)
	 object

In forming the passive counterpart to this sentence we ‘promote’ the old 
object to become a new subject; we insert the appropriate form of the 
auxiliary verb be and the original verb becomes a passive participle (ppart); 
we demote the original subject to the end of the sentence to form a new 
prepositional phrase with by. The prepositional phrase is optional; hence 
the brackets in the following example:

The Big Issue was purchased (by me).
	 subject

Only a sentence with an object can undergo passivization in this way 
and therefore the ability to passivize can be used as a criterion for object 
status. For the time being, we needn’t worry too much about exactly what 
a passive verb is; we will deal with that in detail in Chapter 6. In Chapters 
9 and 10, we will talk about some possible reasons why a passive sentence 
is used rather than an active one.

Case
Some pronouns have a distinctive case when functioning as an object. 
Recall the earlier examples we gave under subject. Here’s another example, 
using the passive to illustrate the contrasting pronouns:
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You should never have fed him steroids.
	 object

He should never have been fed steroids.
subject

However, the object forms of pronouns occur not only as objects, but also 
as objects of prepositions, and as already mentioned under very special 
circumstances also as subject. It is therefore not a solid test for object status.

Phrasal category
The object of a clause is usually a noun phrase as in all the examples given 
so far in this section.

Basic position
The object usually immediately follows the verb(s) in basic clauses:

Sharon Osborne, …, is in London to promote [the yard sale to end all yard 
sales]. (N#697:9)
She eats [fruits and whole grains]. (N#697:9)
Ozzy would love [her] if she was the size of a shed. (N#697:10)

If there is both a direct object and an indirect object, then the indirect 
object precedes the direct one:

You should never have fed	 that fish	 steroids. (AUS#56:7)
	 indirect	 direct

I lit	 him	 one of my last smokes. (AUS#65:9)
	 indirect	 direct

If there is only one object in the clause, then this is usually the direct one, 
as in the following examples:

She can’t possibly have bought [all of the stuff in here]. (N#697:9)

I lit one of my last smokes.

There are some verbs which allow either the direct or the indirect object to 
be left out as in the following example:

They just tell each other lies. (AUS#54:9)
They just tell each other.
They just tell lies.

There are, in fact, one or two verbs in English which take two objects, but 
which can also occur with the indirect object only; here, this is feed:

You should never have fed that fish.

In English, for every sentence with two objects, there is normally a 
corresponding one in which the indirect object is expressed instead as a 
preposition phrase headed by either of the prepositions to or for. Unlike the 
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ordinary indirect object these preposition phrases follow the direct object. 
We can modify the examples above in this way:

You should never have fed steroids to that fish.
I lit one of my last smokes for him.

Both sentences have the same basic meaning, and which version you 
choose can depend on the information status of the constituents. As in the 
case of the passive construction, this has to do with how we as speakers and 
writers go about packing our messages. This is something we deal with in 
more detail in Chapter 9. Take note that when the recipient or benefactor 
appears in a prepositional phrase it is no longer an indirect object, but is 
something called an adverbial complement. These adverbial complements 
behave quite differently syntactically from indirect objects. For one thing, 
they show greater flexibility of word order. In the next example we have 
moved the adverbial complements to initial position for special emphasis. 
The indirect objects cannot be fronted in this way; hence the asterisk on 
two of the examples:

To that fish you should never have fed steroids.
For him I lit one of my last smokes.
*That fish you should never have fed steroids.
*Him I lit one of my last smokes.

Second, adverbial complements respond differently when it comes to form-
ing the passive. Take the earlier example You should never have fed that fish 
steroids, since we have said that it has two objects, in principle it has two 
passive counterparts:

Active:	 You should never have fed that fish steroids.
Passive:	 That fish should never have been fed steroids.
Passive:	 ??Steroids should never have been fed that fish.

The last of these examples, where the direct object has become the sub-
ject of the corresponding passive, and the indirect object remains in its 
place following the verb, is considered ungrammatical by most people. For 
these speakers only the indirect object can occur as the subject of the corre-
sponding passive sentence here. Some dialects, however, accept sentences 
like Steroids should never have been fed that fish and we have therefore given 
it question marks rather than a star.

With the prepositional phrase construction only one passive construc-
tion is possible. Adverbial complements cannot become the subject of a 
passive sentence; hence the asterisk in the second passive version. As these 
examples show, the passive sentence in which the direct object is the sub-
ject sounds perfectly acceptable in all dialects, so that we can make the 
generalization for most dialects of English that only the object nearest the 
verb can become the subject of a corresponding passive.

Active:	 You should never have fed steroids to that fish.
Passive:	 Steroids should never have been fed to that fish.
Passive:	 *To that fish should never have been fed steroids.
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It is not always possible to have both indirect object and adverbial com-
plement versions. Much will depend on the nature of the verb. For exam-
ple, the recipient of the verb donate cannot appear as an indirect object, 
only in a prepositional construction.

He’s donating the album’s proceeds to homelessness groups. (N#801:12)
[?He’s donating homelessness groups the album’s proceeds.]

Other verbs like deny, allow, charge, bet, fine will only take indirect objects 
with no corresponding prepositional phrase construction.

They denied Simone the chance. (AUS#66:26)
[*They denied the chance to Simone.]

Idioms will also resist paraphrase by a prepositional construction:

Mirrors also give me the heebie-jeebies. (AUS#331:12a)
[*Mirrors also give the heebie-jeebies to me.]

As we discussed in Chapter 2, idioms behave syntactically not like phrases 
but more like intact chunks. They cannot be interrupted and their word 
order cannot be rearranged. If it is, they immediately lose their idiomatic 
sense and the literal sense is restored. In the following, we have asterisked 
the sentence in brackets because it is unacceptable in the sense of ‘phon-
ing Dad’, the sense in the original text. Of course, you can say this if you 
intend the non-idiomatic meaning; in other words, if you were physically 
presenting Dad with a bell.

I’ll give Dad a bell from this stinking public phone box. (AUS#36:16)
[*I’ll give a bell to Dad from this stinking public phone box.]

4.5 The predicative complement
A note of caution is in order here. The function we refer to as predicative 

complement is often called simply complement. However, unfortunately, 
the term complement is used for another thing in grammar. The other use 
of the term is more general and refers to any phrasal category which is the 
sister of a lexical element. In this latter use, it is particularly common when 
the discussion involves lexical categories other than verb. We discussed this 
use of the term in Section 3.6. In order to avoid any confusion between these 
two, we will use predicative complement for the function and reserve the 
term complement for the more general use of any sub-categorized element.

At first blush, predicative complements appear very much like objects. 
However, there are a number of characteristics which can be used to distin-
guish between them.

Co-reference
Compare the following sentences:

Zelda is a pug. (AUS#47:38)
Zelda bought a pug.
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Why is the first italicized constituent a predicative complement and the 
second an object? It’s really quite simple – in the first example the noun 
phrase has the same referent as the subject; it is co-referential with the 
subject. Zelda and the pug refer to one and the same entity. Subjects and 
objects, on the other hand, normally have distinct references (if they don’t 
you expect the object to take the form of a reflexive or reciprocal pronoun 
as we saw on p. 55). This is the case in the second example where Zelda and 
the pug refer to two quite different entities.

From our discussion of objects, we also know that an object can become 
the subject of a corresponding passive sentence. We can show that the 
above examples behave differently in this respect:

*A pug is been (by Zelda).
A pug was bought by Zelda.

This confirms our suspicion that a pug is an object in Zelda bought a pug but 
not in Zelda is a pug.

We can distinguish two types of predicative complement – a subject 

complement and an object complement, depending on which element in 
the clause the predicative complement is co-referential with. The contrast 
between the two types of predicative complements is illustrated by the 
following.

Zelda	 is	 a pug. (AUS#47:38)
subject		  subject complement

I	 called	 my pug	 Fufu. (AUS#47:38)
subject		  object	 object complement

As already discussed, the first example has a predicative complement a pug 
which refers to the subject Zelda and is thus a subject complement. In the 
second example the predicative complement Fufu refers to the object my 
pug and is thus an object complement.

Number agreement
Since a predicative complement is co-referential with something else in the 
sentence, it will normally agree with that phrase in things like number and 
gender. In the following examples, we see how the subject and its predica-
tive complement agree in number:

He is a one-man juggernaut. (N#269:9)
[*They are a one-man juggernaut.]

Australians are great givers to charity. (AUS#65:4)
[*Australians are a great giver to charity.]

Nonetheless, examples are easy to find where the two co-referential con-
stituents do not agree in number. In all the examples below, we have sin-
gular complements predicated of plural subjects; yet there is no anomaly 
in any case.
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Vendors of ‘The Big Issue’ in the UK have been a big hit. (AUS#65:4)

Duran Duran are a band who have had their share of the spotlight. (N#697:20)

The paparazzi are a nightmare. (N#274:12)

In these examples we could argue that the subjects are collective entities 
(i.e. involving a single collection of individuals). This might explain the 
singular predicative complement. However, the verb in all sentences occurs 
in its plural form, which would indicate a plural interpretation of the sub-
ject. So it’s probably the meaning of the predicative complements in these 
instances that allows for a plural co-referential subject. 

Just as all predicative complements must agree with their subject or 
object in number, there must also be gender agreement, we illustrate this 
with an object complement (we put a @ here rather than a star, since it is 
conceivable that Mrs Blackman, if confused in some way, might possibly 
consider herself a dishonourable man; in this sense the sentence is infelici-
tous rather than ungrammatical):

Mrs Blackman considers herself a dishonourable lady. (N#274:30)
@Mrs Blackman considers herself a dishonourable man.

Phrasal category
Predicative complements can be filled by either an adjective phrase or 
a noun phrase. Remember that the object functions cannot be filled by 
adjective phrases. The subject or object is underlined.

He’s a total ruthless bastard. (AUS#59:31)
noun phrase: subject complement

We’re more flea-ridden than angst-ridden. (N#269:22)
	adjective phrase: subject complement

The day they [= Spice Girls] call themselves artists, I’ll kill myself. (AUS#65:24)
	 noun phrase: object complement

I found Ellis’ snippet in the Christmas edition upsetting. (AUS#66:32)
	 adjective phrase: object complement

Basic position
A subject complement (italic) usually immediately follows the verb (under-
lined) and an object complement (italic) follows the object (underlined). 

I’m stronger than a silly computer game. (N#269:22)

He appeared a no-bullshit kind of person. (AUS#54:10)

I just find men in overalls attractive. (AUS#66:21)

Younger cinema-goers will doubtless find it all enormously entertaining. 
(N#269:26)
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4.6 The adverbial
We have already seen that constituents which may accompany the verbal 
element in the predicate can include objects and predicative complements. 
Adverbials can also form part of the predicate and we can distinguish them 
from the other two predicate elements by the following properties. Note, 
we will first talk in general terms about these adverbials and then move on 
to distinguish a number of sub-types of adverbials.

Optional status
Adverbials are the peripheral elements of the clause. Typically they are 
optional and can be freely added or removed without disturbing the gram-
maticality of the clause. By comparison, either a clause becomes unac-
ceptable or its meaning changes significantly if an object or predicative 
complement is omitted.

The bride’s mother threw a large pickled gherkin at the tormented lover. 
(AUS#47:9)
The bride’s mother threw a large pickled gherkin.
*The bride’s mother threw at the tormented lover.

There is a small subset of adverbials in English which are actually obliga-
tory. We will return to these below.

Flexible word order
Modern English is characterized by fairly rigid ordering rules with respect 
to most constituents. Adverbials are, however, quite flexible in their posi-
tioning. Unlike objects and predicative complements, they move with ease 
about the sentence.

It’s a small world after all. (AUS#51:7)
After all it’s a small world.
It’s after all a small world.

Meaning of adverbials
In everything we have said so far about how to spot the functions of 
phrases, we have emphasized how important it is not to rely on semantic, 
or notional, definitions of functions, or indeed of categories. We do, how-
ever, think that they can be quite useful for identifying the members of the 
rather heterogeneous function of adverbial. Adverbials typically say some-
thing about when, where or how something happened; so we can then 
have a criterion that an adverbial is the answer to a question beginning 
with something like when?, where?, how?, how long?, how often?, with whom? 
but they do not answer questions like what? or who? Consider the follow-
ing sentence, where the two bracketed phrases are adverbials and answer 
the questions when? and how?, respectively. The only elements in the sen-
tence which can form the answer to a simple who? or what? question are he 
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and his career, and those are indeed not adverbials, but subject and object, 
respectively.

He began his career [at the tender age of 13] [with the Latin boy-band 
Menudo]. (N#269:10)

As we shall see below, this characteristic holds most obviously for adjuncts 
and adverbial complements.

Stacking
While clauses permit at most one subject, one finite verb, one predicative 
complement, one direct object and one indirect object, there are no such 
restrictions with respect to the number of adverbials. Indeed, there is no 
theoretical limit to the number of adverbials we can include – we can in 
principle keep adding them indefinitely. We can say, then, that adverbials 
can occur recursively, or that they can be stacked. There is of course a practi-
cal limit and in the following example with four adverbials the addition of 
too many more would make it cumbersome.

[One Christmas], I went [with my boyfriend] [to his parents’ home] [for a few 
days]. (AUS#43:39)

Phrasal category
In what we have said already about adverbials, they are more unwieldy 
than the other functions. This holds also for the type of categories that 
can fill the function; almost anything can function as an adverbial: adverb 
phrases, prepositional phrases, clauses and even some noun phrases can 
function as adverbials.

He eventually collapsed. (AUS#47:9)
	 adverb phrase

With an entourage the size of the Miami Dolphins, a mini-industry has sprung up
prepositional phrase

around the doe-eyed adonis. (N#269:10)
prepositional phrase

I need it because it’s the control, the power that you feel. (N#269:10)
	 clause

The ticket inspectors got on three times. (AUS#66:10)
	 noun phrase

Adverbial sub-types
Having identified some of the properties of basic adverbials, we are now 
in a position to make further distinctions. On the basis of both semantic 
and syntactic criteria it is possible to distinguish four different sub-types 
of adverbials: adjuncts, disjuncts, conjuncts and adverbial complements.
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Adjuncts
Adjuncts are your typical adverbials. They are optional and they provide 
circumstantial information to do with location, manner, attitude, time, 
instrument, degree, frequency and so on. The sorts of questions adjuncts 
answer are – how? where? why? when? what for? how long? and so on. The 
following – all from The Big Issue (AUS#47:9) – offer just a taste of the wide 
range of meanings that adjuncts can cover.

The bride’s mother threw a large pickled gherkin at the tormented lover.
	 place [= where?]

The other guests pelted the weeping Lothario with an assortment of crustless 
sandwiches and condiments.
instrument [= what with?]

He eventually collapsed under a welter of pastries and stewed fruit.
	 time [= when?]	 place [= where?]

‘I gave her my heart but she threw it back� in a mushroom vol-au-vent’
	 place [= where?]	 manner [= how?]

When you end up being pelted with pretzels and smoked salmon sandwiches,
	 instrument [= what with?]

you know Destiny’s really got it in for you.
	 degree [= how much?]

In all these examples the adjuncts have in some way modified the meaning 
of the rest of the predicate verb phrase. Adjuncts will always tell us some-
thing about what is happening within the clause and they properly belong 
within the clause as constituents of the predicate verb phrase.

It is usual to further divide adjuncts into groups on the basis of their 
meaning. We can distinguish, for example, time adjuncts, manner adjuncts, 
place adjuncts, reason adjuncts and so on. This semantic sub-division can 
have consequences for the syntax, in particular with respect to placement, 
but we will not go into that level of detail here.

Disjuncts
Now compare what you know about adjuncts with the italicized adverbials 
in the following sentences:

Of course I’m a bit disappointed. (N#629:26)
This book is crap, alright. (AUS#54:31)
It’s a mirage, surely. (AUS#55:4)
Frankly, I feel Lucas has missed an opportunity. (N#269:26)

As you can see, disjuncts are like attitude markers. They tell us something 
about the speaker’s attitude towards what is being said. Unlike adjuncts, 
they don’t actually modify anything within the sentence, but rather pro-
vide comment on the whole sentence itself. Because they are only loosely 
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associated with the sentence in this way they are separated from the rest 
of the sentence by an intonation break, often indicated by a comma. 
Typically, disjuncts occur at the beginning of the sentence, but they also 
show great flexibility in movement.

To illustrate more clearly the difference between adjuncts and disjuncts 
compare the following invented sentences. As you can see, this particular 
adverbial naturally can be both an adjunct and a disjunct.

The Tamagotchi died naturally.
The Tamagotchi died, naturally.

In the first example the adjunct naturally is a modifier within the verb 
phrase. It tells us how the Tamagotchi died. In the second, the disjunct 
naturally reflects the speaker’s attitude towards the sentence as a whole; the 
speaker thinks it is obvious that the Tamagotchi died.

Conjuncts
Conjuncts do not modify anything within the verb phrase, but nor do they 
have anything to say about the speaker. Their function is connective. They 
therefore resemble disjuncts in only being very loosely associated with the 
rest of the sentence and like disjuncts also belong outside the predicate.

This film … is faster, glitzier and perhaps a tad overdone. Nevertheless it 
gives us occasional reminders of the kind of quiet humour and Aussie 
understatement so obvious in the first movie. (AUS#62:35)
So anyway, that’s that. (N#269:22)

Conjuncts like nevertheless, nonetheless, therefore, furthermore, thus and how-
ever express the relationship between the sentence and its discourse con-
text. In the following extract, have a look at how the (italic) conjuncts 
relate each sentence to what has preceded in the discourse.

I’m sorry to interrupt this reverie but sadly my Tamagotchi has carked it. At 
first, I felt a degree of unease, imagining its little screen flashing the ‘illness’ 
sign. Then, I started to feel a kind of relief, as it dawned on me that I had 
become a slave to Tamagotchi. So I felt good it was dead, I mean, ‘back on 
its planet’. Then something else took over. What did I do? I didn’t think – I 
just reset the bugger. (AUS#36:17)

As with adjuncts and disjuncts, conjuncts can move quite freely within 
the clause. They may appear at the beginning, the end, or somewhere in 
the middle (although given their connective function, early in the clause 
is preferred). 

Adverbial complements
All along we have been describing adverbials as the peripheral (and there-
fore optional) elements of the clause. And this is true – the majority of 
adverbials do represent additional information which can be left out 
without affecting the acceptability of the clause in any way. There are, 
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however, special contexts where adverbials are not in fact optional. Take 
note of the following sentences. In cases like these, the verb requires the 
presence of the adverbial, and the adverbial seems to play a role similar to 
that of an object complement. We therefore label such phrases adverbial 
complements.

We were recently in America for the Emmy awards. (N#697:20)
[*We were recently for the Emmy awards.]
[recently and for the Emmy awards are both adjuncts and as such are op-
tional: We were in America.]

Phil Spector put the wall of sound around the Christmas tree. (N#801:12)
[*Phil Spector put the wall of sound.]

The special case of phrasal verbs
One very distinctive feature of English syntax is the very obvious presence 
of a (rapidly growing) class of verbs called phrasal verbs. As in the case of 
the adverbial complements discussed in the previous section, phrasal verbs 
require particular adverbial-like elements to follow them in order to form 
a complete sentence. 

A phrasal verb consists of a verb and an adverb particle which func-
tion together as a unit. We call the second parts of these verbs particles 
because they differ from mainstream adverbs in having very little semantic 
content. Often you’ll find the phrasal verb unit assumes a quite idiomatic 
sense; that is, a unique meaning which in no way derives from the sum of 
the parts. These verbs can be both transitive and intransitive.

Mrs Birpitz accidentally bit off her husband’s nose. (AUS#51:39)

I wrote the fare off. (AUS#59:25)

They backed off. (AUS#59:25)

Being a selfish prick will eventually pay off. (AUS#66:8)

As the second of these examples reveals, when phrasal verbs are transitive, 
the particle can also appear after the direct object (but this arrangement 
has special conditions, as we will see in Chapter 6).

Constituency tests like those for movement and conjoinability confirm 
that these adverb particles form a syntactic unit with the verb phrase and 
not with the object noun phrase.

*It was off her husband’s nose that Mrs Birpitz accidentally bit.
*Off her husband’s nose Mrs Birpitz accidentally bit.
*Mrs Birpitz accidentally bit off her husband’s nose and off one of his ears.

The unit status of these phrasal verbs also prevents the introduction of 
adverbial material between the verb and its particle:

*Mrs Birpitz bit accidentally off her husband’s nose.
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4.7 Trees
We will turn now to the issue of how to represent the functional structure of 
a sentence in terms of a tree diagram. As we have said before, when you look 
at a sentence in terms of functions, you don’t look into as much detailed 
structure as you would if you considered the structure of a sentence in terms 
of categories. You don’t look inside the functions; once you have found, 
say, a subject, you stop. Hence the trees here will be relatively simple. First 
of all, the sentence divides up into subject and predicate (unless there are 
any disjuncts or conjuncts, but we shall come to those later):

1

The predicate can have further internal structure; it obligatorily consists 
of one string of verbs and can consist of one or two other grammatical 
functions. We illustrate here with trees for a sentence with one object and 
a sentence with one complement. The two trees are structurally identical. 
The difference lies in the function of the constituent following the verb.

2

3

In terms of tree structure we also get a very similar structure for a sentence 
with two objects and one with an object and a predicative complement.
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4

5

Adverbial complements are found in the tree in exactly the same positions 
as predicative complements and little more needs to be said about them 
here. We provide an example here of a sentence with a subject and an 
adverbial complement. An adverbial object complement would occur in 
the same position in the tree as the object complement in (5). 

6

Optional adverbials, on the other hand, are different in terms of their 
structural position. Clearly, we do not want them in the same position 
as objects or predicative complements as sisters of the verb, since this is a 
position reserved for elements very closely connected to the verb. Hence all 
optional adverbials need to be added a level higher than that of the obliga-
tory elements. If we start with adjuncts, we have said that they modify the 
content of the predicate. This means that they should be a sister of a predi-
cate node. The resulting node must also be a predicate node since another 
adverbial could attach at that level; as we said, optional adverbials occur 
recursively. Hence we get trees like the following:
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7

Note that the adjunct belongs ‘on top of’ the predicate it modifies. The 
mother node of an adjunct and a predicate is also a predicate since it has 
exactly the same distribution as any other predicate constituent. As is clear 
from the tree, an adjunct can appear either before or after the predicate. 
This freedom of position is common to the optional adverbials.

Since disjuncts and conjuncts do not modify anything within the sen-
tence itself, we attach them structurally on top of the sentence, as in the 
following trees:

8

9

The resulting constituent is, of course, also a sentence (S). Given the usual 
flexibility of the position of adverbials, the two daughters of the higher S 
occur in the opposite order.

To illustrate more clearly the difference between adjuncts and disjuncts, 
compare the following sentences. As you can see, this particular adverbial, 
naturally, can be both an adjunct and a disjunct.

The Tamagotchi died naturally.
The Tamagotchi died, naturally.
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In the first example the adjunct naturally is a modifier within the verb 
phrase; it tells us how the Tamagotchi died. In the second, the disjunct 
naturally reflects the speaker’s attitude towards the sentence as a whole; 
the speaker thinks it is obvious that the Tamagotchi died. The two differ-
ent sentences would have two different tree representations. The adjunct 
modifies the predicate as in the first tree below, and the disjunct modifies 
the whole sentence as in the second tree.

10

11

4.8  Points to remember
❑❑ The main clause functions relevant to English and the phrasal categories 
that can fill them can be summed up as in Table 4.1 on the next page.

❑❑ The subject is the element which inverts with a finite auxiliary to form 
an interrogative.

❑❑ There are two kinds of objects: direct object and indirect object. The 
most certain test for object status is the passive.

❑❑ There are two main kinds of predicative complements, subject comple-
ments and object complements. They are characterized by being co-
referential with some other element within the sentence. A third, less 
common kind is the adverbial complement.
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❑❑ Adverbials are normally optional and supply information about things 
like the time, manner, duration or place of an event. There are three 
kinds of optional adverbials: adjunct, disjunct and conjunct.

Exercises
1.  Phrasal Category and Function
The following basic clauses have already been analysed into constituents. 
Identify the phrasal category (noun phrase, adjective phrase, prepositional 
phrase, adverb phrase) and function (subject, object, predicative com-
plement, adverbial) of each bracketed phrase. Identify the type of object 
(direct versus indirect), the type of predicative complement (subject versus 
object) and the type of adverbial (adjunct, conjunct, disjunct, adverbial 
complement).

(a)	 [It] was [a light brown dog with the biggest brown eyes I have ever 
seen].

(b)	 [This dog] looked [quite old].
(c)	 [You] can tell [by its teeth].
(d)	 [At first] [it] was not [so friendly]
(e)	 [so] [I] stroked [its fur]
(f)	 and [I] gave [it] [a piece of ham which I had on me at the time].
(g)	 [It] [suddenly] dawned [on me]
(h)	 [the dog] might have been [a stray].
(j)	 [I] rang [the nearest animal shelter].
(k)	 [I] was throwing [the dog] [a stick].
(l)	 [Most dogs] bark [at people].
(m)	[It] picked [the dog] up.
	 [Adapted from Larry De La Garde’s ‘The Shaggy Dog’, The Big Issue 

(AUS#56:10)]

Table 4.1  English functions and phrasal category

Function	 Phrasal category
subject	 noun phrase/clause
predicate	 verb phrase
direct object	 noun phrase/clause
indirect object	 noun phrase
subject complement	 noun phrase/adjective phrase
object complement	 noun phrase/adjective phrase
adverbial	� adverb phrase/prepositional phrase/clause/ 

noun phrase
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2.  Clause analysis
For each pair of sentences below, discuss the difference between the two 
sentences referring to notions such as phrasal categories and functions. 
(In each example, the first version is original and the second has been 
adapted.)

(a)	 He appeared a no-bullshit kind of person. (AUS#54:10)
	 He appeared a week later.
(b)	 Our work with them finishes this autumn. (AUS#51:7)
	 Our work with them finishes this project.
(c)	 Keating calls a press conference. (AUS#60:38)
	 Keating calls it a press conference.
(d)	 I linger a bit. (AUS#66:10)
	 I eat a bit.
(e)	 The book makes a seasoned reviewer physically sick. (AUS#65:27)
	 The book makes a seasoned reviewer a lot of money.

3.  Grammatical variation and functions
The following sentences are from different parts of the English-speaking 
world. They illustrate variation in the grammar of English using traditional 
non-standard regional dialects, New and Other Englishes. Describe each 
of the sentences (identifying phrases and their categories). State how the 
clause types illustrated here differ from their mainstream Standard English 
counterparts. (Some of these will hover somewhere on the border between 
standard and non-standard; many are common to more than one dialect.)

(a)	 Give it to he, not they – her don’t need it. [South West England]
(b)	 We like us town. [Northern England]
(c)	 I’m gonna write me a letter to my cousin. [Appalachia, US]
(d)	 John gave it me. [Northern England]
(e)	 There was a new law but teachers did not follow. [Papua New Guinea]
(f)	 Here is not allowed to stop the car. [Hong Kong]

4.  Phrasal verbs
Each sentence below contains a phrasal verb (i.e. consisting of a verb plus 
its adverb particle). When phrasal verbs are transitive the particle has the 
option of appearing later in the clause. Examine the following sentences 
and briefly explain the rules in English whereby the particle can be sepa-
rated from its verb.

(a)	 Mrs Birpitz accidentally bit her husband’s nose off. (AUS#51:39)
(b)	 Mrs Birpitz accidentally bit off her husband’s nose.
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(c)	 Mrs Birpitz accidentally bit it off.
(d)	 *Mrs Birpitz accidentally bit off it.

(e)	 I picked up a strange young passenger the other day outside Myers in 
Lonsdale Street. (AUS#59:25)

(f)	 ?I picked a strange young passenger the other day outside Myers in 
Lonsdale Street up.

(g)	 I picked him up.
(h)	 *I picked up him.
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5
Different sentence types

5.1  Introduction
There are four main types of sentences which can be distinguished struc-
turally for English. They are:

(a)	 declaratives

	 Esther Luer discovered a giant arachnid in her weekly groceries. 
(AUS#73:9)

(b)	 imperatives

	 Discover arachnids in your weekly groceries!
(c)	 interrogatives

	 Did Esther Luer discover a giant arachnid in her weekly groceries?
	 What did Esther Luer discover?
	 Where did she discover this arachnid?
(d)	 exclamatives

	 And what an arachnid it was!

The important thing about all these sentence types is that they can be 
defined simply in terms of structure; in other words, we can tell by their 
form which type they belong to, and we shall show in the following sub-
sections exactly how this is done.

We can also distinguish four different uses of sentences, often referred 
to as meaning type or illocutionary force. Of course we can make much 
finer-grained divisions of the ways in which we use sentences, but these are 
the ones that are standardly assumed:

❑❑ Statement: roughly to tell the hearer or reader about something.
❑❑ Question: asking the hearer or reader for information about something; 
either this can be about whether something is or isn’t true or it can be a 
request for more specific information.

❑❑ Directive: a cover term for issuing commands, requests, instructions, 
prohibitions, permission and even providing advice.

❑❑ Exclamation: to express surprise, disgust, annoyance at something.

For each of the structural sentence types, there is a typical function. 
Declaratives are usually used to make a statement, interrogatives normally 
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pose questions, imperatives issue directives and exclamatives make excla-
mations. However, this is just the typical correspondence between form 
and function; in fact, interrogatives can be used for purposes other than 
posing a question and questions can be asked without using an interroga-
tive structure. It is for this reason that we need to distinguish form and 
function. In the following sections we will discuss the typical use of that 
structure, but also provide examples of untypical uses.

5.2  Declaratives
In a declarative sentence the subject NP precedes the predicate VP:

Declarative:        Subject        Predicate

The declarative structure is probably what you would think of as the most 
normal way of arranging a sentence. Two examples are:

John Howard finds a bowling ball with a fizzing and spluttering wick. 
(AUS#62:39)

Bob Dylan has at various times revolutionised folk, rock, country and 
gospel music. (N#801:12)

The normal interpretation of these sentences would be that the speaker 
is making a statement. However, as we shall see in later sections, there 
are other ways of making statements. It is also possible to pose a yes–no 
question using a declarative sentence but with a rising intonation (indi-
cated in writing by a question mark). The following examples have the 
structure of ordinary declaratives, with the subject preceding the entire 
predicate:

She must have been desperately unhappy? (N#697:9)

So then it is possible that the patient was alive when you began the autopsy? 
(AUS#60:9)

5.3  Interrogatives
The basic structural characteristic of English interrogatives is the fact that 
one part of the predicate precedes the subject, namely, the first verb.

interrogative: operator (finite auxiliary)        subject        rest of predicate

As we saw in Section 4.3, there are severe restrictions on which verbs can 
occur in front of the subject. Only finite auxiliaries, or operators, can 
invert with the subject. This process, which we refer to as subject–operator 
inversion, will be discussed in Section 6.3.

The most common function for interrogatives is as a question; in other 
words, a request for information. But, as we shall see later in this section, 
interrogatives can be used for other functions.
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Yes–no Interrogatives
The basic interrogative structure with just subject–operator inversion gives 
us what is known as a yes–no interrogative (or polarity interrogative).

Does darkness turn the whole city belly-up? Do these people only crawl out 
under cover of darkness? (AUS#43:19)

Do her and Ozzy still have their angry moments? (N#697:10)

Is there any point to Bruce Willis at all? (AUS#54:36)

Forming a yes–no question is quite straightforward: you invert the subject 
with a finite auxiliary verb (which we call an operator). Indeed, in Chapter 
4, we used yes–no questions as a test for subject status. As usual, if there 
is no finite auxiliary in the original sentence, we insert a suitable form of 
dummy do.

The obvious function of yes–no interrogatives is as a question expect-
ing the answer Yes or No (hence their name). However, we have already 
seen in Section 5.2 that interrogative structures aren’t the only ones which 
can be used to pose questions. Furthermore, as with declaratives, there are 
alternative functions for interrogatives, though these may require a par-
ticular context. In fact, it is possible for speaker and hearer not to have the 
same understanding as to the function of certain utterances. For instance, 
let’s imagine a room with an open window, a frail old woman and her 
young nephew who has reluctantly come to visit. We can then imagine the 
woman using an interrogative structure like

Do you find it chilly in here?

and be surprised if all that happened was that her nephew answered No. 
Her intention may have been that this interrogative would be enough to 
make her nephew close the window, that is to say, she may have used an 
interrogative with the intended function of a directive.

In other cases, the intended function of a particular structure is clearer, 
even when it is not the most obvious one for the structure type. For 
example:

Can everybody leave by the emergency exit please.

This is clearly an interrogative structure; the operator can precedes the 
subject everybody. Still, the most natural interpretation is that it is intended 
as a directive rather than a request for information.

Alternative Questions
A special kind of yes–no interrogative is something called the alternative 

question. It has the structure of a yes–no interrogative – the subject fol-
lows the auxiliary and the auxiliary do is added if no auxiliary is present. It 
differs only in that it poses two or more alternative answers. For example:

Are you a Mod or a Rocker? (AUS#54:14)
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Here the answer could be either one of the alternatives given in the ques-
tion; in other words, we assume the person asked is either a Mod or a 
Rocker. (In fact, in this case the response given was actually ‘a Mocker’!) 
Intonation is significant here – the speaker’s tone would rise on Mod and 
fall on Rocker. If the intonation rose on Rocker, however, the interpretation 
would be quite different. It would express a yes–no question and the hearer 
would be expected to answer either yes or no.

Tag Questions
Tags are little reduced questions which speakers tack onto declaratives in 
order to express their belief that a particular answer is likely to be correct, 
or at least they are seeking to confirm that the answer might be correct and 
want the hearer to agree or disagree. The following are examples of neutral 
tags (sometimes called reverse polarity tags).

You will take all the swear words out, won’t you? (AUS#47:28)

That sort of thing doesn’t really happen, does it? (AUS#66:21)

To form a reverse polarity tag, you take the finite verb of the clause, in these 
examples will and doesn’t, and reverse the polarity, which means that if it is 
positive, as with will, you make it negative, won’t, and if it is negative, as with 
doesn’t, you make it positive, does. You then add a pronoun that can replace 
the original subject. In the first example, the subject is already a pronoun, so 
you can use that. In the second sentence, you replace that sort of thing with 
it. So, you will becomes won’t you and that sort of thing doesn’t becomes does it. 

As usual when you make a question, not any verb can occur in front of 
the subject. If the verb of the original sentence is a lexical verb, as in John 
Howard finds a bowling ball with a fizzing and spluttering wick, then you need 
the appropriate form of do instead, to give the tag doesn’t he.

In speech, we can change the meaning of tags quite a lot by varying the 
pitch. The following is an example of a question posed by a lawyer during 
an actual trial. Imagine here a rising tone on the tag; in other words, a 
question intonation. This would indicate doubt. But if the lawyer’s tone 
were to fall on the tag, it would be more confirmation-seeking; in fact, 
given the context, it could be quite menacing. In writing, we can indicate 
this difference using punctuation.

Mr Slattery, you went on a rather elaborate honeymoon, didn’t you? 
(AUS#60:9)
[I’m asking you]
Mr Slattery, you went on a rather elaborate honeymoon, didn’t you!
[I’m telling you so]

Another way of modifying the meaning of tags is to not reverse the polarity. 
Compare the following two examples. The first version, with the neutral 
tag, is the original question posed by the lawyer. In the second version we 
haven’t reversed the polarity and as a result the tone of this one is much 
more threatening. 
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Mr Slattery, you went on a rather elaborate honeymoon, didn’t you? 
(AUS#60:9)
Mr Slattery, you went on a rather elaborate honeymoon, did you?

In this second example the statement is positive and the tag is too; it’s 
what’s called a constant polarity tag. While the neutral tags typically 
seek simple agreement or disagreement, this time there doesn’t seem to be 
much doubt in the lawyer’s mind at all. What’s more, these constant polar-
ity tags are much more loaded, often expressing disapproval.

Curiously, if the statement is negative and the tag is kept negative, the 
result is usually unacceptable. For most speakers, constant polarity tags 
only seem to work if they are positive. For example, most of you will prob-
ably find this next version ungrammatical.

?*Mr Slattery, you didn’t go on a rather elaborate honeymoon, didn’t you?

Not all varieties of English show this sort of complexity of tag. Simplified 
versions of the tag questions of Standard English are found in many col-
loquial and non-standard varieties around the world. Some of these are 
simplified invariable forms of the standard tags, like init, ini, ana and na, 
but other tag-like particles can serve the same function, as in the following 
examples:

Yeah, he’s not bad, huh? (AUS#51:9)

It’s hard to get good materials, y’know. (AUS#51:30)

Let it be our little secret, OK? (AUS#54:38)

At the start, we mentioned that a central purpose of tags is to seek confir-
mation. It’s worth pointing out that these tags also have a variety of func-
tions to do with regulating conversational interaction and politeness. For 
one, they can signal sensitivity towards a listener, actively inviting partici-
pation and emphasizing common ground between speaker and listener. A 
speaker might use a tag, for example, to check that the listener has under-
stood, to ask for the listener’s reaction to what has been said, or to seek 
empathy from the listener.

But let’s not leave you with the impression that all tags are solidarity mark-
ers to maintain the engagement of conversational partners. Some tags can be 
very hostile with considerable overtones of sarcasm. Jenny Cheshire (1991: 
66) gives the following example from her taped interviews. She describes 
aggressive tags like these as a feature of urban working-class dialects:

Jacky:	 We’re going to Southsea on the 17th of next month. And on Sun-
day they …

Cathy:	 Yeah, and I can’t bloody go.
Jenny:	 Why not?
Cathy:	 ’Cos I’m going on fucking holiday, in I?

No answer is expected here! In fact the whole purpose of this tag seems to 
be to highlight the stupidity (in the speaker’s mind) of the interviewer’s 
question.
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Wh-Interrogatives
Wh-interrogatives (or constituent interrogatives) are a sub-class of inter-
rogatives and share with other interrogatives the characteristic subject–
operator inversion. However, as the following examples illustrate, they 
always begin with a constituent containing one of the interrogative words: 
what, who(m), which, whose, where, when, why and how. These are the so-
called wh-words we mentioned in Chapter 2. (Something curious happened 
to how along the way and it’s now the odd one out in that it does not begin 
with wh.) They are words that focus on that part of the proposition that we 
want information about.

What is the difference between a push and a shove? (AUS#306:12)

Which came first? The chicken or the chicken nuggets? (AUS#59:38)

Whose side will the police be on? (AUS#61:10)

Where are we meant to get that from? (N#801:4)

Just why do these trailers have to be so loud? (AUS#47:9)

How could she wear those earrings? (N#697:20)

The basic structure of a wh-interrogative is then as follows:

Wh-interrogative:    Wh-constituent    Operator    Subject    Predicate

As we shall see in Section 5.6, the case where the subject is the constituent 
which contains the wh-element is rather a special one; but for the general 
discussion here this need not concern us.

A characteristic feature of these sentences is that the interrogative word 
is always a constituent of the clause. The following outlines the basic corre-
spondences between word classes (or parts of speech) and English wh-words.

who/whom	 pronouns
which, whose, what	 pronouns and determiners
when, where, how, why	 adverbs
If we think about creating a wh-interrogative from its declarative counter-
part, then there are four steps to follow. Take the example of the declara-
tive sentence given at the start of this chapter: Esther Luer discovered a giant 
arachnid in her weekly groceries. Let’s say we want to find out what it was that 
Esther Luer found in her weekly groceries.

❑❑ Convert the part of the proposition you are questioning to an appro-
priate wh-word.
Esther Luer discovered what in her weekly groceries?

❑❑ Move the wh-word to initial position.
What Esther Luer discovered in her weekly groceries

❑❑ Invert the subject and the operator. If there is no auxiliary, insert the 
dummy auxiliary do to fill the function of operator.
What did Esther Luer discover in her weekly groceries?
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Obviously if the wh-constituent is the subject (and therefore already in 
initial position), there is no subject–operator inversion.

Which one of you has the smelly breath? (AUS#54:9)

Who would have thought I would become a disc jockey at my age? (says 
Dorothy Gartell, 75, N#801:5)

In fact, if you’re a quiz master or a police interrogator (or if you simply find 
this piece of news astonishing), you might well stop earlier – after the first 
stage.

Esther Luer discovered what in her weekly groceries!?

If you remember, this is an echo question. They form one of the constitu-
ency tests we discussed in Chapter 2. We talk more about the formation of 
echoes below in Section 5.6.

If the wh-word forms part of a noun phrase, then it is not just the wh-
word, but the whole NP (of which it’s a part) that moves to the front:

Which singers do you associate with Christmas? (N#801:15)
*Which do you associate singers with Christmas?

Which side were the pigs on? (AUS#54:7)
*Which were the pigs on side?

At least in some varieties of English, what can be used in the same way, as 
in What book did you buy?

If the wh-constituent is associated with a preposition – in other words, 
if it is part of a PP – the preposition can be left stranded at the end of the 
sentence or it can be fronted with the interrogative word. From the point 
of view of prescriptive grammarians, prepositions shouldn’t be left at the 
end of sentences. Since so many native speakers of English are happy to 
leave a preposition at the end of a clause, we assume that if there ever was a 
rule forbidding prepositions left at the end of clauses, then that rule is now 
rapidly losing ground. It was in fact irritation with this kind of prescrip-
tiveness that made Winston Churchill exclaim: This is the kind of grammar 
up with which I will not put, a sentence which shows that there are cases 
where English does indeed have to leave prepositions stranded at the end 
of clauses! To get back to our example here, we can see that the example 
with the preposition fronted puts the sentence in a different style:

Which side were the pigs on? (AUS#54:7)
On which side were the pigs?

One striking property of wh questions is that you can move the wh-phrase 
quite a way; formally it is known as a long-distance dependency. This is 
because we can describe the relation between the fronted element and the 
place in the sentence it would normally have occurred as a dependency 
and the distance between the two points can be several clauses (more about 
how to define and analyse clauses will follow in Chapter 8). 
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What do you think they’ll make of this record? (question to Bob Dylan 
about his grandchildren, N#801:15)
What does she think her reputation is in the music business? (question to 
Sharon Osbourne, N#697:10)

In both cases, the wh-constituent ‘belongs to’ a verb that is below another 
word in the sentence; in the terms we will use later in this book, the gap is 
in a lower clause:

You think they’ll make what of this record?!
She thinks her reputation is what in the music business?!

In principle the distance between the fronted wh-constituent and the gap 
can be any number of clauses. Needless to say, the following sentence is 
invented:

What did Oscar think that Sarah had said that Fred claimed Olivia had 
done?

What is a rhetorical question?
Before we leave interrogatives, it is appropriate to look at something called 
a rhetorical question. Rhetorical questions are formally identical to ordi-
nary interrogatives in English. The following, for example, has the struc-
ture of a yes–no interrogative:

‘Doesn’t everyone wannabe a rock star?’ I quipped rhetorically. (AUS#60:21)

Interrogatives like this one are used when the speaker is sure of the answer 
– they have the function of emphatic statements. The speaker in this case 
was not expecting an answer, certainly not a negative one. In the following 
examples, the writers are all using these questions to centre on a point. The 
answers to all of these are assumed to be obvious.

Have the critics forgotten that the first film revolved wholly around Babe’s 
quest to avoid his destiny as Sunday roast? (AUS#62:35)

Isn’t it funny how people aren’t content to just be themselves these days? 
(AUS#51:16)

We can imagine the speaker having the following answers in mind; no they 
clearly don’t remember, but they should; and yes that is odd. To use a rhetori-
cal question successfully, the speaker must rely on the hearer to find the 
answer obvious too. Here’s an example from The Simpsons:

Grandpa Simpson:	 How many roads must a man walk down before you 
can call him a man?

Homer:	 Seven!
Lisa:	 No, Dad, it’s a rhetorical question.
Homer:	 Rhetorical, eh? Eight!
Lisa:	 Dad, do you even know what ‘rhetorical’ means?
Homer:	 [incredulous] Do I know what ‘rhetorical’ means?!

[From http://www.snpp.com/]
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Some interrogatives that can be classed as rhetorical questions have the 
function of a directive (with an abusive component!). They tell someone 
to do something, with the added intention of insulting or wounding them.

Why don’t you go jump in the lake?
Why don’t you shut your face?

English has also a vast array of formulaic rhetoricals where the answer 
again is quite obvious, and this is then used to make some other point of 
view obvious. So if on coming back from a long hot walk your friend asks 
you whether you would like a pint of cold, crisp lager, you could give any 
of the following answers if you so choose: Is the Pope a Catholic?, Does the 
Pope wear a funny hat?, Is a frog’s arse watertight?.

5.4  Imperatives
The most striking structural characteristic of an imperative is that it need 
not have an overt subject. (Some of the Australian examples we use contain 
bloody. We hope readers will not find this offensive. In Australian English, 
it is much milder than in British English; the Australian Government even 
had a campaign which involved stickers with the official slogan If you drink 
then drive, you’re a bloody idiot.) Some examples of imperatives are:

Pay no taxes. (AUS#45:20)

Stop your bloody whingeing! (AUS#56:19)

Hate the bastards, but vote carefully, early, and once! (AUS#54:37)

Even though there is no subject here, the intended subject in each case is 
clearly the hearer; in other words, second person you (singular or plural) – I 
am imploring you to pay no taxes; I am keen that you should stop whinge-
ing, and so on. If you add a tag question, this becomes obvious – Pay no 
taxes, will you! We can say that imperatives normally have no overt sub-
ject, but the understood subject is second person. However, it is possible to 
insert the subject. You stop your bloody whingeing sounds fine, although it is 
a much stronger imperative. Here is an actual example:

You eat that spinach boy! … You listen to your mother! (AUS#43:39)

Of course, if there is an explicit subject, then the structure is potentially 
ambiguous between a declarative and an imperative. In many languages 
this ambiguity does not arise because there is a separate verb form for 
imperatives. This is true for English too – a non-finite form is used rather 
than the finite form we get in declarative sentences (more about the dis-
tinction between finite and non-finite in Chapter 6). It’s just that for virtu-
ally all verbs the form used in imperatives, the base form of the verb, is not 
distinguished from the form of the verb used with second person subjects.

Only the verb be has retained distinct base and person forms in Modern 
English. Compare the following two examples:



Introducing English Grammar

116

You are careful what you wish for.
You be careful what you wish for.

In the first example, we have the form are which is the expected form for 
a declarative, whereas in the second we have be. Only the second of these 
could be an imperative, since only in this could the subject be deleted: *Are 
careful what you wish for is not an acceptable sentence, whereas Be careful 
what you wish for is. Here is how it appeared in the original:

Be careful what you wish for, girls – you just might get it! (AUS#60:8)

Similarly, verbs like must, will or should (the modal verbs) cannot occur 
in imperatives because they do not have any non-finite form: *Will go to 
Amsterdam tomorrow, will you! or *Must wash yourself! Hence we can assume 
that sentences like You will go to Amersterdam tomorrow and You must wash 
yourself are ordinary declaratives rather than imperatives with inserted sub-
jects. In fact, most dialects of English are very restrictive with the use of 
auxiliaries generally in imperatives. (See Section 6.4 for a discussion of aux-
iliary verbs.) The do imperative works well (for emphasis), but how do you 
find the examples below with the question mark?

Read the ‘Issue’! (AUS#51:11)
Do read the ‘Issue’!
?Be reading the ‘Issue’ (by the time I come home)!
?Have read the ‘Issue’ (by the time I come home)!

An interesting structural feature of imperatives is that they always form 
the negative with the dummy auxiliary do.

Do not bother wrestling with all the symptoms of age. (AUS#305:13)

Don’t have a cow man! (N#279:9)

This goes even with a verb like be which otherwise doesn’t require do to 
form its negative. Take the earlier example with be and make it negative. 
Compare the result with the basic declarative and its negative counterpart.

Imperative Declarative
Don’t be careful what you wish for You are not careful what you wish 

for
[*Be not careful what you wish for] [*You don’t be careful what you wish 

for]

Also note that where there is an overt subject you, it always follows don’t, 
as in the following:

Don’t you cross the line! (AUS#54:6)

Curiously, the auxiliary of the passive can occur quite freely in imperatives 
when it is accompanied by the negation:

Don’t be intimidated by grammar books!

Don’t be made to feel inferior by those loud-mouthed friends of yours!
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Some imperatives appear to have a third person subject as in the following:

Somebody, strike a light! (AUS#47:24)

Even in a sentence like this one, though, there is an understood second 
person subject; in other words, the implied subject is somebody among 
you all out there. Again, this becomes clearer when we tack on a question 
tag – suddenly the second person subject pronoun surfaces:

Somebody, strike a light, will you?

In an example like this, it is quite clear that we are not dealing with a 
declarative, since the verb form would then be different: somebody strikes 
a light.

We can, then, describe the structure of an imperative as follows. (The 
brackets indicate that the subject can be omitted.) 

Imperative:  (subject second person)  predicate with verb in base form

The most common function of imperatives is to issue directives; so they 
aren’t like statements, which can be true or false. In this case, speakers are 
directing someone to do something, and this can include a range of things 
like commands (to be quiet), requests (to open the window), instructions 
(to cream the butter and sugar), prohibitions (not to walk on the grass), 
permission (to help themselves to the cake) and even advice, as in the fol-
lowing recommendations (for those past their ‘youthful sell-by-date’):

By all means, strive to adhere to a diet rich in wholefoods, purchase anti-
wrinkle creams and jog. And/or realise whatever the verb form of Pilates 
might be. […] But for HEAVEN’S sake, do not elect to undergo a Botox of 
the soul. (AUS#305:13) 

We have said that it is important to separate form and function when it 
comes to sentence structure since there isn’t a one-to-one correspondence 
between them. Even though the typical way of issuing a directive is by 
means of an imperative, we saw in the sections on declarative and inter-
rogatives that both these sentence types can also be used to issue directives. 
An imperative structure can also ask a question, given the right context. If 
someone uses the imperative Stop tapping your feet to the music! you might 
repeat the same structure with rising intonation Stop tapping your feet to 
the music? meaning something like ‘Are you telling me to stop tapping my 
feet?! That seems a bit strong given that you have been sitting here hum-
ming out of tune for the last half hour or so.’

The imperative particle
English has something which we can describe as an imperative particle 
(sometimes called a first person imperative).

Well let’s go eh? (AUS#54:10)

But let’s not get carried away with fear and loathing. (AUS#47:8)
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Let’s take shooting them. Unless you’re an expert marksman, you end up 
maiming and causing a lot of damage to the animal. (AUS#51:16)

As you can see from these examples, this imperative is formed with a con-
tracted form of let us in which us functions as the object of the verb let. But 
in these examples, you is not the understood subject as we saw earlier for 
the ordinary imperative. Compare the examples above with the ordinary 
imperative example below: 

Let me back on the computer – PLEASE!!? (AUS#56:38)
[= ‘You let me back on the computer, please’]

Where the imperative particle is involved, the understood subject is us; 
in other words, the first person plural. Try substituting let us for let’s in 
the first example above and the difference between these two imperatives 
becomes clearer.

Well let us go eh?

Out of context, there is potential ambiguity between the first person 
imperative reading ‘I suggest that we go’ and the ordinary second person 
imperative reading ‘You let us [i.e. allow us to] go, will you?’ But there is no 
ambiguity with the contracted form let’s – it must be the imperative particle.

Interesting things are currently happening to this form, which confirms 
that let’s should no longer be analysed as a contracted form of let us but 
as one word – indeed a kind of grammatical particle. Have a look at the 
following sentences which Hopper and Closs Traugott (1993: 11) have 
recorded from Midwestern American English speech. As they point out, 
the construction has expanded beyond first person subjects – well, at least 
for Midwestern American English speakers. In these examples, we could 
not replace lets with let us. We suspect other dialect speakers might find 
them rather peculiar.

Lets you go first, then if we have any money left I’ll go.

Lets you and him fight.

But there are Standard English examples too that suggest that let’s is no 
longer a simple contraction of let us, and is more appropriately written as 
the single word lets.

Lets you and I go then/Lets you and me go then.

What is significant about our example is that you and I/me appear to func-
tion as the object of lets. (Compare the first line of T.S. Eliot’s ‘The Love 
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ – Let us go then, you and I.) What this suggests is 
that the first person plural pronoun us has lost its status as a separate mor-
pheme and is simply part of a single morpheme lets. This word can then 
take its own object, which in these examples is you and me. In fact, in col-
loquial speech you will find that let us is usually even more reduced and is 
better represented as some sort of affix on the remaining verb.

’Sgo guys!
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Imprecatives
The following examples illustrate another curious sub-type of imperatives, 
the so-called imprecatives:

Damn them and everyone who feeds the myth of these gangsters, villains, 
thieves and hustlers. (British actor Lennie James quoted in AUS#306:9)

Bugger it! (AUS#56:19)

Curse this damn faulty umbrella – waterproof my arse! (AUS#55:38)

These are of course used for making insults, curses and abusive comments. 
The reason we don’t simply include them as straightforward imperatives is 
that they show an interesting difference. Like imperatives they clearly lack 
an overt subject. But remember, imperatives have an implicit you subject 
and this becomes evident when you form imperative tags. But try forming 
tag questions here – *Bugger it, will you. What is the understood subject here? 
It clearly can’t be you. The models for these are probably earlier English 
expressions like God damn X. These invoke God (or the Devil) as agent 
of malfeasance, but have been abbreviated to Damn X (to avoid explicit 
blasphemy or profanity). Expressions like Damn X are probably providing 
the model for these more potent modern expressions and account for their 
curious structure.

5.5  Exclamatives
exclamatives have a very distinctive structure:

Exclamatives: what or how-phrase        Subject        Predicate

Note that what and how in examples like the following are not information-
seeking, however, and exclamatives differ from their interrogative counter-
parts in that that they lack the subject–operator inversion characteristic of 
English interrogatives. Some examples are (’scuse the language):

What a bunch of wankers you lot are! (AUS#47:38)

How well I remember the old days when malted milks had real ice cream in 
them, and the milk bar bloke gave you a free straw to get into it! (AUS#56:19)

The exclamative function is also often filled by just the initial what/
how-phrase:

What a spiteful, vindictive bloody sheep! (AUS#47:7)

If the what/how-phrase is the subject of the clause, then ambiguity can 
arise. This is because even though wh-interrogatives normally have sub-
ject–operator inversion, they don’t when the wh-constituent is the subject. 
For example:

Boy, how many people can do this of a day! (AUS#56:17)
[Exclamative = ‘what a lot of people can do this’]
[Interrogative = ‘what’s the number of people that can do this’]



Introducing English Grammar

120

The function of an exclamative sentence is much more restricted 
than that of any of the other sentence types we have discussed here. 
Exclamatives are used to make an exclamation (not surprisingly!). It there-
fore has a very expressive or emotive component. As you would expect 
from what we have said previously in this chapter, other sentence types 
can also be used with an exclamative meaning. Compare the following 
with the earlier version.

How well do I remember the old days when malted milks had real ice cream 
in them, and the milk bar bloke gave you a free straw to get into it!

This is clearly a wh-interrogative in structure – it has the characteristic 
subject–operator inversion. However, given the meaning of the sentence 
it is most likely to be used as an exclamation here (after all, we do not 
normally ask others how well we remember things). This sort of exclama-
tion has a rather archaic and literary flavour. In fact, it is possible to form 
exclamatory messages by simply using appropriate intonation on all sorts 
of sentence types. For example, the message can be expressed with a declar-
ative structure as in the following sentences:

It’s lovely here! (AUS#47:21)

You’re alive, you stupid bastard! (AUS#51:16)

The following has the structure of a wh-interogative, but is clearly intended 
here as an exclamation. (Note that this is not a rhetorical question, since 
the answer is not assumed to be obvious; on the contrary, it is a bit of a 
mystery.)

Why can’t he get his dirty-bloody socks into the laundry basket – just once! 
(AUS#54:9)

Exclamatory meaning can also be expressed by using intensifying words 
like wow, the hell, surely, so, such, and so on. The first example below has the 
structure of a declarative; the second is a wh-interrogative structurally and 
the third has the structure of a yes–no interrogative.

But you surely never plotted for months to dance with Michael Jackson! 
(AUS#62:33)

What the hell was I thinking doing that last job? (AUS#56:16)

Wow, are they pissing in my pocket or what? (AUS#54:28)

Since the exclamative structure is so narrow, for some of these examples 
there is no corresponding true exclamative structure to express the same 
exclamatory meaning.

5.6  Echoes
On p. 112 we described wh-interrogatives. Two of the key characteris-
tics of this sentence type were the substitution of a wh-constituent and 
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the fronting of this constituent. We will now show that there is another 
important use of wh-constituents, namely, in structures where they are not 
fronted, but left in their original place. This leads to an echo construction. 
An example is the one found in the following mini-discourse.

Have I ever what, Brandy? Heard 263 R & B ballads that sound exactly like 
this brown-coloured puree of cliches and spineless studio backing music? 
Oh yes, my dear, most certainly. (AUS#65:26)

Here we see that the wh-word replaces a VP which is the complement of 
have. We can imagine a corresponding non-wh-construction Have I ever 
heard 263 R& B ballads that sound … In this case, there is subject–operator 
inversion, but we can also use echo constructions without inversion, in 
which case we can describe it as a declarative echo construction. In fact, it 
is possible to leave a wh-constituent in its place in all construction types:

declarative:	corresponding  echo:

This cartoon has been cancelled. 	 This cartoon has been what?
(AUS#43:4)	

yes–no-interrogative:

Is there any point to Bruce Willis at all?	 Is there any point to who(m)?
(AUS#54:36)	

wh-interrogative:

What did it cost them? (AUS#54:3)	 What did it cost who?

imperative:

Pay no taxes! (AUS#45:20)	 Pay no what?

exclamative:

How well I remember the old days!	 How well you remember what?

The meaning of echoes is normally exclamatory. This was particularly 
clear in the first example we gave in this section, since the speaker then 
went on to fill in the constituent: Heard 263 R& B ballads that sound … It is, 
then, clear in this example that the speaker is not asking for information. 
However, echoes can also be used as questions. Imagine a conversation 
in the pub, where the noise drowns out the second part of somebody’s 
sentence. The hearer can then reply

Sorry, you did what yesterday?

Echoes are also an integral part of ‘knock-knock’ jokes, and we can’t resist 
the temptation to give an example here:

Knock, Knock

Who’s there?

Kanga.

Kanga who?

No, kangaroo.
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5.7 Trees
The structure of a declarative should be familiar by now since we have dealt 
with declaratives and functions. We will use categorial labels from now on, 
since these are more commonly used unless functions are specifically of 
interest. The advantage of category labels is also that we can go into more 
details when this is appropriate. Remember that trees with function labels 
can provide only a broader picture of constituent structure. The outline of 
a simple declarative structure would be as follows:

1

The interrogative structures pose a special problem, since we have moved 
out an element from the predicate, namely, the operator. At this stage, we 
will assume that this inverted auxiliary is still part of the same sentence, so 
that we get a tree like the following for a yes–no interrogative:

2

We should warn those of you who intend to carry on with syntactic theory 
that this particular type of sentence has been the subject of a lot of discus-
sion in the literature and you are likely to encounter other ways of looking 
at it.

Turning now to wh-interrogatives, we have the same structure as in this 
tree, since we have subject–operator inversion, but we also have the added 
complexity of the fronted wh-constituent. Remember the sentence from 
p. 112:

Why do these trailers have to be so loud?

Here we have subject–operator inversion since do precedes the subject these 
trailers. Before this we have the wh-constituent, which can be phrasal. This 
needs to go above the whole sentence in the tree. We then get a tree like 
the following:
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3

We haven’t labelled either the root node or the node above the wh-constit-
uent yet. Let’s look at the root node first. When we added disjuncts and 
conjuncts to an S in Section 4.7, we called the resulting mother an S too, 
but that was different since several disjuncts or conjuncts could be added 
to one S. In this case we can only have one wh-constituent and hence the 
position should be unique. Anticipating the discussion in Chapter 8, we 
will call this category S′ (S-bar), so that the question mark for the root node 
in this tree can be replaced by S′. As for the label for the wh-constituent, 
again we anticipate the discussion in Section 8.5 and refer to it as comp 
for complementizer. As we have seen, the wh-constituent can be a whole 
phrase, so you might think that it should have a phrasal name, rather than 
just comp. This is a fair point, but we will still stick to comp here. There 
are more detailed analyses of these constructions, but for the time being, 
we just want you to have an idea of where in the sentence tree to put the 
wh-constituent.

When we described how a wh-interrogative is formed, we said that some 
part of the clause has been substituted by a wh-constituent and this con-
stituent has been fronted (if it wasn’t already at the front by virtue of being 
the subject). This means that there is a gap somewhere in the clause. In 
this case it is an adverbial (adjunct) which has been substituted. Especially 
when the fronted phrase is an obligatory constituent of the sentence, 
some people prefer to mark this position with a zero in order to make clear 
where the wh-constituent came from. Below, when we look at an example 
in which the wh-constituent comes from a position which is obligatory, we 
will show you how this is done.

In this example, the wh-constituent consists of one word only, but in the 
examples we saw above, there are examples of complex wh-constituents: 
whose side, which one of you and on whose side. Hence the comp position 
must be able to host a phrasal element.

We turn now to a wh-interrogative in which the subject has been replaced 
by a wh-constituent, like Which came first? (see also p. 113). At first blush, 
this does not look very different from the example above. However, there 
is clearly no subject–operator inversion; this is obvious since we can have a 
question without having an auxiliary. Since there is no inversion, the sub-
ject is initial as always. How could we then tell whether or not the subject 
has been fronted to comp or whether it is still in its old subject position? 
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Depending on which view is taken, we could get either of the following 
two trees:

4	 5

      

In order to decide on this one, we need to go back one step: why is there no 
subject–operator inversion? Well, if we assume that the subject has moved 
into the comp position, then we could say that there is no subject–operator 
inversion, because there is no subject in that S for the operator to invert 
with. Hence we feel that the first of the two trees best represents the struc-
ture of wh-interrogatives in which the wh-constituent functions as subject. 
Whether or not you feel it makes sense to indicate the position of the 
subject we leave for the moment as a matter of taste. In this tree, we have 
indicated the missing subject with a dotted line. We prefer to avoid B (a 
zero symbol, as explained on p. 172) in our trees, but have inserted it here 
since it is quite common to do so, and it also helps indicate that the wh-
constituent still functions as the subject of the sentence.

Finally, the tree for a wh-interrogative in which the wh-constituent func-
tions as the object of a preposition is:

6
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5.8  Points to remember
❑❑ There are four main sentence types: declaratives, imperatives, interrog-
atives and exclamatives. These four types can be defined in structural 
terms:
Declarative:	 subject	 predicate
Interrogative:	 operator	 subject	 rest of predicate
Imperative:	 (subject 2nd person)	 predicate
Exclamative:	 what/how phrase	 subject	 predicate

❑❑ There are two major types of interrogatives: yes–no interrogatives (where 
only subject–operator inversion has applied) and wh-interrogatives (in 
which subject–operator inversion has taken place and in which a wh-
constituent has been fronted).

❑❑ There are also four major meaning types (or illocutionary force): state-
ment, question, directive and exclamation.

❑❑ For each sentence type there is a corresponding meaning type which is 
typically expressed by that sentence type:
Declarative:	 making a statement
Interrogative:	 posing a question
Imperative:	 issuing a directive
Exclamative:	 making an exclamation

❑❑ There are many instances of how a particular sentence type is used to 
express a meaning type other than that typically associated with that 
sentence type. By the same token, each meaning type can be expressed 
by more than one sentence type.

Exercises 

1.  Sentence types
Are the sentences declarative, interrogative, imperative or exclamative?

(a)	 Why is anyone interested? (AUS#43:8)
(b)	 Is that love in your eyes, or just obsession? (AUS#45:23)
(c)	 C’mon, tax me out of here! (AUS#45:3)
(d)	 Try to get a look on your face that hints you might whip out a wad of 

cash at any moment, for the right price. (AUS#61:39)
(e)	 Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz. (AUS#55:10)
(f)	 God damn it kid – just put the kayak under my arm and roll me off the 

grandstand! (AUS#61:38)
(g)	 Let’s keep these people permanently where they belong! (AUS#47:8)
(h)	 You’ve seen that? (AUS#55:34)
(i)	 Who needs movies when Arsenal is enjoying such a wicked season? 

(AUS#60:29)
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(j)	 Rollins does hate women far more than he hates everyone else. 
(AUS#45:30)

2.  Sentence types and meaning
For any five of the sentences in exercise 1, discuss at least two plausible 
interpretations, that is, give at least two possible meaning types.

3. Types of interrogatives
The extracts below contain questions posed by an attorney during an actual 
trial (as reported by the Massachusetts Bar Association Lawyers Journal and 
reproduced in The Big Issue AUS#60:9). Examine these and then answer the 
two questions which follow.

Extract 1
Doctor, before you performed the autopsy, did you check for a pulse?
[No.]
Did you check for blood pressure?
[No.]
Did you check for breathing?
[No.]
So then it is possible that the patient was alive when you began the 
autopsy?
[No.]
How can you be so sure, doctor?
[Because his brain was sitting on my desk in a jar.]
But could the patient have still been alive nevertheless?
[It is possible that he could have been alive and practicing law somewhere.]

Extract 2
Mr Slattery, you went on a rather elaborate honeymoon, didn’t you?
[I went to Europe, sir.]
And you took your new wife?
[Ummm, yeah …]
How was your first marriage terminated?
[By death.]
And by whose death was it terminated?
[Ahhh, my wife’s.]
That would be your first wife?
[You got it.]
Right. So the date of conception [of the baby] was August 8th?
[Yes.]
And what were you doing at that time?
[Ummm, can I have a glass of water please? …]

In each of his lines, the lawyer asks a question; identify the type of struc-
ture he uses to do so each time. 
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4.  Colloquial and regional English?
The following sentences are forms found in different parts of the English-
speaking world. Some illustrate variations in the grammar of English which 
we would place together as dialectal non-standard, and some, from our 
stash of Big Issues, are colloquial and for some speakers will hover some-
where on the border between standard and non-standard. Identify and 
describe each of the constructions and say why they differ from main-
stream Standard English sentence types.

(a)	 She ain’t got to bother, have she?
(b)	 Who you have come to see?
(c)	 You are going home soon, isn’t it?
(d)	 What you got? Where you live?
(e)	 I’m going out with my sheila now, ain’t I.
(f)	 He’ll might could do it for you. [= ‘he might be able to do it for you in 

the future’]
(g)	 Be you quiet! Come you on!
(h)	 You’re going to struggle with no money, in’t ya? (AUS#40:9)
(i)	 How about you play one for us? (AUS#60:22)
(j)	 How come I’m here? (AUS#56:13)
(k)	 Children, on the other hand … well, they don’t have the blinkers on 

yet. (AUS#54:9)
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6
The verb phrase

6.1 The constituency of verb strings
In previous chapters, we’ve just talked about the verb of a clause, but it 
turns out to be more useful to talk about the verb string of the clause. 
In the following examples from an article on Futurama (N#279:8–9), a 
follow-up from the creator of The Simpsons, each sentence (clause) contains 
a string of verbs. In each example, the verb string is in italics.

Their inventor has created a new bunch of cartoon losers with ‘Futurama’.

The Y3K bug is threatening to bring down society.

Parents can’t accuse me of providing a bad role model for kids, because he 
is only a robot.

They have been eaten by owls.

The show might meander.

If a verb string consists of just one verb, then that is the lexical verb. Any 
other verbs in the verb string belong to the class of auxiliary verbs. Verbs 
can be finite or non-finite, we dealt with this when we talked about verb 
forms in Chapter 3, but we will come back to it here. We can then also refer 
to verb strings as finite or non-finite depending on whether the first verb 
of the verb string is finite or not. In the examples above, all the verb strings 
are finite, because the first verb in each case is finite: has, is, can’t, have and 
might, respectively. They can all change form to had, was, couldn’t etc. In a 
finite verb string only the first verb is finite. As we shall see below, the kind 
of verbs which can occur before other verbs in a verb string require that 
the verb which follows it occurs in one of its non-finite forms. A verb string 
does not have to contain a finite verb, however, there are non-finite verb 
strings, where all the verbs are non-finite. We shall have more to say about 
this when we discuss clauses in Chapter 8.

In terms of meaning, the verb string could be said to form a unit; there 
is some sense in which the meanings of the auxiliaries modify the mean-
ing of the lexical verb; just as we get create (present) vs. created (past), we 
get has created (present perfect – we’ll come back to what it means to be 
perfect, at least for a verb, very soon). This has led most traditional gram-
mars to assume that the verb string forms a syntactic constituent as well as 
a semantic unit. However, given these examples, one could equally well say 
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that the auxiliary of the perfect modifies the whole of the rest of the verb 
phrase: has modifies created a new bunch of cartoon losers with ‘Futurama’. So, 
instead of relying on vague intuitions about meaning, we shall do what we 
aim to do throughout this book and use structural criteria to decide on the 
syntactic structure. We shall apply some of the constituency tests to the 
sentences containing verb strings in order to decide whether has forms a 
constituent just with the verb created or with the whole verb phrase created 
a new bunch of cartoon losers with ‘Futurama’. The difference can be repre-
sented as follows (and this is one of those places where we feel we can’t 
avoid trees in the general sections):

1

2

If has created forms a constituent, as in the first tree, then created a new 
bunch of cartoon losers with ‘Futurama’ does not – created cannot belong to 
both these constituents. On the other hand, if created a new bunch of cartoon 
losers with ‘Futurama’ does form a constituent, as in the second tree, then 
has created does not form a structural unit.

If you need to remind yourself of how constituency tests work, look back 
at Section 2.3. Here we shall just apply a selection of the tests to the string 
created a new bunch of cartoon losers with ‘Futurama’ in the sentence Their 
inventor has created a new bunch of cartoon losers with ‘Futurama’, with the 
aim of discovering whether it forms a constituent or not. If it does, then 
the verb string does not form a constituent.

❑❑ Omission
(They haven’t created a new bunch of cartoon losers with Futurama, but) 
their inventor has created a new bunch of cartoon losers with Futurama.

❑❑ Substitution
Their inventor has performed.

❑❑ Co-ordination
Their inventor has created a new bunch of cartoon losers with ‘Futurama’ 
and given us a new weird role model.

❑❑ Movement
What their inventor has done is created a new bunch of cartoon losers with 
‘Futurama’.
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These tests show that created a new bunch of cartoon losers with ‘Futurama’ 
is a constituent of Their inventor has created a new bunch of cartoon losers 
with ‘Futurama’; the string can be omitted, it can be replaced by one word, 
it can be co-ordinated with another string of a similar kind and it can be 
moved in a cleft sentence. When we have a verb string, we then ‘peel off’ 
one verb, and the rest of the verb phrase forms a constituent. If there are 
more verbs left, we ‘peel off’ the next one. The notion of verb string is then 
just a convenient way of referring to a string of one, two, three or even four 
auxiliaries and the lexical verb which follows, but the verb string does not 
have any status structurally. To illustrate this, we will indicate the structure 
for They have been eaten by owls. Remember that by owls is an adjunct here.

3

Verbs like has, is, can’t have and might in the sentences we have discussed in 
this sub-section are then a special kind of verb that takes a VP as its comple-
ment. More about this kind of verb very soon.

One final thing is to point out that there are certain one-word modifiers 
that can occur in between the verbs in a verb string. We have already seen 
that the negation not usually occurs between the verbs of a verb string, 
immediately following the first verb:

Parents can not accuse me of providing a bad role model for kids, because 
he is only a robot.

As the following examples show, there are other one-word modifiers 
which  can occur in the same position. (These examples come from an 
article on the ‘bed-in’ for peace which John Lennon and Yoko Ono held in 
Amsterdam.)
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People should first take their pants down before they start fighting. 
(N#258:13) (Yoko Ono on how to achieve world peace.)

I will probably dream up a few songs. (N#258:13)

I might just break the rules to go to the loo. (N#258:13)

In these sentences, not, first, probably and just appear between the verbs of 
a verb string. These are one-word adverbials (i.e. adverbs forming AdvPs 
on their own, which function as adverbials) which modify the VP they 
precede. In fact, this can be seen as further evidence that the verb string as 
such does not form a constituent.

6.2 Time and tense
Let’s return now to the notion of finite and non-finite forms. The charac-
teristic of a finite verb form is that it carries tense, i.e. it is morphologically 
marked as either present or past. Tense is, then, a matter of morphological 
marking. This may sound strange to you, but the tense is not necessarily 
straightforwardly related to what time the event represented by the verb 
takes place. Of course, present tense will often be used to refer to present 
time, and past tense is common in sentences referring to events which 
happened in the past. However, the relation is not straightforward and we 
therefore need to distinguish between tense – a matter of morphological 
marking – and time – a matter of when events take place.

There are a number of reasons to make this distinction. For one thing, 
the simple present tense, i.e. one which involves only one verb in its 
present tense and no other verbs, is quite restricted in English. If one wants 
to talk about an event which is happening now, one can’t always use the 
simple present tense. An example of this is the previous sentence, where it 
wouldn’t have sounded as natural if we had said to talk about an event which 
happens now.

The simple present tense is used for events which happen regularly or 
form a habit, so that the robot Bender of the cartoon ‘Futurama’ is described 
as follows:

He smokes, drinks, betrays people and has no guilt whatsoever. (N#279:9)

The use of the simple present tense here means that we can assume that 
Bender has a very unhealthy life style. If, on the other hand we just wanted 
to show that the robot was having a temporary lapse so that his drinking 
and smoking were not likely to last for long, then we would have to use a 
form of the verb be together with the main one. This is what we will refer 
to as the progressive aspect:

He is smoking and drinking (at the moment).

It should be pointed out that this progressive sentence is still in the present 
tense, but it is in the present progressive rather than the simple present.

The simple present is also used for timeless truths: Buying a house is a mis-
erable business; for stage directions: In walks the ghost; commentaries: Giggs 
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scores the goal of the century and United look set to play in the final of the FA 
Cup; in performatives (verbs with which you perform the action of the verb 
by saying the verb): I promise to do it; and some other specialized environ-
ments. For example, suddenly switching to the present tense in a narrative 
can make the action more lively and dramatic. Take the following extract 
where Simon the handyman is starting to tell a story:

A mate of mine was called out for a job in St Kilda to fix a sink at these two 
girls’ place. He gets in there and they’re checking him out as he’s working 
away … (AUS#66:21)

A further reason to distinguish between time and tense is that we can 
use the present tense to refer to events that are expected to happen in the 
future.

When Fry returns to Manhattan 1000 years later, it has been destroyed and 
rebuilt three times. (N#279:8)

They actually attack and destroy earth at least twice over the next thousand 
years. (N#279:9)

In both these sentences, the events of returning, attacking and destroy-
ing are taking place not at the present time, but in the future – sometime 
during the next thousand years – and still the morphological form of the 
verb is present tense. Adverbials of time are often more useful than the verb 
form when it comes to giving us an idea of when events take place.

Since present tense seems to be able to refer to present time, future time 
and timeless statements, it might seem most appropriate to refer to this 
verb form as the non-past, rather than the present, tense. However, for the 
sake of simplicity, we will go on referring to it as present tense, but keeping 
in mind that tense and time need not correspond.

So far, we have only talked about the present and the past tenses. How 
about the future? Well, English clearly does not have a separate verb form 
for the future, the way some other languages do. Hence there is no future 
tense in English, even though there are of course many different ways in 
which we can talk about the future. Let’s return now to John Lennon and 
Yoko Ono’s famous ‘bed-in’ at the Amsterdam Hilton, reported in The Big 
Issue (N#258:12–13):

I won’t (will not) leave this bed.

I might just break the rules to go to the loo.

Everybody should do it. (refers to ‘grow your hair’)

I’ll probably dream up a few songs.

We’re not going to break up. (referring to fellow Beatle Paul McCartney, 
apparently)

People who have not studied linguistics, to the extent that they would 
have any view on the future tense of English would probably think of 
will, or its abbreviated form ’ll, as the marker of future. However, these 
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examples show that there are many other ways of referring to future 
events: might, should and be going to for instance. We could say that the 
verbs used here are really used to make a prediction about how likely it is 
that something will happen in the future (but as the last example above 
shows, it is easy to be wrong). The choice of verb then depends on how 
confident the speaker is. Some other forms that can be used for future 
events are the following:

A media frenzy greeted the news that ‘Baywatch’ would film an up-coming 
episode ‘Down Under’. (AUS#63:17)

Mike is about to discover that the years have not been kind to Wayne Swain. 
(AUS#63:17)

A common way of referring to future events in many varieties of English is 
be + gonna (from be going to) plus the base form of the verb. Although still 
judged colloquial, it sometimes appears in writing:

Once I’m done with kindergarten I’m gonna find me a wife!

There are, then, so many ways of referring to the future in English that 
it does not make sense to refer to any one element as the future tense. A 
further complication is that will, which is probably the best candidate for a 
neutral future marker, can be used without any future interpretation:

They will be in Amsterdam now.

Here the speaker is making a prediction by using will, but this time not 
about the future, but about the present.

To sum up, a distinction should be made between time and tense. Tense 
is a matter of verb form and there are two tenses in English: present and 
past. There are many different ways of referring to future events in English, 
but nothing that we can describe as the future tense. With many verbs (like 
will and would) and even the present tense of lexical verbs, we must look 
at the time adverbials or the context to tell whether they are used to refer 
to future events.

6.3  Lexical verbs and auxiliary verbs
The lexical verbs (also referred to as ‘full’ or ‘main’ verbs) run the show in 
a sentence in the sense that the lexical verb decides what other elements 
the sentence may, must or must not contain. Nonetheless, there are other 
verbs that contribute in other ways to the sentence meaning. These are 
the verbs that we refer to as auxiliary verbs. As the term implies, these 
verbs ‘help’ other verbs and they will always occur with another verb – or, 
in more technical terms, the complement of an auxiliary will always be 
verbal. (Remember that lexical categories may select phrases as their com-
plements. Complement is a general term that covers for instance the object 
of a verb like tickle, the object of a preposition like at or the PP following 
proud in proud of her children. In a tree representation, the complement is 
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always the sister of the head that selects it. Have a look again at Section 3.6 
if you have forgotten.) There are some elliptical sentences where the verbal 
part is understood, but the crucial thing is that an auxiliary cannot take as 
its complement, say, a noun phrase or an adjective phrase.

A category of auxiliary verb can be distinguished in most languages on 
semantic criteria – auxiliary verbs provide information about the modality, 
aspect or voice of the sentence. Modality is quite a complex notion, and 
we will not go into any detail here. Suffice it to say that it is often related to 
how plausible the speaker thinks it is that what the sentence expresses will 
actually happen. The difference between the following sentences is then 
one of modality (and here we move from Futurama to another cartoon, 
South Park):

It might be hard to make live-action little kids dying funny. (AUS#51:23)

It may be hard to make live-action little kids dying funny. [adapted]

Traditionally, the difference here is described in terms of likelihood, or 
tentativeness; might is assumed to be more tentative than may. Those of 
you who are native speakers may want to think about what you perceive to 
be the difference between the meaning of these two sentences.

Aspect relates to information about, for instance, whether an event is 
going on, has been completed or is being repeated. Voice refers to the 
difference between active and passive, and unlike modality and aspect, a 
change in voice has consequences for the whole structure of the sentence. 
This is something we mentioned in Chapter 4 and we’ll return to it below.

Apart from the semantic characteristics, in English the auxiliary verbs 
also have some striking morpho-syntactic properties (i.e. properties related 
to their form and distribution) which lexical verbs do not have. This means 
that we can distinguish quite neatly a syntactic category of auxiliary verbs. 
The main reason for this is that due to a historical quirk, there are some 
jobs that English does not allow a lexical verb to do (with one or two excep-
tions). Returning to the terminology used in Chapter 4, we can say that 
there is a function – which we will refer to as operator – which (almost) 
only the sub-category of auxiliary verb can fill. This distinction between 
category and function is important here for two reasons. First, auxiliaries 
do not always function as operators, and second, there are one or two non-
auxiliaries which can be operators. We shall return to this point below. 
Let’s first consider what the characteristics of an operator are. We will focus 
here on two of them.

Subject–operator inversion
This is often referred to as subject–auxiliary inversion, but there are really 
two functions involved here, namely, subject and operator, rather than a 
function and a category. At the end of this section, it should be clear why 
we want to make this distinction. As we saw in Chapter 5, questions are 
signalled in English by the subject occurring after a verb and not in its 
customary position before all the verbs. There is one important condition, 
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though, and that is that the verb preceding the subject must be of a special 
kind – it must be one of the verbs capable of being an operator. Compare 
the following sentences:

Could you reinvent yourself as someone new? (N#279:9)

Can you be nutty? (SCO #245:35)

Whose brain is it anyway? (N#260:14)

with these:

*Reinvented you yourself as someone new?

*Considers Blackman herself a dishonourable lady?

*Intended they to become parents during their stay?

These examples show that could, can and is function as operators, and that 
the verbs in the starred sentences – reinvent, considers and intend – cannot. 
In the last sentences, we need to insert a verb that doesn’t mean anything 
much but which seems able to function as an operator – the dummy do, 
about which we will hear more later. This gives us the following grammati-
cal interrogatives:

Does Blackman consider herself a dishonourable lady? (N#274:30)

Did they intend to become parents during their stay? (N#258:13) (back to 
John and Yoko)

We need to point out here that apart from interrogatives, there are a few 
other environments where you get subject–operator inversion; for instance, 
in so-called conditionals (as in the first example below) and when negative 
adverbials have been moved to the front (as in the other two examples). 
As we would expect, unless there is an operator in the sentence naturally, 
dummy do must be inserted:

Had he been really brave, rather than derivative of his own formula, he 
might have created something truly … (N#269:26)

Nor did I imagine that I was in a picture that appeared within the sleeve of 
a Lennon LP … (N#258:12)

Never in the error-strewn history of English cricket, never in the rich 195-
year history of Lord’s, has there been a day as dark. (The Daily Mail lament-
ing the English cricket team’s loss, AUS#331:11)

Negation
Consider the following negative sentences:

We’re (we are) not trying to have a baby … (N#258:13)

Why can’t you do it in your vacation? (N#258:13) (this is John Lennon on 
everybody staging a ‘bed-in’ for peace)

I wish I had not gone that day. (N#258:12) [adapted]
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Here we see that the clause negator not, or its contracted form n’t, can occur 
with verbs like can, be and have. Compare this with the following ungram-
matical sentences:

*I swear I dreamt not/dreamtn’t it. 

*I wantn’t to make a habit out of it.

Just as in some of the interrogatives above, we have to insert the seemingly 
meaningless verb do:

I swear I didn’t dream it. (N#258:12)

I don’t want to make a habit out of it. (N#258:13) (John Lennon on how 
nice it is to get married)

There is a little quirk here – I want not to make a habit out of it is actually 
grammatical. However, the negator not doesn’t negate the whole sentence. 
It only modifies make a habit out of it, not want. In the original example, 
Lennon says he has no particular desire to make a habit out it, whereas in 
the example with not following want, it means the speaker is actively trying 
to not make a habit out of it.

We can conclude, then, that in English, sentence negation requires 
the presence of a special kind of verb. Verbs like dream and want cannot 
have negation attached to them. Instead we need an operator, just as with 
interrogatives.

If an operator is needed to make an interrogative and to add clausal 
negation, then there is one environment in which these two criteria are 
often combined: the tag question. As we saw in Chapter 5, a tag question 
is often added at the end of a sentence, not always as a real question, but 
more to invite some sign from the hearer that she is still with you. Being 
interrogatives, tag questions have subject–operator inversion and hence 
only finite auxiliaries can occur in tag questions.

We have insisted here on making the distinction between the function 
operator and the sub-category auxiliary. Not all elements that can function 
as operators are auxiliaries; there are one or two lexical verbs that can do 
it, too. We will return to these exceptions below in Section 6.5. This means 
that to define the sub-category of auxiliary verb, we need more than just its 
ability to function as an operator. We have seen that auxiliaries differ from 
all lexical verbs in that they take a verbal complement. We can say, then, 
that an auxiliary is a verb which can function as an operator and which 
takes a verbal complement.

We still want to distinguish between the function operator and the sub-
category auxiliary, because auxiliaries do not always function as operators. 
Consider the following description of room 702 of the Amsterdam Hilton.

This hallowed venue has been turned into something of a stylised, all white 
shrine. (N#258:13)

In this sentence, there are three verbs, has, been and turned (into). Of these, 
only the first one can function as an operator, in that it can invert with the 
subject to form an interrogative and it can carry the negation:
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Has this hallowed venue been turned into something of a stylised, all white 
shrine?

This hallowed venue hasn’t been turned into something of a stylised, all 
white shrine.

The complement of has clearly functions as an operator here. How about 
been in the same sentence? Well, it has the VP complement typical of an 
auxiliary: turned into something of a stylised, all white shrine; so it looks like 
an auxiliary. However, when we try to use been for subject–operator inver-
sion and for negation the result is ungrammatical. In this sentence been 
doesn’t function as an operator.

*Been this hallowed venue has turned into something of a stylised, all white 
shrine?

*This hallowed venue has been’t turned into something of a stylised, all 
white shrine.

However, this shouldn’t lead us to the conclusion that be isn’t an auxil-
iary; if has wasn’t there, then be (in the form of was) can do the operator 
jobs:

Was this hallowed venue turned into something of a stylised, all white 
shrine?

This hallowed venue wasn’t turned into something of a stylised, all white 
shrine.

If we go back to the original sentence:

This hallowed venue has been turned into something of a stylised, all white 
shrine.

We can conclude that both has and been are auxiliary verbs – they both take 
VP complements and they can both, in principle, fill the function of opera-
tor. However, in this particular sentence, only has is an operator, because to 
be an operator, an auxiliary has to be finite, and only the first auxiliary of a 
verb string can be finite. This is similar to the fact that, say, the peace-loving 
couple is always a noun phrase and as such it can fill the subject function. 
However, just because it is a noun phrase, it doesn’t always have to fill the 
subject function.

6.4  Auxiliary verbs
Now that we know how to spot auxiliaries, let’s take a closer look at what 
verbs are auxiliaries and what kind of meaning they may contribute to the 
sentence. A distinction is usually made between modal auxiliaries and 
primary auxiliaries. The core modal verbs are can–could, may–might, shall–
should, will–would and must, and the primary auxiliaries are be, have and 
do.
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Modal auxiliaries
In many ways, the modals form a very messy category in English. We shall 
have very little to say about their meaning since this is a very complex 
matter. There are also some irregularities to do with their form. The one 
thing you can say for core modals is that it is quite easy to distinguish 
them as a group on the basis of structural criteria. The modal auxiliaries 
have the properties all auxiliaries have, so that they can function as opera-
tors and as such can invert with the subject in interrogatives and occur 
with clausal negation. However, they also have some properties which are 
unique to modals. Let’s look at these properties in the light of the follow-
ing examples:

The show might meander. (N#279:9)

Why can’t you do it in your vacation? (N#258:13)

People should first take their pants down before they start fighting. 
(N#258:13)

First, the first verb that follows a modal must appear in the bare infinitive 
form. In the examples above we have meander, do and take. Second, in 
Standard English and most dialects, the modal itself only has a finite form; 
in other words, it can only occur in positions where you can have a finite 
verb, i.e. as the first verb of a verb string. It is not possible to say some-
thing like has willed, to may or may will (although some varieties of Scottish 
and American English allow double, even triple modals; see Chapter 11). 
Finally, the modals don’t have a separate form for third person present 
tense. So whereas all other verbs have two present tense forms – an -s form 
for third person singular (she/he/it) and one without the -s for all other 
person–number combinations – modals have just one form. In the exam-
ples above, the first one already has a third person singular subject (the 
show), but there is no -s on the verb. If we change the subject of the other 
sentences to third person singular, the form of the verb doesn’t change:

Why can’t she do it in her vacation?

She should first take her pants down before they start fighting. 

The modals will and would can appear in a contracted form that is written 
as attached to the subject with an apostrophe: I’ll for I will and he’d for he 
would. The contracted forms are most common with pronouns, but you 
can also find them with other subjects.

To judge by the form, the modals we have looked at so far occur in 
present and past tense. And there are indeed some environments in which 
the distinction between will and would or can and could is similar to that 
between the present and past forms of lexical verbs. Consider the following 
examples:

I think I’ll go to work like normal. (AUS#33:16)

I thought I would go to work like normal.
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When we have changed the tense of the first verb from present think to 
past thought, the natural thing is to change the modal in the lower clause 
from will to would. In this sense, then, would can be said to be the past tense 
form of will.

There are, however, many environments in which what we would call 
the past tense form of the modal is used with future meaning.

I might just break the rules to go to the loo. (N#258:13)

Could you reinvent yourself as someone new? (N#279:9)

‘Baywatch’ would film an up-coming episode ‘Down Under’. (AUS#63:17)

As we have already said, it is extremely difficult to say what the relation-
ship is between these and the following sentences:

I may just break the rules to go to the loo.

Can you reinvent yourself as someone new?

‘Baywatch’ will film an up-coming episode ‘Down Under’.

These are environments in which the difference between what looks like 
the present tense of the modal and what looks like the past tense of the 
same modal has absolutely nothing to do with time. Instead the differ-
ence is associated with notions such as plausibility – I may do it is a bit 
more certain than I might do it – or sometimes politeness – Could I have 
a word? sounds more polite than Can I have a word? It is, then, not at all 
clear that we want to call might the past tense of may, at least not in all 
environments.

In the introduction to this section, we gave modals in pairs, with the 
exception of must, which seems to be on its own. Let’s consider, then, what 
happens when we have must in a lower clause and change the tense of the 
higher verb:

I think it must be worth getting married just for the paperwork. (AUS#305:12)

I thought it had to be worth getting married just for the paperwork.

It would seem that the most natural choice as a corresponding past tense 
form of must in this environment is had to. This is just another example of 
how complex the whole business of modal verbs are.

Another point to make about modals is that they interact with nega-
tion in peculiar ways, with respect to both form and meaning. We saw in 
Section 6.3 that the negation not has a contracted form n’t which attaches 
to auxiliaries. Since modals are auxiliaries, we would expect that n’t could 
attach to them, and it does, but there are some irregularities. Consider the 
following adapted sentences:

I may just break the rules to go to the loo.

I will probably dream up a few songs.

I shall probably dream up a few songs.
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In all these cases, we cannot (or can’t) just add n’t to the auxiliary. Instead 
we have to change the forms: will+n’t ➞ won’t and shall+n’t ➞ shan’t. For 
may, there seems not to be any corresponding abbreviated form, so that we 
have to use may not (although some speakers accept mayn’t).

Finally, we want to point out that funny things may happen with the 
meaning when you add negation to a modal verb. Consider the following 
example, and in order to keep things simple here we have had to invent 
an example: 

Oscar may eat the vegetables.

This means either that Oscar is allowed to eat the vegetables or that 
the speaker thinks it is likely that he will. Consider now the negative 
counterpart:

Oscar may not eat the vegetables.

This could mean either that Oscar is not allowed to eat the vegetables, or 
that he is allowed to not eat the vegetables, or that the speaker thinks it is 
plausible that he will not eat them. Can you follow that?

To add to the complexities, with can, negation may also work differently 
depending on whether or not the contracted form is used. The example 
often given is this:

You can not do your homework and still pass the exam.

There is a reasonable way of interpreting this, namely, that it is possible for 
you not to do your homework and still pass the exam. It may not be the 
best way to make sure that you pass, but it is possible. Consider now the 
contracted form:

You can’t do your homework and still pass the exam.

Something seems to have changed here, since under normal assumptions 
about the relation between homework and exams, this is a weird statement 
to make – it implies that doing homework would get in the way of passing 
your exam. This is also a possible interpretation of the sentence with the 
full form of not, but since it is an unlikely thing to say, it would not nor-
mally occur to someone who heard or read that sentence. This is, then, an 
illustration that the scope of the negation varies depending on whether it 
occurs in its full form.

Marginal modals
Now consider the italic verbs in the following sentence in the light of what 
we have said about modal verbs:

The world needs to laugh more. (N#258:13)

Need in this sentence doesn’t look like much like a modal verb; it has the 
third person singular present tense -s which modals cannot have, and the 
verb which follows it has the to infinitive, rather than the bare infinitive 
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that modals normally take. Consider now also the following sentences 
with need. Which ones do you find acceptable?

Need we laugh more?

You needn’t laugh.

The world needs to laugh more, needn’t it?

The world needs to laugh more, doesn’t it?

Do we need to laugh more?

You don’t need to laugh, do you?

If you find the first three sentences grammatical, then you treat need 
as a modal verb – need is allowed to function as the operator both in 
the interrogative and in the negated sentence, and also its complement 
occurs in the bare infinitive form, rather than as a to infinitive. In the 
last three sentences on the other hand, need is treated as a lexical verb, 
requiring dummy do as an operator. Verbs that are ambiguous in this way 
between modal status and lexical verb status are referred to as marginal 

modals (or quasi-modals); other examples are dare, ought (to) and used 
to. We will return to the behaviour of the other marginal modals in the 
exercises.

We leave you with an interesting example we found in The Big Issue:

I better pull over at Bourke Street rank. (AUS#33:16)

In this example, the element we know as an adjective better would appear to 
have some characteristics of a verb, in fact of a modal verb. The Australian 
among us can even use it in a tag:

I better pull over at Bourke Street rank, bettern’t I?

Primary auxiliaries
There are four different functions for primary auxiliaries: perfect aspect, 
progressive aspect, passive voice and dummy auxiliary, and there are three 
verbs that can be used to fill the different primary auxiliary functions: have, 
be and do. This means that in a sense we can answer the question of how 
many primary auxiliaries there are with either four or three; the verb be 
does double duty as the auxiliary of the progressive and the auxiliary of the 
passive. Since these are quite distinct functions, and since it is quite easy to 
distinguish them, it is best to view them as two different primary auxiliaries 
which have the same form. It is easy to distinguish the two uses. First of all, 
the progressive be and the passive be are followed by different forms of the 
verb, ing form (be eating) and ppart (be eaten), respectively. Second, passive 
sentences have some particular characteristics: for instance, in a passive 
sentence you can usually have a by-phrase (be eaten by a shark). We’ll now 
take a look at each primary auxiliary in turn.
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The auxiliary of the perfect have
The auxiliary of the perfect have introduces the perfect aspect into a 
sentence and is followed by the ppart form of the verb. If it co-occurs with 
other auxiliaries, it follows the modal but precedes the progressive and 
passive auxiliaries.

Have has three different contracted forms: in present tense ’s (for has) 
and ’ve (for have) and in the past ’d (for had). As with the contracted forms 
of the modals, these are attached to the subject, mainly when the subject is 
a pronoun. However, since the bare infinitive form of have is also have, ’ve 
can also attach to modals which can precede have, as in You could’ve done 
it. It is even possible to get more than one of the auxiliaries contracted in 
a string: I’ll’ve done it.

Let us now look at some examples of the use of the auxiliary of the 
perfect:

‘The Simpsons’ has delivered hip irreverence and clever satire for more than 
ten years now. (N#279:8)

It was puerile, silly and immature – and everyone who saw it thought it 
was a work of side-splitting wonder. The cult of ‘South Park’ had been born. 
(AUS#51:23)

By this time next year they will have become a ratings goldmine. [adapted]

In all three sentences, we have the auxiliary of the perfect, have, followed 
by a verb in its ppart form, delivered, been and become, respectively. In the 
first one, have occurs in the present tense, in the second in past tense and 
in the third it is preceded by the modal will, and the adverbial by this time 
next year indicates that the modal refers to future here. (Note that in the 
last sentences, have itself occurs in its bare infinitive form since it is part of 
the complement of will, and as we know, the modals take a bare infinitive 
as their complement.) So, there are definite differences in tense here, but 
given that the perfect auxiliary occurs in all of them, we would also expect 
the three sentences to have something in common.

Often people confuse perfect aspect with past tense because the perfect 
aspect tends to be used to refer to events that took place in the past, but as 
we now know, we need to distinguish between time and tense. We find that 
the easiest way to disentangle this is to use a rather clever system intro-
duced by a philosopher called Reichenbach in 1948. We can think of three 
points of time that are relevant to a normal statement (or question for that 
matter): the time the statement was spoken or written, S for ‘speech time’; 
the time on which we focus, R (Reichenbach called this reference time, 
hence the R); and the time at which the event took place, E for ‘event time’. 
These points are then put on a time line, where time is seen as stretching 
from the past into the future. Which tense and aspect are used depends on 
the relation between S, R and E. Let’s consider the three examples above 
in the light of this. In ‘The Simpsons’ has delivered hip irreverence and clever 
satire for more than ten years now, the adverbial now indicates that we are 
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focusing on the present; hence speech time, S, and the time on which we 
focus, R, coincide. The event of delivering hip irreverence and clever satire 
started ten years ago and continues until now. We can draw the following 
diagram for the first sentence:

Since this article was written in 1998, the ‘speech’ time is 1998, and now 
indicating the focus time, is then also 1998. The event started 10 years 
earlier, and the dotted line indicates that it carries on into the present of 
the statement. The years are actually not important; what matters is the 
relation between S, R and E.

Turning now to The cult of ‘South Park’ had been born, the time of focus is 
in the past; there was a time in the past at which the birth of the cult had 
taken place. We know it is past, because the sentence preceding it sets the 
scene: It was puerile, silly and immature – and everyone who saw it thought it 
was a work of side-splitting wonder indicates that we are focusing on the past. 
At the time when people saw it, the cult had already been born, otherwise 
the simple past would have been used: The cult of ‘South Park’ was born. We 
can then draw the following diagram:

Here we haven’t given any indication of the years, since that information is 
not known. What we do know is that there is a ‘now’, S, the time at which 
the statement is made, and that at some time prior to that there were some 
people who saw South Park and liked it, that’s the time on which the state-
ment focuses, R, and that some time prior to that the cult of South Park was 
born, that is the event the statement talks about, E.

Turning now to the final sentence, By this time next year they will have 
become a ratings goldmine, here we are focusing on some time in the future, 
this time next year in fact. At that time, they will have become a ratings 
gold mine. Presumably, one would say this only if ‘they’ had not already 
become a ratings gold mine, so that this will take place sometime between 
now and this time next year. We can then draw another diagram:

Between S (now) and R, there is a year, and some time between those two 
points the event of becoming a ratings gold mine happens.

In these examples, we can see that what the sentences have in common 
is the fact that E precedes R, i.e. that the event happened (or started hap-
pening) before the time we are focusing on. This is why it is easily confused 
with past tense; past tense usually refers to an event that happened in the 
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past, i.e. before now. The confusion is then between ‘before the time we 
are focusing on’ and ‘before now’. However, as we see in the last example, 
the event itself can be in the future as long as it is before the focus point. 
Perfect aspect is then a way of indicating the relation between the focus 
point and the time at which the event took place. Tense, on the other 
hand, is a way of indicating the relation between focus time and speech 
time; in the first sentence, focus time and speech time coincide (hence the 
use of now) and we get present tense. In the second one, focus time pre-
cedes the speech time and hence we get past tense (since the event time 
also precedes the focus time, we also get perfect aspect). When the focus 
time is in the future, i.e. after S, we get some indication of future; in the 
third sentence this is will (though remember that there are reasons not to 
refer to this as the future tense).

Just for comparison, let’s look now in the same way at some sentences 
without the perfect aspect. We can use the following adapted sentences:

Now ‘South Park’ makes a lot of money for the company.

Back in 1998 ‘South Park’ made a lot of money for the company.

For the first of these sentences, the focus time is now, and the event time is 
also now, hence we get the following diagram:

In the second sentence, we are focusing on a time in the past (that is, past 
from the time of the utterance), a time at which the event took place.

We can sum up the relation between tense and perfect aspect, then, as 
follows: when the event time precedes the focus time, perfect aspect is 
used; when the two coincide we do not get perfect aspect. When the event 
time precedes the speech time we get past tense, and when they coincide 
we get present tense (often with progressive aspect in English). When the 
event time follows the point of speech in time, then we get some future 
indication.

For an event that happened in the past, if we use perfect aspect, we are 
focusing not on the time of the event, but on some later time, for instance 
‘now’. Hence perfect aspect can be used when we want to indicate the 
importance of an event for what is going on now. This is often referred to 
as the ‘current relevance’ use of the perfect. It can also be used to express 
‘hot news’, for instance in headlines or advertisements. The following 
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example is the headline announcing the South Park article that appears 
later in the magazine.

UNCENSORED CARDBOARD. A show that stars foul-mouthed cardboard 
cut-outs has become a cult hit for SBS. (AUS#51:23)

The auxiliary of the progressive be
The progressive be is followed by a verb in its -ing form. It follows modals 
and perfect have if they co-occur, but precedes the auxiliary of the passive. 
Of course, if it follows a modal it occurs in its bare infinitive form, and if it 
follows the auxiliary of the perfect it occurs in its ppart form.

The progressive aspect is used to indicate that something is in progress, 
that it hasn’t been completed or that it is temporary. It has a slightly differ-
ent effect in present and past tense. In the present tense, as we have already 
pointed out in Section 6.2, the progressive is used when an activity is tem-
porary rather than a more or less permanent characteristic of the subject. 
The examples we compared then were:

He smokes, drinks, betrays people and has no guilt whatsoever. (N#279:9)

He is smoking and drinking.

The interpretation of limited duration also means that the progressive goes 
better with some adverbials than the simple present. An example is the 
following, where at the moment would not combine well with the simple 
present:

Terry is sleeping rough at the moment. (N#235:34)

In the past, the progressive is often used to emphasize the fact that some-
thing is in progress. The simple past, by contrast, has more a sense of com-
pletion about it. This means, for instance, that if something is interrupted, 
the past progressive sounds more natural:

Just as Parker and Stone were running out of cash … (AUS#51:23)

Here the progressive is used, since the situation was interrupted, by Parker 
and Stone getting their big break with South Park. Also, the use of the pro-
gressive in this sentence implies that they never totally ran out of cash. 
Compare this with the simple past, where the ‘running out of cash’ has 
been completed (here we have deleted just as since this adverbial empha-
sizes the in progress aspect and therefore doesn’t sound too good when the 
verb is not in progressive).

Parker and Stone ran out of cash …

Because of this interpretation of ongoing event, the progressive form may 
have a special effect on some verbs, or it may just be ungrammatical. For 
instance, an event that is so brief that it cannot really be ongoing is sneeze; 
if this is used in the progressive, as in Oscar was sneezing, then rather than 
create an image of a long-drawn-out sneeze, it conveys repetition. Verbs 
like have, know, and hate don’t happily combine with progressive aspect 



Introducing English Grammar

146

either. These are stative verbs. They refer to a state of affairs rather than to 
an action or event. Unchanging states can’t be ‘in progress’, since they are 
static; hence sentences like *He is having a large nose sound quite bizarre!

Sometimes it can be very difficult to decide why the progressive is used. 
Compare the following two sentences.

One episode, ‘Big Gay Al’s Big Gay Boat Ride’, makes a strong and touching 
stand against homophobia. (AUS#51:23)

One episode, ‘Big Gay Al’s Big Gay Boat Ride’, is making a strong and touch-
ing stand against homophobia.

Both sentences sound perfectly natural, but what is the difference? It 
cannot really be that the second is more temporary, since an episode is 
rather a temporary thing anyway. Does the second one sound more active? 
We’ll leave you to ponder this.

The progressive interacts with tense and perfect aspect, so that we can 
get the following:

Parker and Stone are running out of cash� present progressive

Parker and Stone were running out of cash� past progressive

Parker and Stone have been running out of cash�present perfect progressive

Parker and Stone had been running out of cash� past perfect progressive

Parker and Stone will be running out of cash� modal perfect progressive

As always when auxiliary verbs interact, it is important to keep separate 
the form that the auxiliary of the progressive itself takes and the form 
that the verb following it takes. The verb following the progressive be will 
always occur in its -ing form, whereas the form of be itself depends on the 
verb which precedes it, if any. In the first two sentences, be is finite, present 
and past tense, respectively. In the third and fourth examples it follows 
the auxiliary of the perfect and hence takes its ppart form been. In the final 
example, it follows a modal and is therefore in its bare infinitival form.

As in many other languages, be has more forms than any other verb, 
regardless of whether it functions as the progressive or the passive auxil-
iary. Not only does it have three distinct present tense forms: am, are and is, 
it also has two separate past tense forms: was and were. Each of the present 
tense forms has a contracted form which can be attached to a pronoun sub-
ject: ’m (for am), ’s (for is) and ’re (for are). Like the modals, the auxiliary be 
in both its uses interacts with the contracted negation form and inversion 
in peculiar ways. There is no contracted form *amn’t in Standard English; 
instead aren’t is used in inverted contexts like I am old-fashioned, aren’t 
I? However, native speakers do not seem to like the contracted negative 
form when there is no inversion; instead the non-contracted negative is 
used. Compare *I amn’t/aren’t old-fashioned and I am not old-fashioned (or 
I’m not old-fashioned). Some non-standard varieties have a solution to this 
dilemma, they use ain’t.
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The auxiliary of the passive be
The passive be takes a complement headed by a verb in its ppart form. 
If the passive be co-occurs with other auxiliary verbs it follows them. As 
mentioned in Chapter 4, a passive sentence is formed by promoting an 
object to a subject and simultaneously demoting the subject to a by-phrase 
or leaving it out all together. This can only be done if the auxiliary of the 
passive is inserted and the verb following it is changed into its ppart form. 
This was schematically shown in Section 4.4, repeated here.

Because of the simultaneous demotion of the subject and the promotion 
of the object, passives can be used both when one wants to highlight the 
object, and when one wants to put less emphasis on the subject – or omit it 
altogether. In the following sentence about New New York in Futurama, we 
do not actually find out who did the destroying and the rebuilding.

Manhattan has been destroyed and rebuilt. (N#279:8)

The use of passive is then a matter of information packaging, something to 
which we will return in Chapter 9. However, before we move on, we should 
just point out that not all passive clauses have the be auxiliary; some con-
tain get instead. Here’s an example provided by Australian politician Nick 
Minchin after he was called a ‘complete fruit loop’ because of his views on 
climate change:

I get called lots of things as a politician, so being named after a breakfast 
cereal is pretty mild, really. (AUS#343:8)

These passives are more colloquial and tend to be avoided in formal lan-
guage. They also give the interpretation that the subject is somehow more 
involved in the event; in other words, they provide a more agent-like read-
ing of the subject (hence get is the expected auxiliary in something like He 
deliberately got caught).

The dummy auxiliary do
In Section 6.3, we saw that in interrogatives and sentences with clause 
negation, there had to be an operator, and we also said that (almost) only 
auxiliary verbs can function as operators. So, what happens when we want 
to turn a declarative that doesn’t contain an auxiliary verb into an inter-
rogative or a negated declarative? We don’t want to insert one of the aux-
iliaries we have already dealt with, since this would change the meaning 
of the sentence. Instead, there is one auxiliary which doesn’t seem to have 
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much in the line of semantics – all it seems to do is to function as the oper-
ator when there is no other auxiliary present. This is the dummy auxiliary 

do. Consider the following declaratives:

The Simpsons revolutionised cartoons. (N#279:8)

The sloth-like Homer Simpson and his knuckle-headed mishaps became 
essential viewing. (N#279:8)

In order to turn these into interrogatives or in order to negate them we 
need to insert a form of do:

Did the Simpsons revolutionise cartoons?

The sloth-like Homer Simpson and his knuckle-headed mishaps did not 
become essential viewing.

Given that it only occurs when there is no other auxiliary, dummy do 
cannot follow any other auxiliary, but always occurs first in a verb string, 
followed by a lexical verb. Since dummy do always functions as an opera-
tor, it is always finite. Verbs like revolutionise and become that immediately 
follow it occur as the bare infinitive. Dummy do then resembles modals in 
two respects – it is always finite and it requires the following verb to take 
its bare infinitive form. This has led some grammars to consider dummy do 
as a modal verb. We think this is misguided. Modal verbs are used because 
they have meaning (even though it is difficult to define precisely what 
their meaning is), whereas dummy do is introduced purely for formal rea-
sons: English does not allow (most) lexical verbs to function as operators.

Summing up auxiliaries
Table 6.1 summarizes the auxiliary verbs.

Table 6.1  Auxiliary verbs

Auxiliary	 Form of	 Contracted	 Contracted 
	 complement	 form	 negated form
Core modals: can, 	 V[bare]	 ’ll for will	 can’t, couldn’t,
could, may, might, 		  ’d for would	 mightn’t, shan’t,
shall, should, will, 			   shouldn’t, won’t,
would, must			   wouldn’t, mustn’t

Perfect aspect: have	 V[ppart]	 Pres ’ve, ’s Past ’d	 haven’t, hasn’t,
			   hadn’t

Progressive aspect: be	 V[ing]	 Pres ’m, ’re, ’s	 aren’t, isn’t, 
			   wasn’t, weren’t

Passive voice: be	 V[ppart]	 ’m, ’re, ’s	 aren’t, isn’t, 
			   wasn’t, weren’t

Dummy auxiliary: do	 V[bare]		  don’t, doesn’t,
			   didn’t
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In summary, it is possible to have as many as four auxiliaries in a single 
sentence, although this is unusual; for instance, we can imagine wanting 
to say something like ‘South Park’ must have been being watched by millions of 
viewers that night. Table 6.2 summarizes the various possible combinations.

Table 6.2  Combinations of auxiliary verbs

	 Auxiliary verbs			   Main verb

	 Modal	 Perfect	 Progressive	 Passive

We	 must				    watch	 ‘South Park’

We	 must	 have			   watched	 ‘South Park’

We	 must	 have	 been		  watching	 ‘South Park’

‘South Park’	 must	 have	 been	 being	 watched

6.5  Lexical have, be and do
We have just seen that have, be and do are auxiliary verbs; they can func-
tion as operators and they are followed by a verbal complement. Now let’s 
look at the following sentences, particularly the verbs in italics:

Hey Spock, do the thing! (N#279:9)
Scented bras are on their way. (SCO#245:22)
Rupert Murdoch has a lot to thank Bart Simpson for. (N#279:8)

So, what’s the big deal, you may wonder; more sentences with auxiliary 
do, be and have. However, we have said that auxiliaries take verbal comple-
ments – they are after all only ‘help verbs’ and need a lexical verb to add 
some real verb meaning to the sentence. However, look at the complements 
of do, be and have in these sentences. To make it clearer, we have under-
lined the complement in each case. These complements are not verbal, 
and hence the italicized verbs cannot be auxiliary verbs. It is then a fact of 
English that do, be and have also exist as lexical verbs. However, there are 
some twists here, and it is now that we finally come to this issue of lexical 
verbs that can function as operators. In several places so far, we have said 
that (almost) only auxiliaries can be operators. Well, now we come to the 
exceptions.

Let’s take lexical do first; can it function as an operator? The answer is 
that it cannot. In fact, the reply from Spock to the question posed above is:

I don’t do that anymore. (N#279:9)

We couldn’t say *I don’t that anymore. We need to introduce dummy do to 
negate the sentence or to make an interrogative. 

Do I do that anymore?

We can conclude, then, that lexical do is just like any other lexical verb. 
How about lexical be? Let’s turn the original sentence into its correspond-
ing negative and interrogative:
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Scented bras aren’t on their way.
Are scented bras on their way?

Here we see that lexical be doesn’t need dummy do in order to negate or to 
make an interrogative. Just as we concluded beyond any doubt that lexical 
do is a proper lexical verb, which cannot function as an operator, we can 
say with equal certainty that lexical be can function as an operator. We 
have, then, found our first lexical verb to function as an operator.

We turn now finally to lexical have; can it function as an operator? Well, 
John Lennon assured the interviewers:

I don’t have as much money as you think. (N#258:13)

So, John Lennon clearly thought of lexical have as a proper lexical verb 
(though in all likelihood, he wasn’t aware that he did); the operator required 
to use negation is dummy do in this example. So, is lexical have just like 
lexical do in this respect? Well, what do you think about the following 
adapted sentences in which the lexical have functions as an operator?

Have you as much money as I think?

I haven’t as much money as you think.

Has Rupert Murdoch a lot to thank Bart Simpson for?

Rupert Murdoch hasn’t a lot to thank Bart Simpson for.

Maybe most of you would use dummy do in these sentences, but we expect 
you wouldn’t find them as bad as sentences with lexical do as an operator. 
It seems, then, that lexical have, has a funny sort of status. It can function 
as an operator sometimes for some people, but in other contexts and for 
other speakers it cannot. It is even more confusing, since sometimes when 
dummy do is used in the sentence, the tag question still may have lexical 
have as an operator:

I don’t have as much money as you think, have I? (or do I?)

To conclude, we can say that do, be and have can all function as lexical 
verbs. Do as a lexical verb behaves exactly as you would expect a lexical 
verb to behave. Lexical be, on the other hand, can function as an operator 
and does not permit dummy do. Lexical have, finally, is messy – it can func-
tion as an operator in some environments, but not in others, and there is 
also variation between speakers.

6.6  Classes of lexical verbs
Potentially the unit we informally called the verb string in Section 6.1 can 
contain five verbs: four auxiliary verbs and one lexical verb. This happens 
only in quite contrived sentences such as He must have been being eaten by 
sharks at the time (that’s why he didn’t answer his mobile). The auxiliary verbs 
need not be there in a verb string, but the lexical verb must. All verb strings 
that are not elliptical contain exactly one lexical verb. This lexical verb is 
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always the last in any verb string. Hence in the following sentences, the 
verb string is in italics and the lexical verb is the one that is underlined:

John and Yoko staged their week-long ‘bed-in’. (N#258:12)

Everybody should do it. (N#258:13)

They have been eaten by owls. (N#279:9)

The show might meander. (N#279:9)

Lexical verbs vary a lot as to what elements they need in order to form 
a grammatical sentence: meander isn’t followed by anything, whereas the 
earlier sentence with do would have been ungrammatical without it. We 
can, then, divide the lexical verbs into categories depending on how many 
and what kind of elements they require. In order to do this, we need to 
use the terminology introduced in Chapter 4: subject, object (direct and 
indirect), predicative complement (subject complement, object comple-
ment) and adverbial (the only type of adverbial relevant for verb classifica-
tion is adverbial complement). The function subject will not play any role 
in the classification of lexical verbs, since all verbs in English need a sub-
ject. The last of these functions, adverbial, will not play such an important 
role in this classification since they are usually optional. The categories of 
verbs that we will distinguish are: intransitive, mono-transitive, di-transi-

tive, intensive and complex transitive.

Intransitive verbs
Intransitive verbs do not require any objects or complements; in fact, they 
don’t permit any to be present:

The Empire State Building still stands. (N#279:9)

They canoodled under the white sheets. (N#258:9) (this is John and Yoko 
again)

I laughed nervously for some reason. (N#258:9)

In the last two of these sentences, the lexical verbs canoodle and laugh are 
indeed followed by something, namely under the white sheets and nervously 
for some reason. However, these are not necessary parts of the sentence; 
They canoodled and I laughed are complete sentence in themselves. Under 
the white sheets, nervously and for some reason are typical optional adverbi-
als; to be more precise, they are adjuncts, and as typical adjuncts they 
are optional and they answer questions like How? and Why? When we 
sub-categorize lexical verbs, we only count the obligatory parts, and hence 
adjuncts are ignored for these purposes.

We can say that verbs require a certain number of objects or comple-
ments because the activity or state they describe requires that number 
of participants. Hence, an intransitive verb like laugh is a verb describing 
something that only involves the subject. However, there are some intran-
sitive verbs that don’t even seem to need one participant, like rain. Still, the 
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rules of English are such that we always need a subject, and hence *Rains 
is not a grammatical sentence in English, whereas It rains is. The subject 
of verbs like rain is usually referred to as a non-thematic subject because 
it does not actually have a semantic (thematic) role to fill in the event 
described by the verb.

Some intransitive verbs take something called a cognate object, i.e. an 
object very closely related in meaning to the verb itself. This is a noun 
phrase that is lexically related to the verb.

She was laughing a sort of triumphant laugh. (AUS#59:25)

[??She was laughing a laugh]

Some dogs live a long life. (AUS#56:10)

[??Some dogs live a life.] 

These cognate objects are typically used for expressive purposes and must 
be accompanied by modifiers, otherwise the sentence becomes unaccept-
able; hence the oddity of the bracketed versions. Since it is such a lim-
ited phenomenon, this is not really enough to call verbs like laugh or live 
mono-transitive.

Consider now the following sentences:

A press notice had come in. (N258:12)

Lennon and Ono sat up.

The lexical verb has been underlined here and it is followed by some-
thing that looks like a preposition, but which is sometimes referred to as 
a particle. These particles are very closely connected to the verb; in fact, 
one might really want to consider them part of the verb. Indeed, we will 
consider come in and sit up as units, and we will refer to such verb–particle 
combinations as intransitive phrasal verbs. We shall see that phrasal verbs 
can also be transitive.

Mono-transitive verbs
Mono-transitive verbs take one object, which will always be a direct object. 
In the following examples, the mono-transitive verbs are underlined and 
their objects are in italics:

The Simpsons revolutionized cartoons. (N#279:8)

The Simpsons have delivered hip irreverence and clever satire for more than 
10 years now. (N#279:8)

The last sentence contains adjuncts as well as the obligatory subject and 
object. But, as we have said, optional adverbials are not taken into account 
when it comes to determining the type of a lexical verb. The italic phrases 
here are all clear cases of objects, since we can create the correspond-
ing passive sentences in which they have become subjects. (Note that 
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sometimes passive sentences may sound a bit odd out of context, but they 
are grammatical.)

Cartoons have been revolutionized by ‘The Simpsons’.

Hip irreverence and clever satire have been delivered by ‘The Simpsons’ for 
more than 10 years now.

In all the sentences we have looked at so far in this section, the object 
is a noun phrase, and this is the most typical category of a direct object. 
However, there are other verbs which seem to be followed by a preposition 
phrase:

Ono generally looked at Lennon lovingly. (N258:12)

In the second part of her biography, ‘Survivor’, she talks about this period of 
her life. (N#697:9)

These verbs are sometimes referred to as prepositional verbs, but they are 
sufficiently similar to mono-transitive verbs for us to consider them as a 
sub-class of this category. Crucially, the element following the preposi-
tion can be made the subject of a corresponding passive sentence: Lennon 
was looked at lovingly and This period of her life was talked about in the second 
part ….

There is another sub-type of mono-transitive verbs which look similar to 
prepositional verbs:

I picked up a strange young passenger the other day. (AUS#59:25)

An immaculate Osbourne tops up her own cup of tea. (N#697:9)

As with the prepositional verb, there are corresponding passive sentences: 
A strange young passenger was picked up and Her own cup of tea was topped 
up, which shows that they are transitive verbs. However, as we briefly dis-
cussed in Chapter 4, there is a crucial difference, and that is that the object 
can occur between the verb and the preposition (or particle as they are 
often called in this case); this is not possible with prepositional verbs:

I picked a strange young passenger up the other day.

Osbourne tops it up.

*Ono looked Lennon at.

*She talks this period of her life about.

This kind of mono-transitive verb where the object can occur between the 
verb and the particle is then called a phrasal verb. In fact, if the object of a 
phrasal verb is a pronoun, it has to occur between the verb and the particle, 
I picked it up vs. *I picked up it and She topped it up vs. *She topped up it. 

There are other verbs that need to be followed by a whole clause. As 
we saw in Section 4.3, often these clauses cannot occur as the subject of a 
corresponding passive, but we assume this is because the subject position is 
more particular about what elements can occupy it than the object position 
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is. We will, then, still call the underlined verbs below mono-transitive and 
refer to the italic clauses as object clauses.

I discovered that, when expected to speak foreign languages in front of each 
other, the Dutch can be strangely reticent. (N#258:12)

I wish I had gone that day. (N#258:12)

We wondered if we were in for some kind of bizarre sexual experience. (N#258:12)

The YK3 bug is threatening to bring down society. (N#279:8)

One property clausal objects share with noun phrase objects is that they 
form the answer to What? questions: we can ask What did The Simpsons 
revolutionise? and the answer is the direct object cartoons. In the same way, 
we can ask What did I discover? and the answer is the whole italic object 
clause. We will come back to this kind of object in Chapter 8, since they are 
really clauses within clauses.

Now, so far we have said that mono-transitive verbs are those that take 
an obligatory object. We’ll have to modify this a little. Consider the follow-
ing sentence:

After all, I cannot eat meat. (AUS#104:16)

Given the standard passive test (giving Meat cannot be eaten by me), the 
italic phrase is a direct object, and hence eat is a mono-transitive verb. 
However, the object doesn’t really seem to be obligatory since the follow-
ing sentence is grammatical:

After all, I cannot eat.

Now what do we do? There seem to be two options. Either we say that an 
object can sometimes be optional, or we say that there are two verbs eat, 
one that is mono-transitive and one that is intransitive. Like any sensible 
linguist, we’ll go for the first option here. The verb eat means exactly the 
same thing in the two sentences, and in the example without an object 
present in the sentence there is an understood object – you cannot eat 
without eating something. Eat is, then, a mono-transitive verb which can 
occur without its object. There are quite a few verbs like this in English, but 
it would seem that they all have to have quite a general meaning. A more 
specific ‘eat-verb’, like devour, doesn’t allow the object to be deleted, so that 
Oscar has devoured the fish is fine, but *Oscar has devoured is not.

A similar problem arises when the verb occurs in its passive form. 
Consider the following sentences:

Cartoons have been revolutionized (by The Simpsons).

Hip irreverence and clever satire have been delivered (by The Simpsons) for 
more than 10 years now. 

Here we have the same verbs that we started this section with. We said then 
that they were clearly mono-transitive. Now, however, they lack an object 
and the question is: do we want to say that they are now intransitive? The 



The verb phrase

155

answer to this has to be ‘no’. Verbs that occur in passive sentences are still 
fundamentally transitive. The same point can be made for passive versions 
of di-transitive and complex transitive verbs too.

Sometimes when the object is left out, the verb may acquire a slightly 
different or more specific meaning. Consider the following pairs of 
sentences:

Bender, the neurotic and corrupt robot, drinks. (N#258:9)
Bender, the neurotic and corrupt robot, drinks only mineral water.

Fry hides in a head museum. (N#258:9)
Fry hides the money in a head museum.

He broke his artificial leg. (AUS#73:14)
His artificial leg broke.

Under normal interpretation, He drinks would be taken to mean that he 
drinks more alcoholic beverages than is good for him, and hence the under-
stood object is more specific here than with, say, eat. If the object of hide 
is left out, the understood object refers to the same thing as the subject, so 
that the above example means Fry hides himself. In the intransitive version 
of the sentence containing break, the subject corresponds to the object of 
the mono-transitive one. Still, the involvement of the artificial leg in both 
sentences is the same; the leg ends up broken in both sentences and one 
can assume that something must have broken it. Using terminology to 
which we will return in Chapter 9, we can say that the thematic (or seman-

tic) role of the artificial leg is the same in both sentences. In some ways, the 
difference between the two sentences is similar to that between the mono-
transitive sentence and its passive counterpart His artificial leg was broken.

Di-transitive verbs
A di-transitive verb takes two objects, a direct object and an indirect one. 
The indirect object always precedes the direct one.

Baker gives the novel a real sense of chaos. (N#279:48)

‘The Big Issue’ offered me all the encouragement and assistance. (AUS#51:10)

The indirect objects here are the novel and me. The rest of the italic string 
is the direct object. We can show that the indirect object is really an object 
by creating the corresponding passive sentences. (Of course, the case of the 
pronoun then changes from object case me to subject case I.)

The novel is given a real sense of chaos by Baker.

I was offered all the encouragement and assistance by ‘The Big Issue’.

As we said in Chapter 4, indirect objects can normally be replaced by a 
preposition phrase (PP) involving prepositions such as to or for, but then 
they move to the other side of the direct object:

Baker gives a real sense of chaos to the novel.
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‘The Big Issue’ offered all the encouragement and assistance to me.

It is difficult to decide whether or not the PP should still be considered a 
complement of the verb, or whether it now has the status of an adjunct. 
Most basic textbooks solve the problem by avoiding this issue. Our view is 
that it maintains a sufficient number of characteristics for us to see it as a 
PP object, but it is not a straightforward matter.

Turning now to the status of the direct object, we see that normally 
it can only become the subject of a corresponding passive if the indirect 
object occurs in its PP form:

A real sense of chaos is given to the novel by Baker. vs. ?A real sense of chaos 
is given the novel by Baker.

All the encouragement and assistance was offered to me by ‘The Big Issue’. 
vs. ?All the encouragement and assistance was offered me by ‘The Big Issue’.

We saw in Chapter 4 that in order to be able to undergo passivization, an 
object must be adjacent to the verb, and the indirect object occurring as a 
PP allows the direct object to immediately follow the verb.

As with mono-transitive verbs, the objects are usually NPs, but can also 
be PPs, as we have seen. The direct object can also be clausal, as the follow-
ing examples show:

I ask him if he believes everybody should be middle class. (N#274:11)
He told me that everyone should be working class.

Here him and me are indirect objects and the if and that clauses are the 
direct objects. As always with clausal objects, it is not easy to make them the 
subject of a corresponding passive. However, given the similarity between 
these two sentences and two sentences in which ask and tell take a noun 
phrase object we will still want to consider these di-transitive: I ask him the 
question and He told me the answer.

We noticed on p. 154 that there are mono-transitive verbs where the 
object is optional. This is also true of many di-transitive verbs:

‘The Big Issue’ offered all the encouragement and assistance.

I ask if he believes everybody should be middle class.

We will still call these verbs di-transitive, given that the meaning doesn’t 
change. If you compare these sentences with the original, you will notice 
that the object we have deleted is the indirect one. This is, in fact, a strong 
tendency: if a di-transitive verb allows you to delete one object it is the 
indirect one, leaving the direct object in. However, as we saw in Section 4.4, 
some verbs like teach and tell allow either object to be deleted. For example:

She taught young students Linguistics.
She taught young students.
She taught Linguistics. 

There are also di-transitive verbs where neither object can be deleted:
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*Baker gives the novel.
*Baker gives a real sense of chaos.

Intensive verbs
intensive verbs take one predicative complement and are sometimes also 
referred to as copular verbs or complex intransitive. Some examples are:

My Iconic Air Sanitizer is not the only oinkment in my swine flu kit. 
(AUS#329:13)

You can get complacent. (N#235:10)

The predicative complement of an intensive verb is a subject complement. 
As we said in Section 4.5, the main characteristic of a predicative comple-
ment is that it refers to the same entity as something else in the sentence, 
in this case the subject. The predicative complement is normally either 
a noun phrase, like the only oinkment in my swine flu kit, or an adjective 
phrase, like complacent. They can, however, also be clausal:

The fact is that it’s the numbers with nine on the end that are really spooky. 
(AUS#302:14)

There is a further type of sentence which different linguists look at in 
different ways, and many introductory syntax books avoid altogether:

I was in a deep purple haze. (N#258:12)

It’s in a majestic location. (AUS#61:6)

In many ways, the italic phrases look like adjuncts; they answer the 
question where? and they are all PPs. However, they are different from 
ordinary adjuncts in that they are obligatory – I was and It’s aren’t much 
good as sentences. The italic phrases also share the property with predica-
tive complements that they describe the same thing in a sense as some 
other constituent in the sentence, in this case the subject. These elements 
we described in Section 4.6 as adverbial complements. For the purpose of 
verb classification, however, there is no reason to distinguish verbs which 
combine with these from those that take other complements. Hence we 
can say that be in sentences like I was in a deep purple haze is an intensive 
verb, just as it is in a sentence like My Iconic Air Sanitizer is not the only oink-
ment in my swine flu kit. To our mind, unless there are strong arguments for 
introducing further sub-categories, we shouldn’t do so. Hence we will say 
that with some intensive verbs the complement can be a PP. We’ll see that 
something similar happens with complex transitive verbs.

Complex transitive verbs
Verbs which require one object and one predicative complement are called 
complex transitive verbs. The object is a direct object and the predicative 
complement is an object complement, i.e. it refers to the same thing as the 
object. Some examples are:
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Don’t call comedian Alex Boardman a bit of a lad. (N#273:30)

We keep our Facebook garden nicely tended. (AUS#305:13).

In these examples, Alex Boardman and a bit of a lad refer to the same person; 
similarly, our Facebook garden and nicely tended refer to the same entity. This 
is what we described as co-reference in Section 4.5. As we have said before, 
complements are usually either NPs, like a bit of a lad; or APs, like nicely 
tended. Just as with the subject complement of some verbs, we will claim 
that the object complement can also be a PP, i.e. what we described as an 
adverbial complement in Section 4.6:

Thatcherism drove many radical young English people into exile. (AUS#55:6)

Given that sentences like this look just like any sentence with a complex 
transitive verb, once again we don’t think there is any argument for assign-
ing them to a separate category. The first element following the verb is 
clearly an object since we can make it a passive sentence in which it is the 
subject:

Many radical young English people were driven into exile by Thatcherism.

The phrase following the object certainly has the co-reference character-
istic of a typical predicative complement; here many radical young English 
people are in exile. An argument against considering the PP into exile as an 
adjunct is the fact that it is obligatory:

*Thatcherism drove many radical young English people.

This sentence may be grammatical, but with a very different meaning. We 
can compare it with one that clearly contains an optional adjunct:

Margaret drove the car into town.

Here into town is optional. Margaret drove the car is a perfectly good sen-
tence, and the verb drove means the same thing regardless of whether into 
town is there. Hence in this sentence, drive is a mono-transitive verb and 
the sentence contains an optional adjunct. Again, then, we have an adver-
bial complement doing much the same job as a predicative complement, 
and hence verbs like drive in this use are complex transitive.

There are also examples of what look like clausal object complements:

I found myself asking many of the questions. (N#258:12)

There are, however, other ways of looking at such sentences which we will 
discuss briefly in Chapter 8, but the issues involved are really too advanced 
for what we are doing here.

6.7 Trees
We have already provided arguments for why the constituent structure of 
verb strings is as indicated by the brackets in the following sentence:

The Y3K bug [is [threatening to bring down society] ]. 
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What we need to sort out now is how we make sure within our tree structure 
that the right features get assigned. We can use the following features to 
describe the different verb forms: fin (finite), inf (to infinitive), bare (bare 
infinitive), ppart (past or passive participle) and ing (-ing participle). The 
auxiliaries we have dealt with here can then be said to put the following 
restrictions on their VP complements:

Modals	 will, may, etc. + V[bare]

Auxiliary of the perfect:	 have + V[ppart]
Auxiliary of progressive:	 be + V[ing]

Auxiliary of passive:	 be + V[ppart]

We said in Section 3.6 that the relationship between a lexical head and 
its complement is a close one, so that a lexical head can put restric-
tions on its complement as to how many there can be, what category 
they may belong to, etc. The step is not far to saying that a lexical head 
can also impose certain restrictions as to the feature of its sister. We can 
then capture this in trees as follows (in order to focus on the things we 
are discussing here, we only draw the VP immediately above the first 
auxiliary):

4

In this tree, we have a head V which is a modal auxiliary, i.e. it has the 
feature [auxmod]. Since this head is also finite it has the feature [fin] as well. 
Its complement VP has to have the feature [bare] and this feature trickles 
down to the V which heads the complement, to make sure that we get 
meander rather than, say, meanders or meandered.

Now to a more complex tree:
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In this tree, we have the auxiliary of the perfect, have, in its finite form 
taking a VP complement, which of course has to have the feature [ppart]. 
The VP complement of the perfect auxiliary is headed by the auxiliary of 
the passive, be, and since it heads the complement of the auxiliary of the 
perfect it must occur in its ppart form been. This means that in this VP, been 
is the auxiliary of the passive and it occurs in its ppart form because it is the 
complement of the auxiliary of the perfect. So, it is important here to make 
the distinction between the verb itself and the form it happens to occur in. 
Finally, in this tree, the auxiliary of the passive takes a VP complement in 
its turn, and this VP complement must occur in its ppart form because that 
is the form the auxiliary of the passive requires; hence we get eaten rather 
than, say, eating.

How to draw the lexical verbs and their complements should not cause 
us any new problems here. The trees will have the same structure as those 
in Section 4.7, but they will have category labels rather than functional 
labels. We’ll give a couple of examples here to remind you of what they 
look like:
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6

The noun phrase cartoons is the object of revolutionized and hence it must 
be the sister of that verb in the tree.

7

Here the verb takes two complements: a direct object NP and a predicative 
complement in the form of a PP.

Remember that it is only complements that occur as sisters of the verb. 
Optional elements like adverbials occur above this level, since they do not 
have the right kind of relationships with the head verb to be its sister. The 
adverbials are optional; they occur recursively and the verb has no influ-
ence on their form. This is something we discussed in Section 4.6. For a 
sentence like The Simpsons have delivered hip irreverence and clever satire for 
more than 10 years now, we then get the following tree. This is about as 
complex as our trees will get.
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8

Let’s go through this one from the top. There is no disjunct or conjunct; 
so the root node S has two daughters, NP and VP. The NP is quite straight-
forward, but the finite VP node gets more complex. The VP contains two 
adverbials, now and for more than 10 years, each of which attaches to the 
VP and forms a new VP. The feature [fin] travels down along the VP until 
it comes to a head V, in this case the auxiliary of the perfect have. The aux-
iliary of the perfect as usual takes a VP complement which must have the 
feature [ppart]. The head of this VP is delivered, which takes an NP comple-
ment which functions as an object. If you take it easy and do the trees step 
by step, they aren’t as horrible as all that.

We saw in Section 6.1 that little adverbs can also occur in the middle of 
the verb string, so that we get adverbs occurring between an auxiliary verb 
and its complement. This gives us trees like the following:
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One verb form we haven’t discussed yet in any detail is the one con-
taining the infinitival marker to. What do we do with this? Sometimes it 
is considered part of the verb, but this is clearly not true since it is very 
common in English to boldly go and split the infinitive, and we wouldn’t 
expect an adverb like boldly to occur in the middle of a verb form. Since it 
has the same shape as the preposition to in to the dogs, we might think that 
it is a preposition. However, if it was, it would be the only preposition that 
can combine with a verb in English. Also, it would form a PP with the verb, 
and a phrase like to go to the dogs doesn’t have the distribution of a PP at 
all. In fact, its distribution is much like that of a VP. So, if it isn’t part of the 
verb form, and it isn’t a preposition, then what is it? Now, you had better 
sit down for this one. We will claim that it is in fact most closely related to 
an auxiliary verb. How’s that, to is an auxiliary verb? Well, we are actually 
in quite good company when we say this. The major theories of syntax 
analyse the infinitival to in the same way they would an auxiliary verb. 
We will not go into all the arguments here, but for us, the most convinc-
ing evidence is related to ellipsis, the leaving out of a VP. In English, you 
can leave out a VP if the information can be understood from the immedi-
ate linguistic context. However, this is normally only allowed if you leave 
behind an auxiliary verb. Look at the following examples:

She said that they may have been seeing things,

and they may.
and they may have.
and they may have been.
*and they may have been seeing.

As long as the string ends in an auxiliary verb, we can delete the rest. If the 
string ends in the lexical verb as in the last version, then it is ungrammatical. 
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As usual, when we need an auxiliary and there is no other one handy we 
can use dummy do:

She said that they saw some weird things,

and they did.

Now look at the following examples:

She said that they may have been wanting to see some weird things,

and they may.
and they may have.
and they may have been.
*and they may have been wanting.
and they may have been wanting to.

So, it seems that this kind of VP ellipsis is acceptable as long as the sen-
tence before the missing VP ends in an auxiliary verb or to. We have said 
throughout this book that if some elements share some crucial properties, 
then they should be considered to be of the same category. Hence we can 
take this as evidence that the infinitival marker to is an auxiliary verb. It 
is an unusual auxiliary verb, granted, but this still seems the best analysis. 
As an auxiliary verb it has the feature [inf] so that it occurs as the comple-
ment of verbs which require a VP[inf] complement. The infinitival to itself 
requires a complement that has the feature [bare]. We will return to con-
structions containing infinitival to in Chapter 8, but to make this section of 
trees for VPs complete, we include here a tree for want to see things:

10

This seems a good place to stop drawing trees for a while.
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6.8  Points to remember
❑❑ Auxiliary verbs are verbs with functional rather than lexical content. 
They take a VP complement and each auxiliary verb requires that com-
plement to have a particular form. Auxiliary verbs can function as oper-
ators in the formation of yes–no-interrogatives (by inverting with the 
subject) and sentence negation.

❑❑ Modal verbs combine with bare infinitive VPs and have quite complex 
semantics.

❑❑ There are two aspects in English: perfect and progressive. The auxiliary of 
the perfect have requires its VP complement to occur in its ppart form and 
the auxiliary of the progressive be combines with a VP in its -ing form.

❑❑ The passive auxiliary be takes a ppart VP complement and indicates 
passive voice.

❑❑ When an operator is required and no other auxiliary is available, the 
dummy auxiliary do is used. It combines with a VP in its bare form.

❑❑ Many auxiliary verbs have abbreviated forms which can attach to cer-
tain subjects. They also have special negative forms, with n’t attached. 
In some cases the auxiliary with the contracted negation has a different 
interpretation from the one with the independent negation.

❑❑ It is important to keep time and tense separate. Time is something in 
the real world that we think of as having a past, a present and a future. 
Tense, on the other hand, is a verb form. In English, there are two tenses, 
present (or non-past) and past. Present tense can be marked to refer to 
both past and future time. In fact, the use of the simple present tense to 
refer to present time is relatively rare in English. Past tense can also be 
used to refer to the future. There is no future tense in English but many 
different ways of referring to future time.

❑❑ Lexical verbs can be subdivided according to the complements they 
require: intransitive, mono-transitive, di-transitive, intensive and com-
plex transitive. Cutting across these categories is the notion of phrasal 
verbs – verbs that occur with a particle to form a unit.

❑❑ Apart from the auxiliary verbs have, be and do, there are also three lexi-
cal verbs have, be and do. Lexical have, and even more so the lexical be, 
retain auxiliary-like properties even when functioning as lexical verbs.

Exercises
1. Tense versus time
Use the following sentences to support a distinction between tense and 
time:

(a)	 If you went to town tomorrow, I could meet you at Marks and Spencers.
(b)	 He has created some famous cartoon characters.
(c)	 I could help you with your homework tomorrow.
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2.  Marginal modals
In the text, we discussed the extent to which need is a modal verb. Now do 
the same with dare and ought to. Use your own native speaker judgements 
or that of others to decide how these verbs react with respect to subject–
operator inversion, negation, tag questions, co-occurrence with other 
auxiliary verbs, etc. If you can get judgements from speakers of different 
ages you might get different results.

3.  Lexical versus auxiliary verbs 
Indicate whether the verbs in the following sentences are main verbs or 
auxiliary verbs. (From Bill Flanagan’s interview with Bob Dylan in The Big 
Issue in the North 801:12)

(a)	 Bob Dylan has at various times revolutionized folk, rock, country and 
gospel music.

(b)	 From the very first, this was an artist who made us look at the familiar 
with new eyes and ears.

(c)	 Isn’t there enough irreverence in the world?
(d)	 The songs don’t require much acting.
(e)	 The inflections would maybe differ if we changed the key and some-

times that might affect the emotional resonance.
(f)	 Did you have a favourite cowboy singer as a kid?
(g)	 Nothing back there would play any part in where I was going.

4.  Categories of lexical verbs
For the underlined lexical verbs in the sentences below, state their sub- 
category. Discuss any difficulties. Remember that optional adverbials do not 
count for the purpose of sub-categorization. All these examples are from 
the story about the Stockport ostrich farmer from The Big Issue (N#301:15).

(a)	 That didn’t stop one of the sons of this unremarkable Cheshire town.
(b)	 A chance remark gave Warrington the idea of ostrich dealing over the 

Internet.
(c)	 I told him to check the Internet.
(d)	 Ostriches on line was born.
(e)	 I marketed everything to do with ostriches.
(f)	 The demand for leather and feathers is especially high.
(g)	 The ostrich industry is on the up.
(h)	 It might become the first ostrich theme park.
(i)	 I treat my ostriches very well.
(j)	 I don’t agree with battery farming.
(k)	 I met my girlfriend through a website chatroom.
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7
The noun phrase

7.1  How to spot a noun phrase
In this chapter, we look a bit more closely at the noun phrase. The first 
thing we need to know about noun phrases is how to spot them. Of course 
we already know that they are built around a noun, and we know how to 
spot a noun (don’t we? Go back to p. 47 if you have forgotten). However, 
this is not all we need to know. Very often noun phrases consist of much 
more than the obligatory bits like a noun and possibly a determiner, so that 
it can be hard to decide where the noun phrase begins and ends without 
applying some tests. Fortunately there is an easy way of deciding exactly 
how much of a string belongs to the noun phrase. As we have said before, 
pronouns replace noun phrases, not nouns – and should more accurately 
be called pro-NPs. Hence to decide exactly what in a text is a noun phrase, 
we replace some string with a pronoun like for instance she, they, us or 
that. All the material we need to remove to keep the sentence grammati-
cal (though it may not make as much sense as it did with the full noun 
phrases) must then belong to the noun phrase. Consider the following text 
from an article in The Big Issue (N#151:8–10) about the possibility that all 
the Apollo moon landings were in fact fake and filmed in Hollywood rather 
than on the moon. All examples in this chapter are taken from this article 
unless otherwise indicated.

In the early hours of May 16 1990, after a week spent watching old video 
footage of a man on the moon, a thought was turning into an obsession in 
the mind of Ralph Rene.

‘How can the flag be fluttering,’ the 47-year-old American kept asking 
himself, ‘when there is no wind on the atmosphere-free moon?’

Now, something like week you should recognize as a noun and therefore 
something that will form a noun phrase, but how big is the noun phrase to 
which it belongs? The pronoun it or that would seem reasonable replace-
ments for a noun phrase built around week. In order to use a pronoun, we 
must replace a whole noun phrase. If we replace just week by that, we get 
*after a that spent watching old video footage, a thought was turning into … 
which is ungrammatical and hence the noun phrase must be bigger. Let’s 
try to replace a longer string to see if that gives a grammatical sentence: 
after that, a thought was turning into … which is fine and we have found 
the full noun phrase: a week spent watching old video footage of a man on the 



Introducing English Grammar

168

moon. Now, as we shall soon see, the modifiers inside an NP can contain 
NPs, so that we get NPs inside NPs. Indeed, in the noun phrase we have 
just spotted, we could introduce pronouns: a week spent watching it and 
therefore old video footage of a man on the moon is a noun phrase too; a week 
spent watching old video footage of him is fine and hence a man on the moon 
is also an NP.

We can then use this test to spot all the noun phrases of the text. We have 
underlined all the NPs below, and in a second version we have replaced 
them all by pronouns. It does make the text sound rather silly since it 
removes so much of the meaning, but it is structurally correct.

In the early hours of May 16 1990, after a week spent watching old video 
footage of a man on the moon, a thought was turning into an obsession in 
the mind of Ralph Rene.

‘How can the flag be fluttering,’ the 47-year-old American kept asking 
himself, ‘when there is no wind on the atmosphere-free moon?’

In it, after that, it was turning into that in him.
‘How can it be fluttering,’ he kept asking himself, ‘when there is none?’

Note that himself is already a pronoun, so there is no need to try to replace 
it with anything.

The crucial thing when spotting noun phrases is that they are usually 
longer than you think; so try to replace a bit more of the string with a 
pronoun and if it turns out to be grammatical, then you have indeed found 
the whole noun phrase.

7.2 Who’s the boss?
A noun phrase must have a noun as its head (otherwise it wouldn’t be 
a noun phrase, would it?), though of course it may consist of just a pro-
noun. If a noun phrase contains just one noun, then that must be the 
head. However, given that a noun phrase may contain other nominal ele-
ments as (part of) noun phrase internal modifiers, a noun phrase can con-
tain more than one noun. How do we decide which of the nouns is the real 
head? Let’s look at the subject of the following sentence:

The giant leap for mankind was a fake.

The underlined string is clearly a noun phrase since we could say It was 
a fake. It contains three nouns: giant, leap and mankind. We can use the 
tests from pp. 47–9 to show that they are indeed nouns. Two of them have 
plural forms: giants and leaps and can form a noun phrase with a: a giant 
and a leap; all of them can occur on their own with a possessive ’s: giant’s, 
leap’s and mankind’s. (Remember that the possessive ’s with nouns which 
are not living can sound a bit odd out of context, but is still grammatical: 
this leap’s importance only became clear a few decades later.) So, we have one 
noun phrase and three nouns – which one is the head around which the 
noun phrase is built? For once, it is actually quite OK to be intuitive. Ask 
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yourself the question What kinds of things are we talking about? There are 
only a handful of noun phrases for which this does not work (see exercise 
4). A giant leap for mankind is clearly a kind of leap, rather than a kind of 
giant or a kind of mankind. Hence leap is the head of this noun phrase. As 
always, there is also a more formal way of checking that we are right. For a 
subject, it is the number (as in singular or plural) of the head noun which 
decides the agreement on the verb (but it has to be a present tense verb or 
be): if the head noun is singular, the verb occurs in its third person singu-
lar present tense -s form. If the head noun is plural, the verb occurs in the 
form lacking -s. So, make the noun phrase you are looking at the subject of 
a present tense sentence and change the number of the noun you suspect 
of being the head. If this means you have to change the verb form, then 
you were right. In the example above, the NP is already the subject of an 
appropriate sentence; so all we need to do is to change the number of leap 
and see whether the verb form needs to change:

The giant leap for mankind was a fake.
The giant leaps for mankind were a fake.

Hey presto, we have shown beyond all reasonable doubt that leap is the 
head of the giant leap for mankind.

Now that we know how to spot the noun phrase and how to decide which 
noun heads it we are ready to look at the other parts of the noun phrase.

7.3  Determiners
The head noun is an obligatory part of a noun phrase (except when it con-
sists of just a pronoun), but at least for some noun phrases there are also 
other obligatory parts. Consider the following underlined noun phrase:

Rene has now put all his findings into a book entitled Nasa Mooned America.

The head noun is clearly book, but what else is obligatory? We can certainly 
delete what follows book and still have a grammatical sentence:

Rene has now put all his findings into a book.

How about a – can that be deleted?

*Rene has now put all his findings into book entitled Nasa Mooned America.

No, it would appear that a is obligatory too. Little function words like a 
which allow nouns that couldn’t function as full noun phrases on their 
own to do so are called determiners. As with other function words, there 
are a limited number of them and we will soon go through them all. First 
we’ll look at the obligatory parts of some other noun phrases:

The photographs and the film footage are the only proof that the Eagle 
ever landed.

We have underlined two of the noun phrases in this sentence (the two are 
co-ordinated to form one NP), and it turns out that in both cases we can 
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strip the noun phrase down to just the noun and still end up with a gram-
matical sentence:

Photographs and footage are the only proof that the Eagle ever landed.

Why is this possible with photographs and footage but not with book? The 
answer is that a determiner is only obligatory with singular count nouns. 
Plural count nouns like photographs and non-count nouns like footage do not 
need determiners. However, they can all be used with determiners if they 
are needed to convey the meaning the speaker or writer wants to convey.

This is, then, the first step towards defining determiner: those little func-
tion words that allow a singular count noun to function as a full noun 
phrase. Returning to the giant leap for mankind, we see that it is not just the 
which can do this job:

A
That
His	 leap was a fake
Which
	No	


Another characteristic of determiners is that we can only have one of 

them. If you try to combine the elements you get ungrammaticality. Still, 
there is no reason why *that his leap or *his no leap shouldn’t be possi-
ble – after all, there are noun phrases like that leap of his and none of his 
leaps. This turns out to be an important characteristic, since there are some 
determiners that can only occur with plural or non-count nouns, and since 
these can be full noun phrases anyway we wouldn’t be able to tell them 
apart from things that aren’t determiners. However, we know that things 
like the, those and his are determiners, and they can occur with plural nouns 
as well. Given that determiners (like other function words) are unique to 
their phrase, if an element can co-occur with one of the clear determiners, 
then it cannot itself be a determiner. A further property of determiners is 
that they really do not like to be modified. You cannot stick a very or a so 
in front of them.

Let’s look now at one of the noun phrases occurring in the text and a 
slightly modified one:

NASA won’t respond to any claims.
NASA won’t respond to many claims.

How could we know whether any and many are determiners, since claims, 
being a plural noun, could occur on its own anyway? Well, we know that 
the, those and his are determiners and we have said that each head noun 
can only occur with one determiner; so we just need to check whether any 
or many can co-occur with them. We find that many can occur with all of 
them: the many claims, those many claims and his many claims. We can con-
clude, then, that many isn’t a determiner. It is trickier with any: *any those 
claims, *the any claims and *any his claims. It is not a question of meaning, 
since we have any of those claims and any of his claims. Why not have *any 
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those claims like we have all of those claims as well as all those claims? The 
reason is that any is a determiner and therefore cannot combine directly 
with another determiner; all is not a determiner and hence it can combine 
with a determiner. As expected, many – which is not a determiner – can be 
modified: very many or so many. Any, on the other hand – which is a deter-
miner – cannot be modified: *very any and *so any.

It should be pointed out here that many introductory textbooks are 
much less strict on what counts as a determiner. In many of them many will 
be considered a determiner. It seems clear to us that many is in fact quite 
a typical adjective. Apart from accepting very as a modifier, it even has the 
comparative and superlative forms which we said (p. 60) were characteris-
tic of adjectives: many–more–most. As we have said so many times through-
out this book, if there is a set of words which behave in a similar way as far 
as form and distribution are concerned, then clearly the grammar of that 
language ‘thinks’ of those words as belonging to one category. Just because 
words are similar in meaning, i.e. in semantics, it doesn’t mean that the 
grammar thinks of them as the same kind of animal.

Given our strict definition, what are the determiners? Well, just to give 
a clearer picture, they are commonly divided into five groups according to 
their meaning (but as far as the syntax is concerned they are all determin-
ers): articles, demonstratives, wh-determiners, quantificational determin-

ers and possessives. The articles are the plain determiners in that they just 
make a three-way distinction between basic uses of noun phrases, definite, 
indefinite and generic. You use a definite noun phrase when you expect 
the hearer to know what it is you are referring to. So if we use a definite 
noun phrase like the man as in the man wrote a book about the Apollo moon 
landings and we haven’t mentioned the man before, nor is it obvious from 
our shared knowledge of the world who we mean, then you are entitled to 
ask something like Who are you on about? The use of the with Apollo moon 
landings, on the other hand, is acceptable, since we can probably count on 
our hearer having knowledge of the Apollo moon landings. If we use an 
indefinite noun phrase, on the other hand, there is no such assumption 
that the hearer knows the thing we’re referring to. If we say a man wrote a 
book about the Apollo moon landings, we indicate that either we expect you 
not to know the man, or we don’t mind much if you do or not. A common 
way of introducing something is with a There is/are … and this is then an 
environment where we normally only get indefinite noun phrases.

Often something unknown is introduced into the discourse with an 
indefinite noun phrase, and then once it is established, it can be referred to 
with a definite noun phrase. An example is found in the following slightly 
modified part of the article:

But Rene has now put all his findings into a startling book entitled NASA 
Mooned America. Published by himself the book is being sold by mail order.

The author is not assuming that we have heard of the book and hence 
refers to it as a … book …, but when it is mentioned again we are familiar 
with its existence and hence the definite form the book is used.
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Generic noun phrases, finally, are used when speakers want to refer to all 
instances of the kind they are is referring to:

High pressure oxygen is exceedingly explosive.

This means that all high pressure oxygen is explosive – it’s just in its nature.
Which particular determiner is used to achieve which meaning depends 

on which kind of noun it is used with (all examples here are invented):

Definite:	 singular count noun:	 the book that we bought yesterday
	 plural count noun:	 the books that we bought yesterday
	 non-count noun:	 the oxygen that we bought yesterday
Indefinite:	 singular count noun:	 there is a book on the table
	 plural count noun:	 there are ∆ books/some books on the 
		  table
	 non-count noun:	 there is ∆ oxygen/some oxygen in the 
		  tank
Generic:	 singular count noun:	 he knows a lot about the history of the 
		  book and printing in general
		  a book makes a good Christmas 
		  present
	 plural count noun:	 ∆ books make good Christmas presents
	 non-count noun:	 ∆ oxygen can be dangerous

We have underlined the article in these sentences. The some which is used 
as an indefinite determiner is unstressed some (contrast this with stressed 
some as in I only ate some cake, not all of it!). For indefinite and generic 
plural and non-count nouns we have inserted a zero symbol, ∆. To our 
mind zeroes and gaps are used far too much in syntactic analyses these 
days, but this is one place where we actually think it may be defensible, 
because the fact that there is nothing there actually means something – the 
fact that the speaker doesn’t use the means that the noun phrase is not defi-
nite. It is different from, say, not using an adjective – the fact that a speaker 
doesn’t use small in a noun phrase doesn’t mean that he thinks the thing 
referred to by the noun in question is big. He may just not have anything 
to say about the size. If you don’t like this argument, then just think of it as 
an absence of an article, rather than the presence of a zero article. We will, 
however, use the zero article from now on. One of our former colleagues in 
Manchester, Alan Cruse, has the following example of ‘meaningful noth-
ingness’. You have agreed with a friend that unless she phones you before 
six o’clock you’ll meet up in the Hog’s Head for a drink at eight. Now, if 
your phone does not ring before six, that is a meaningful nothingness, 
i.e. we would be prepared to let a zero element into our system. If, on the 
other hand, you have made no such arrangement, then the fact that your 
phone does not ring has no such specific meaning and we would not want 
to represent that nothingness as a meaningful element.

Demonstratives are determiners that refer to something that is known 
and specific. They also indicate whether something is close to the speaker 
(this and these) or further away (that and those). The use of a demonstrative 
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may be accompanied by some extralinguistic activity, like pointing. In 
some dialects them is taking over as a demonstrative with plural nouns, 
as in I don’t like them new United kits. Wh-determiners indicate that the 
noun phrase is being the focus of a question, as in Which United kit don’t 
you like? or that it is part of a relative clause as in the team whose strip 
changes every year (see Chapter 8). Quantificational determiners are words 
like any, no, some (and this time it is the stressed some we want) and enough, 
all indicating amount in some way. The possessives, finally, are the posses-
sive pronouns that can function as determiners. A tricky problem is that 
full noun phrases with the possessive marker ’s also seem to be able to 
function as determiners: man’s greatest achievement and the flag’s shadow. 
The problem with these phrases as determiners is that they are then the 
only determiners that don’t just consist of one word. It would seem that as 
long as you attach ’s to a noun phrase, that noun phrase can function as a 
determiner, no matter how complex the noun phrase is. This has in fact led 
people to assume that it is the ’s which acts as a determiner.

We can sum up the determiners in English:

Articles	 the, a, some [s@m], (∆)
Demonstratives	 this, that, these, those, (them)
Wh-determiners	 which, whose, what
Quantificational determiners	 any, some [sm], no, enough, every, each,
	 neither…
Possessives	 my, his, our, their, NP’s …

7.4  Pre-modifiers
Now we know how to spot a noun phrase, how to find the head noun and 
how to find the determiner. It is time to turn to the optional modifiers 
within the noun phrase. These are usually divided up into those that pre-
cede the head noun, pre-modifiers, and those that follow it, post-modifiers. 
We’ll start with the pre-modifiers. Consider the following noun phrases.

the early hours	 no direct link-up

the great moon hoax	 an incredible space odyssey

two blurred white ghosts	 powerful spotlights

In all these we can recognize the head nouns – they have been underlined 
in each case – as have the determiners. In the last two noun phrases, we 
have the zero article, which is allowed since it is the indefinite use of noun 
phrases headed by plural nouns. All the things between the determiners 
and the nouns must be pre-modifiers – but what category do they belong 
to? Early, direct, great, incredible, blurred, white and powerful are all adjectives. 
You can check yourself that they have the characteristics of adjectives: they 
have comparative and superlative forms (or the equivalent with more or 
most), they can be modified by very, and they have some of the character-
istic endings. Not all of them have all of these properties, but each word 
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has enough of the properties to clearly belong to the category of adjective. 
Now how about the other words: moon and space that modify hoax and 
odyssey, respectively? Well, they clearly aren’t adjectives. In fact, they look 
like nouns too: they can form a noun phrase on their own with the or a: 
the/a moon, the/a space; they can have the plural s: moons, spaces; and they 
can have the possessive ’s: moon’s and space’s. (On p. 66, we discussed simi-
lar issues.)

We have so far discovered two kinds of pre-modifiers: adjectives and 
nouns. The question now is – are these just adjectives and nouns, or are 
they potentially whole APs or NPs? Let’s try to modify the adjectives within 
these NPs, first to see if they are in fact APs that happen to consist of one 
word only:

the very early hours	 no absolutely direct 
	 link-up
the unbelievably great moon hoax	 a really incredible space 
	 odyssey
two completely blurred blindingly white ghosts	 terribly powerful 
	 spotlights

In all of these noun phrases, we have expanded the adjective phrase with 
an adverb modifying the adjective and in each case the result is fine. It 
seems quite clear, then, that the adjectival pre-modifiers are indeed full APs 
that just happened to consist of one adjective in our initial examples. How 
about the nominal modifiers – can they be expanded in a similar way? To 
make these examples clearer, we have removed the adjective phrases.

*the Saturn’s moon hoax	 *an our space odyssey

Here we have tried to make the pre-modifying noun into a full NP by adding 
a determiner, and it clearly does not work (unless you consider Saturn’s 
moon hoax a name of a famous hoax). If we want to talk about a hoax to do 
with Saturn’s moon or an odyssey in our space, we have to choose a differ-
ent way to talk about it. So the nominal pre-modifier is clearly not a full NP. 
There are, however, some limited possibilities of modifying the nominal:

an outer space odyssey

Here the obvious interpretation would be that outer (which is an adjective) 
modifies space and not odyssey – it is an odyssey into outer space. Note, 
however, that the adjective and the noun must form a close unit in this 
position. Not any old adjective could go in this position and be interpreted 
as modifying space. So, the nominal pre-modifier is clearly smaller than a 
full NP, but may be bigger than a noun. In noun phrases with a nominal 
pre-modifier, there is a feeling of a compound, and in close relatives of 
English, like Dutch or German, these combinations would often be written 
as one word. Even in English, these nominal modifiers have to stay close to 
the noun. An adjective phrase cannot occur between a nominal modifier 
and the head noun: *the moon great hoax or *a space long odyssey. In fact, 
we feel there are arguments for assuming these combinations are in fact 
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compound-like. We will return to the exact formal analysis of this in the 
tree section below (Section 7.8).

Consider now the following noun phrases:

the self-taught engineer	 pressurized gloves

Self-taught and pressurized do look a lot like verbs, in particular like the 
participle form of the verb. We can find sentences with similar mean-
ing where the participle clearly has verb status: the engineer taught himself 
and the gloves have been pressurized (by this process). We need to find out 
whether they still behave as verbs in this environment so that we should 
have a separate category of participle pre-modifiers. It turns out that it is 
usually very difficult to decide; often these words have some properties of 
adjectives and some properties of verbs. Pressurized for instance doesn’t 
sound too good with an adjective modifier like very but much better with 
an adverb which could modify a verb, like slowly or heavily. On the other 
hand, pressurized sounds quite good with more and most, which typically go 
with adjectives but not with verbs. Since it is such a difficult distinction to 
draw, we feel at this level it isn’t really necessary to make the distinction. 
We’ll just consider these pre-modifiers adjectives. But you should be aware 
of the fact that they have developed from the participle forms of verbs 
and that they still have some verbal properties. There are many interesting 
issues involved here, but we don’t need to deal with them at this stage.

Finally, how about only in the following noun phrase?

the only casualty

It doesn’t seem to have the characteristics of a typical adjective – it doesn’t 
allow any modification, it doesn’t have any of the typical inflections, 
etc. Yet it clearly isn’t a determiner – you cannot have noun phrases like 
*only book. In the literature these words are often referred to as restrictive 
adjectives. Some other examples are found in the following invented noun 
phrases:

a certain flair	 the very wallpaper (I was looking for)

Even though they don’t look much like adjectives, they don’t share enough 
syntactic properties for us to be able to assign them to any smaller category, 
though some books put them in a category of ‘quantifiers’ or ‘quantifying 
adjectives’ which may include typical adjectives like many. We don’t really 
see an argument for this. Another tricky category is numerals, as in:

two completely blurred blindingly white ghosts

One thing we can say is that they are not determiners, since we can say 
the two ghosts. Similarly with second; the second ghost. Numerals like two 
are called cardinals and those that indicate order, like second are called 
ordinals. They don’t show many of the hallmarks of adjectives, though 
first can be modified by very; the very first man on the moon. In terms of mean-
ing we can say that they are similar to words like many which do behave 
like adjectives. We refer you to the major grammars of English mentioned 
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under Further Reading at the end of this book for a proper description 
of the properties of numerals. We shall treat them as adjectives here, but 
mainly because we do not want to have a separate category for them and 
they are better off with adjectives than with determiners.

Our conclusion about pre-modifiers is, then, that for our purposes we 
need only distinguish two types of pre-modifiers: adjective phrases and 
nominals smaller than NPs. But you should be aware of the difficulties 
involved with some of the pre-modifiers.

Finally, we should point out that speakers are sometimes quite 
adventurous with the pre-modifiers they use. For instance, a publisher tried 
to convince us that what she was selling was a must have educational CD. 
Also, what do you think of the following examples?

that being blond and riding on a white horse along the beach feeling 
(AUS#73:38)

the whole shiny bald chest solarium tan thing (AUS#92:39)

7.5  Pre-determiners
The pre-modifiers we have discussed so far appear between the determiner 
and head noun, but there are also elements that can precede the deter
miners. There are not many of them. The principal ones are all, both and 
half. Less commonly, many can also occur before the determiner, as in many 
a mile I have travelled. Words like twice and double can also occur in this 
position as in twice the age or double that distance, as can such and what in 
expressions like such a dangerous thing or what a cover-up. It’s quite clear in 
most cases that the ‘pre-determiner’ modifies the whole noun phrase and 
not just the determiner, so that the rest of the phrase forms a constitu-
ent without it. The categorial status of the elements, however, varies from 
element to element and is often less than clear. Half seems to be quite a 
straightforward noun: the half, many halves, etc. It does not function as a 
determiner: *half biscuit is not a good noun phrase, it has to be half a biscuit 
or half the biscuit. (Though do you remember the British pop group with 
the memorable name Half-Man Half-Biscuit and their cracking album Back 
in the DHSS?) Many we have already classified as an adjective, but in the 
old-fashioned combination many a, it seems most likely that we are deal-
ing with a combination that now forms a unit many-a, in much the same 
way that an+other has become another. For what, the case can be made for 
determiner status: what colour do you prefer? Noun phrases like what a shame 
are, then, very unusual in that they would appear to have two determin-
ers, but note that their distribution is quite limited. They can only occur 
in exclamatives: What a shame that you cannot come! and not in ordinary 
declaratives or interrogatives: *I thought that was what a shame or *What a 
book did you buy?

The main choice for the other elements seems to be between a separate 
class ‘pre-determiner’, a sort of odd determiner, or an unusual adjective. It 
is difficult to make a case for calling them determiners since many of them 
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cannot occur with singular count nouns. Note, however, that even for the 
ones that can, we can’t say *twice man he is, but need a determiner: twice 
the man he is. Similarly, you can’t combine such with a singular count noun 
and get a complete noun phrase: *such disaster has to be such a disaster. 
On the other hand, the case for calling the elements we are now left with 
adjectives is also very weak. Having a separate category for just a handful 
of elements may seem a bit overdone, but these elements really are a bit 
odd. We will then follow the major grammars of English and refer to them 
as pre-determiners.

7.6  Post-modifiers
We turn now to modification that follows the noun.

a man on the moon	 the thickness of heavy-duty aluminium 
	 foil

the pressure inside a space suit	 the beginning of an incredible space 
	 odyssey

In each of these examples, the post-modification begins with a preposition, 
one of those little words indicating position or relation and that can’t be 
inflected, e.g. on, of and inside. This means that the post-modifying phrase 
as a whole is a preposition phrase, a PP. A preposition phrase normally 
consists of a preposition and a noun phrase, and hence each example con-
tains a second noun phrase that is part of the post-modification: the moon, 
heavy-duty aluminium foil, a space suit and an incredible space odyssey. This is 
something we will return to when we draw trees to represent the structure 
of noun phrases in Section 7.8.

A different kind of post-modifier is found in the following examples:

the conspiracy theory to end all conspiracy theories

their capsule, pumped full of high pressure pure oxygen

standard astronauts orbiting earth in near space

Here the heads of the post-modifiers are verbs. And this time they really are 
verbs – they take objects as verbs normally do and they can have any verbal 
modifier. In the first case it is the to-infinitival form of end, in the second 
it is the ppart form of pump, and the last one is the –ing form of orbit. These 
phrases are full VPs since they can contain all the things that a VP can con-
tain. We won’t consider them full clauses since they don’t have subjects. 
We should warn those of you who will carry on with grammar beyond this 
level that some theoretical analyses assume that there is a zero subject in 
these post-modifiers. We will return to the issue of different types of verbal 
phrases in Chapter 8.

The status of the following post-modifiers is a different matter:

conditions that should have made it useless

an event that actually happened
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‘whistle blowers’, who were keen for the truth to one day get out,

a physicist who worked for NASA

These phrases look more like complete clauses. They begin with a wh-word 
or that, and in fact, that can always be replaced by which or who: condi-
tions which should have made it useless and an event which actually happened. 
These clauses are all relative clauses. They are like sentences, except that 
they have a that or wh-constituent added. Since they are like clauses with 
a little bit extra, they are referred to not just as S (for sentence) but as 
S′ (pronounced S-bar). We will have more to say about them in Chapter 
8. Meanwhile, we just need to note that even though it looks as if these 
phrases too lack a subject, exactly like the VPs we just talked about, these 
phrases are different in that the role of the subject seems to be played by 
the wh-word.

In Section 7.4, we saw that APs pre-modify nouns. However, under 
certain circumstances they can also function as post-modifiers. Consider 
the following noun phrases adapted from the text, which all contain a 
participial – but remember we’ve decided not to distinguish these from 
adjectives since this is too difficult to do:

the enthralled group – *the enthralled by the film group – the group 
enthralled by the film

a manned mission – *a manned by rats mission – a mission manned by rats

The first noun phrase in each case is grammatical, as we would expect. 
However, when we add some post-modification to the adjective, i.e. when 
we change from enthralled and manned to enthralled by the film and manned 
by rats, it would appear that the AP has to follow rather than precede the 
noun. So, APs follow the noun when the AP itself contains post-modifica-
tion; though remember the supermarket’s easy to open packs. As we have 
already seen on p. 63, there are also a handful of adjectives that follow the 
noun even when there is no post-modification. We have no examples of 
this from the text since they are rather rare:

time immemorial        heir apparent        prime minister designate

Phrases with post-nominal simple adjectives often have an official ring 
to them. They would frequently have been borrowed from French, where 
most adjectives follow the noun, so that English has kept the French order 
for these expressions.

7.7  Complements
At first blush, the following post-nominal element looks just like the rela-
tive clause we discussed above:

the only proof that the Eagle landed

The underlined clause here is an S′ constituent, just like the relative clauses. 
However, there are a number of crucial differences. We cannot replace that 
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by a wh-word here: *the only proof which the Eagle landed. Whereas in the 
relative clauses there was an element missing in the clause which seemed 
to be taken over by the wh-word, if we remove that in this clause we have 
a complete sentence: the Eagle landed. There is also a close relationship 
between the noun and the clause. It is indeed similar to that between a 
verb and its object: He proved that the Eagle landed. This type of clause is, 
then, more appropriately described as a complement clause than as a modi-
fier. The distinction is parallel to that between an object and an adjunct in 
the verb phrase.

A similar distinction between types of PPs can also be found. We can 
compare the following examples, based on the text, with those discussed 
above:

the incineration of the three astronauts

the removal of men who weren’t made of ‘right stuff’

Again, these phrases are more closely related to the noun than the PPs we 
dealt with in the previous section and there is a parallel verb–object com-
bination: incinerate the three astronauts and remove men who weren’t made of 
‘right stuff’. These are, then, PP complements of the noun. As we shall see in 
the next section, this difference between complements and modifiers can 
be represented in a tree.

7.8 Trees
We have said here that a noun phrase must consist of a head noun, and 
if we assume a zero article, then the determiner is also obligatory. To our 
mind, one of the characteristics of determiners (except possessive NPs) is 
that they cannot be modified. Hence the determiner should occur under-
neath a Det node and not a DetP node. But again we should warn those of 
you who will move on to syntactic theory that many theories just assume 
all categories must have a whole phrase above them and therefore consider 
something like the a DP. There are also arguments in favour of considering 
the determiner, rather than the noun, the head, so that many theoretical 
approaches assume that the is in fact the head of a noun phrase like the 
astronaut and the whole phrase is a DP, rather than an NP. These are all 
issues that need not concern us at the moment.

Our view (which we actually think is appropriate even in a more 
theoretical approach) then gives us the basic tree for a full noun phrase:

1	 2
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If we turn now to NPs like those two white blurred ghosts, then we need to 
consider first of all the constituent structure. We have a determiner and we 
have a head noun and we know where they go, but what do we do with 
two white blurred – do they form one constituent, or are they three distinct 
ones? Well, remember that one characteristic of a constituent is that it 
can be replaced by one word. Obviously, within an NP, a pronoun won’t 
do much good since pronouns replace whole NPs. There is, however, one 
word in English that replaces parts of NPs: one. We can make the following 
grammatical responses:

Which ghosts?	 Those two white blurred ones	 replacing ghosts

Which blurred ghosts?	 Those two white ones	 replacing blurred 
		  ghosts

Which white blurred ghosts?	 Those two ones	 replacing white blurred 
		  ghosts

Which two white blurred ghosts?	 Those ones	 replacing two white 
		  blurred ghosts

This shows that all these sub-phrases of the whole noun phrase are con-
stituents and we get the following tree:

3

We said in Section 3.6 that the ‘inbetween nominals’ are called N′ (pro-
nounced N-bar). Note that in this tree ghosts then is both an N and an N′. 
This is because even though ghosts is clearly a noun, in this NP it can also 
be replaced by one and is therefore also an N′. If we didn’t have that extra 
N′ node in the tree, then the last AP would be the sister of an N node and 
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that would make the wrong predictions. As we have seen before, the sister 
of a lexical category in a tree is reserved for complements, and the adjec-
tives are clearly not complements in the way that objects are complements 
of the verb. The first two trees we drew in this section should then more 
appropriately look like this:

4	 5

            

Post-modifiers work in very much the same way as pre-modifiers; they 
attach at the level of N′:

6

Of course, many NPs contain both pre- and post-modification and then 
very difficult questions of constituency arise. How about something like 
the first man on the moon; is first man a constituent combining with on the 
moon or is man on the moon a constituent combining with first? (In either 
case, the whole first man on the moon combines with the to form the whole 
NP.) Well, if we assume that the meaning of a phrase combines gradually 
in the same way that the syntactic bits do, then the meaning of the phrase 
may help. Here, the meaning is clear – of all the entities referred to by man 
on the moon we want to pick out the first one. It is not the case that of all 
the things referred to by first man we are talking about the one who is on 
the moon. Hence, when it comes to building up meaning, man on the moon 
must be a constituent without first and we get the tree:
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7

However, it is quite rare that the meaning is this helpful. If we embel-
lish one of the early NPs to powerful spotlights with black holders, then it 
seems impossible to decide whether these are powerful spotlights which 
happen to have black holders, or whether they are spotlights with black 
holders which happen to be powerful. We can’t decide and can therefore 
not decide which of the two trees below is the better one, for this reason, 
we assume they are both fine. If you can think of strong arguments, then 
please let us know.

8



The noun phrase

183

9

In Section 7.7, we discovered that the distinction between modifiers, 
or adjuncts, and complements can be made also within the NP. The usual 
properties of complements, as opposed to modifiers, hold here too. Let’s 
add a post-modifier to one of the NPs with a complement we used there: 
the incineration of the three astronauts in that first attempt. Now compare the 
two types of PPs. The first PP, of the three astronauts, is selected by the noun, 
just as the verb incinerate could select an object like the three astronauts. 
The first obvious thing is that the complement PP normally is closer to 
the noun. (Though if it is very long, then it can be put at the end of the 
phrase. This is what English often does with long phrases – clausal subjects 
are for instance often shifted to the end of the sentence, as we shall see in 
Chapters 8 and 9.) The second difference between complement PPs and 
adjunct PPs is that there can only be as many complements as the head 
specifies. For nouns that is never more than one (though verbs can have 
two). So even if some rats were incinerated at the same time, we cannot 
express this as *the incineration of the three astronauts of some rats. Instead we 
have to make a co-ordinate noun phrase, of the three astronauts and of some 
rats. With the modifiers we can add as many as we want: the incineration of 
the three astronauts in the space shuttle in that first attempt. So, our tree needs 
to show that the first PP, of the astronauts, belongs closer to the head noun 
and that it cannot be repeated the way optional adjuncts can. As we saw 
more generally in Section 3.6, this is done by making the complement the 
sister of N, and the adjunct the sister of N′. The mother of the N and the 
PP complement must be an N′ (it cannot be N, since it is more than just 
a noun). We couldn’t add another complement PP, since there is no N left 
for it to be sister to, and the lowest noun cannot have more than one sister. 
The mother of the N′ and the adjunct, on the other hand, is also an N′ and 
we can therefore add another adjunct PP to that N′, or indeed any other 
modifier we come across.
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The final issue is now how to fit in the nominal pre-modifiers that we 
saw examples of in Section 7.4. Some examples that we gave there were the 
great moon hoax and an incredible space odyssey. Remember these nominal 
modifiers cannot be full NPs, but they can have some limited pre-modifi-
cation, as in outer space odyssey, which is clearly an odyssey in outer space, 
rather than a space odyssey of the outer kind. This is one of these difficult 
issues where you can find yourself a bit torn between what you really see 
and your theoretical assumptions. The kind of linguist who draws syntactic 
trees will often assume that there can be no sub-tree that ends with any-
thing below XP, so that an N′ would always have to have an NP above it. 
(As mentioned before, such people would of course also have objections to 
the fact that we have only Det, rather than DetP, above the determiner.) 
For normal NPs or APs, for instance, this makes sense, because there could 
always be a full phrase. So, in a great moon hoax, great could have had more 
modification: the unbelievably great moon hoax, for instance. However, with 
these nominal pre-modifiers, we cannot have a determiner, so that for a 
grammarian who just looks at the things we can actually see – the surface 
structure – it would seem wrong to have a whole NP dominating moon or 
space here. One way out of this would be to say that we have a form of 
compounding, so that lexical categories combine to form new lexical cat-
egories, so that space journey or moon hoax are nouns, just as blackbird is. An 
argument in favour of this is that these combinations have stress on the 
first element rather than on the second one. This is typical of compounds, 
so that if you say blackbird with the stress on the first part, then you are 
talking about a particular kind of bird, whereas if you put more stress on 
the second part, then it is interpreted as any old bird that happens to be 
black. According to this view, we would draw the following tree for the great 
moon hoax.
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Now, what do we do when the modifying noun actually has some modifica-
tion of its own, as in the outer space odyssey? Well, the pre-modification also 
seems to be limited to one word, and it has to have quite a close relationship 
with the noun. For instance, outer space works, but if we try to have, say, cold 
in the position of outer, to give cold space odyssey, then we end up with an 
interpretation of cold as modifying space odyssey rather than just space. So, 
if we went on an odyssey in cold space, but had a nice cosy fire going inside 
our rocket, then we wouldn’t talk about a cold space odyssey. We could 
then say that the adjective–noun combination also has some compound 
like qualities so that the A+N forms a new N, much as it does in blackbird.

12
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We find this the most appropriate solution given the facts, but many 
analyses would have both these elements represented as full phrases – but 
then of course they do have to explain why the AP can only ever consist 
of one word and why the pre-modifying NP can never take a determiner.

Now for the million dollar question – what do we do with NPs where 
the determiner seems to consist of a full NP with the possessive ’s? There is 
much literature on this issue, but there isn’t any solution that we feel really 
is as satisfying as a plate of black pudding. Some linguists think that since 
only possessive NPs can function as determiners, the ’s is really a deter-
miner which heads a determiner phrase. Others would say that the posses-
sive NP is still just an NP which has some feature [+poss(essive)] allowing it 
to occur in this position and fill the same function as a determiner. Then 
there are some solutions that are radically different from the type of analy-
ses we have used here, but this doesn’t seem to be the place to discuss 
them. We have emphasized throughout this book that the category of an 
element and its function must be kept apart, and therefore, the fact that 
the possessive NP does the same job as an element of the category deter-
miner doesn’t mean that it is or contains a determiner. So, in Section 7.3, 
when we listed NPs under determiners this wasn’t entirely accurate; NPs 
can do the job of a determiner, but they aren’t themselves determiners. 
We would, then, prefer an analysis in which these NPs are just that: NPs. 
What distinguishes them from other NPs is the fact that they have a feature 
[+poss] which allows them to occur in this position and have this function. 
This gives us the following analysis of the flag’s shadow:

13

Two things to note about this tree: first, when an NP is marked by the 
feature [+poss] we get an ’s at the right edge of the NP. In this tree the right 
edge of the NP happens to be the head of that NP, namely flag. This is, 
however, a coincidence. If we replace the flag by the man on the moon, where 
the head man is not on the right edge of the NP, then we see that ’s does 
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not occur on the head: the man in the moon’s shadow. In fact, the ’s does not 
even have to attach to a noun: the man who left’s shadow. (Also, remember 
the example we gave on p. 48: this guy who I used to know at school and who 
went to Cambridge and got a First in Engineering’s brother.) The second point 
to make here is that the determiner the belongs to the NP[+poss] and not 
to the highest NP. This is easy to see in NPs like these men’s first attempt, 
where these is plural and must therefore belong to the plural men and not 
the singular attempt.

7.9  Points to remember
❑❑ Noun phrases consist of minimally a noun and a determiner, though the 
determiner can be the zero article.

❑❑ Noun phrases may also contain a large number of optional elements 
which can be either pre- or post-modifiers or pre-determiners. Since 
pronouns replace whole NPs, we can replace strings by pronouns to find 
out exactly where NPs begin and end.

❑❑ Determiners have special status within the NP. Apart from being obliga-
tory, they are also unique and cannot be modified. There are five types: 
articles, demonstratives, quantifying determiners, wh-determiners and 
possessives.

❑❑ The possible pre-modifiers are adjective phrases and nominal elements. 
The adjectives which head the APs sometimes derive from verbs, but it is 
quite difficult to make a clear-cut distinction between these verbal parti-
ciples and pure adjectives. When nominal elements pre-modify the head 
nouns of an NP, these nominal elements themselves have very limited 
modification possibilities and we have analysed them as compound-like.

❑❑ The possible post-modifiers are PPs, clauses (VPs and S*) and certain types 
of APs. As with verbs, the post-nominal elements can have two different 
structural relationships with the head noun: complement or adjunct.

Exercises

1.  Identifying noun phrases
Identify all the NPs in the following text (from the same Big Issue as the 
examples in this chapter). Remember they can be much longer than you 
think. Also remember that NPs can contain NPs.

Their film stock was unaffected by the intense heat and powerful cosmic 
radiation on the moon, conditions that should have made it useless.

The shadows could only have been created with multiple light sources 
and, in particular, powerful spotlights. But the only light source on the 
moon was the sun.

Not one still picture matches the film footage, yet NASA claims both 
were shot at the same time.
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2. Which is the head?
For each NP you identified in exercise 1, decide which noun is the head 
noun and what is the determiner. Then state the category for all pre- and 
post-modifiers if there are any.

3.  Analysing noun phrases
Here is a selection of NPs. For each of them find the head noun and the 
determiner and decide the category of each pre- and post-modifier. If you 
feel so inclined (or if your tutor has told you to) you could draw a tree for 
each noun phrase.

(a)	 the self-styled apostle of the New Labour philosophy (N#274:11)
(b)	 an all-singing, all-dancing, devastatingly handsome cash machine 

(N#269:9)
(c)	 one of several Latinos springing up from the Spanish-American diaspo-

ra that is gaining ground (and financial muscle) on the mainstream 
music industry in Nashville, Los Angeles and New York (N#269:9)

(d)	 the little boy at the birthday party who nobody ever wants to talk to 
(N#274:10)

(e)	 this nascent Miami-based power house (N#269:9)
(f)	 an absurdly pointless dexterity with my hands (N269:22)
(g)	 a new, younger audience, all eager to buy merchandise (N269:26)
(h)	 the first legal nude beach in Australia (AUS#61:6)
(i)	 the denial of the validity of material things (N#258:12) (back to John 

Lennon)
(j)	 the undisputed king of the on-line ostrich dealers (N#301:15)

4.  Find the Head Noun
We said in Section 7.2 that there is one type of NP for which you cannot 
find the head noun by asking ‘What kind of thing is this?’, but where you 
have to use the formal agreement criterion. A few such NPs are:

(a)	 what kind of thing
(b)	 this brand of whisky
(c)	 that sort of crisps

Use the agreement test to decide what is the head of these NPs and analyse 
the other components of the NP too.
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8
Clauses within clauses

8.1  Clauses
Until now, we have said that a sentence is the unit formed around a lexical 
verb, containing all the bits that the verb requires as well as any optional 
bits the speaker has chosen to include. Strictly speaking, this is not really 
true – this is the definition of a clause, not a sentence. When a clause is 
not part of any larger clause, that clause forms a sentence and can also be 
called a main clause. For this reason it has not mattered that we have used 
the definition for sentence rather than clause. The clauses we have looked 
at have almost all formed sentences; that is, they have been main clauses. 
This is not always the case, however. A sentence often consists of more 
than one clause. Let’s look now at different ways of having more than one 
clause in a sentence. In each case, the two clauses have been set in italics.

We can listen to records and I’ll probably dream up a few songs. (N#258:13)

It’s very nice to get married but I don’t want to make a habit of it. (N#258:12)

In both these sentences we have two separate clauses which are completely 
independent of each other. Listen occurs as part of a verb string can listen – 
the string is preceded by a subject we and followed by to records, and hence 
listen has all the elements it needs in that clause. Following and we have 
another complete clause, I’ll probably dream up a few songs. Similarly, in the 
second sentence we have an independently complete clause on each side 
of but. In both these examples we have two clauses which are conjoined 
with the elements and and but, respectively.

We turn now to a different way in which a sentence can consist of more 
than one clause:

I swear that I didn’t dream it.

Here, the lexical verb that the sentence is built around is swear. This verb 
takes a subject, I in this case, and an object, that I didn’t dream it. The main 
clause is then the whole sentence, not just I swear. The object is in itself a 
clause, built around the verb dream, which also takes a subject, I, and an 
object, which in this case is it. Since there is a negation, an auxiliary verb 
is required and the lexical verb is part of a verb string: didn’t dream. This 
sentence, then, differs from the two we looked at above in that one of the 
clauses forms part of the other clause – it is not independent the way the 
clauses above were.
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In the very first two sentences, we have co-ordination of clauses. But 
and and co-ordinate two phrases of equal categorial status, in this case two 
clauses, to form a new phrase of the same categorial status. These elements 
are referred to as co-ordinators or co-ordinating conjunctions. In the 
sentence I swear that I didn’t dream it, where one clause is part of the other 
we have subordination. The higher clause, i.e. the whole sentence, is the 
main clause and the lower clause is a sub-clause. In this case, there is an 
element which actually marks explicitly the beginning of the subordinate 
clause, namely that. As we saw in Chapter 3, such elements are referred 
to as complementizers or, in more traditional descriptions, subordinators 
or subordinating conjunctions. The co-ordination of clauses is relatively 
straightforward at this level and we will focus on subordination in this 
chapter.

We have shown in Chapter 5 that there are four major types of sentences: 
declarative, interrogative, imperative and exclamative. In this chapter, we’ll 
look more closely at clauses that don’t function as sentences, but which 
form part of some other clause, i.e. we will focus on subordinate clauses 
(or sub-clauses for short). As always, there are two aspects to consider: form 
and function. We’ll look in turn at the major forms of clauses and for each 
discuss the functions that this particular type of clause can fill. When it 
comes to form, there is one major subdivision of sub-clauses according 
to the form of the first verb of the verb string, namely, finite versus non-
finite subclauses. Sentences are always finite, but clauses that form parts 
of sentences may be finite or non-finite. If you need to remind yourself 
which verb forms are finite and which are non-finite, have a quick look 
at pp. 58–9 before you continue. Finite clauses can be divided into sub-
classes depending on their form. We’ll consider three main types: declara-
tive clauses, interrogative clauses and relative clauses. When we consider 
the non-finite clauses, we’ll divide them into sub-categories depending on 
which particular non-finite form of the verb is involved.

Before we get moving on this, we need to discuss the notion of clauses 
and what their categorial status is. Each lexical verb builds a clause and 
hence a sentence contains as many clauses as it contains lexical verbs. We 
have said that a clause contains at least all the bits that the lexical verb 
requires. So far, we’ve looked only at clauses that also function as sentences 
and the bits required by the verb have been the subject and any objects, 
complements or obligatory adverbials. Altogether these elements have 
formed a constituent of the category S for sentence. We’ll soon see that 
subordinate clauses may have some properties which make them different 
from main clauses, particularly the non-finite sub-clauses, and this will be 
a reason to assign sub-clauses to different categories.

The first striking difference we have already seen exemplified, namely 
that subordinate clauses may be introduced by complementizers such as 
that in I swear that I didn’t dream it. In this sense, then, subordinate clauses 
can be like ‘sentences with a complementizer on top’. When we looked at 
interrogatives in Section 5.3, and when we briefly looked at relative clauses 
in Section 7.6, we said these could be assigned to the category of S′ (S-bar). 
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We’ll use the same terminology here, and hence I swear that I didn’t dream it 
is an S and that I didn’t dream it is an S′ constituent. There are also subordi-
nate clauses that can’t have a complementizer, and they are S constituents, 
just like ordinary sentences. This may sound a bit complex at the moment, 
but it should become clearer soon. For the time being, we can represent it 
with simple trees:

1	 2

        

Another difference is that non-finite verbs may allow the subject not 
to be there overtly, though we can always understand what the meaning 
of the subject is. This means that we get non-finite sub-clauses that lack 
subjects:

We intend to grow our hair even longer for the cause. (N#258:12)

We have said that there is a clause built up around every lexical verb. In 
this sentence we have two lexical verbs, intend and grow, and hence we 
have two clauses. The clause built around intend is the whole sentence, 
and the clause built around grow is italicized in the example. There is one 
odd thing about the underlined clause and that is the fact that there is no 
subject. In English this is only allowed with non-finite verbs. In this sen-
tence, we can still interpret the meaning of the subject; we can say that the 
sentence means ‘We intend that we shall grow our hair long for the cause’. 
We’ll return to discuss such sub-clauses in Section 8.3. At this point we 
need only decide what the category of such constituents is. We shall follow 
our habit here of considering only what we see. Hence a clause that lacks 
an overt subject must be of a smaller category than a clause which has a 
subject. Remember that an ordinary clause, i.e. one without a complemen-
tizer, is of the category S, and has two daughters, the subject NP and the 
predicate VP. So, if you have an S clause and take away the subject NP, you 
are left with a VP. It seems quite reasonable, then, to call a clause that lacks 
a subject a VP.

This means that sub-clauses come in three different sizes: a full clause 
with a complementizer; a full clause without a complementizer; and a 
clause with no complementizer and no subject. The biggest of these is an 
S′, the one lacking a complementizer is an S and the one lacking a subject 
is a VP. They are all clauses since they are built up around a main verb. 
Approaches to grammar which are keener on empty categories than we 
are will often use S′ for all these categories and assume a zero complemen-
tizer and empty subjects. There are, however, also theoretical approaches to 
grammar which follow the distinction we have made here.
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8.2  Finite sub-clauses
We can subdivide finite clauses into declarative and interrogative clauses. 
Remember that the distinction between declarative sentences and inter
rogative sentences lies in the position of the operator (the finite auxiliary) 
– interrogative sentences have undergone subject–operator inversion, but 
declarative ones haven’t. This criterion cannot be used for subordinate 
clauses, however, because there is no subject–operator inversion in sub-
ordinate clauses. Instead we recognize interrogative clauses either by the 
fact that they contain the complementizers if or whether or by the fact that 
they begin with a wh-phrase. These are parallel to yes–no interrogatives and 
wh-interrogatives, respectively, but being sub-clauses, they lack the subject–
operator inversion of their main clause colleagues. Declarative sub-clauses, 
on the other hand, can be divided into two kinds: that-clauses, which occur 
as subjects or complements, and adverbial sub-clauses. As we shall see, the 
latter may occur with a wide variety of complementizers.

Declarative sub-clauses
Finite declarative sub-clauses look exactly like declarative sentences in 
terms of structure, with the one exception that they can always have a 
complementizer. If we look at that-clauses first, we see in the following 
examples that the sub-clause, which has been italicized, looks like an ordi-
nary sentence with that added to it:

Nor did I imagine that I was in a picture that appeared within the sleeve of a 
Lennon LP. (N#258:12)

We know that skinny jeans have long since eclipsed bum-cleavage jeans. 
(AUS#305:13)

I was in a picture that appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon LP and skinny 
jeans have long since eclipsed bum-cleavage jeans could both occur as inde-
pendent sentences. As far as form goes, that-clauses are clearly of the 
category S′. In terms of function, that-clauses can have many of the func-
tions that we have already seen noun phrases fill: subject, direct object, 
subject complement. We have just seen examples of that-clauses function-
ing as the object of imagine and know. On the basis of the same two sen-
tences we can create sentences in which the clause is a subject or a subject 
complement:

That skinny jeans have long since eclipsed bum-cleavage jeans was an 
interesting discovery.
The most amazing discovery was that skinny jeans have long since eclipsed 
bum-cleavage jeans.

Apart from these functions, that-clauses can also occur within other 
phrases, as complements of nouns or adjectives:

the observation that it was easy to stay so long in bed (N#258:13)
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We are aware that most members of the local parrot community like our balcony. 
(AUS#339:12)

Since clauses are quite complex and ‘heavy’ constituents, and English 
prefers not to have heavy constituents in subject position, clausal subjects 
often get moved to the end of the clause – they get extraposed. So, in the 
next example, instead of That people can print complete lies totally amazes me 
with the clausal subject, we find:

It totally amazes me that people can print complete lies. (AUS#65:21)

Here the clause is found at the end of the sentence and in the subject 
position we find the expletive it which we talked about in Section 4.3. As 
we said there, this is an element that English inserts in subject position 
when there is no other subject, or as here, when the subject has left the 
typical subject position. We can refer to it here as the formal subject and 
the clause as the extraposed subject. In Chapter 9 we return to extraposi-
tion when we go beyond sentences to look at the structure of texts.

Now consider the sub-clauses in the following sentences:

I wish I had gone that day. (N#258:12)

I swear I didn’t dream it. (N#258:12)

These lack a that at the beginning, but otherwise they are identical to that-
clauses in terms of both form and function. It turns out that they are in 
fact that-clauses, but that-clauses in which that has been deleted. It can be 
inserted in these sentences:

I wish that I had gone that day.

I swear that I didn’t dream it.

In fact, returning to the sentences at the beginning of this section, we find 
that we can delete that in these:

Nor did I imagine I was in a picture that appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon 
LP.

We know skinny jeans have long since eclipsed bum-cleavage jeans.

We are aware most members of the local parrot community like our balcony. 

In all these clauses, that is optional, but this doesn’t hold for some of the 
other clauses we have looked at: 

*the observation it was easy to stay so long in bed

*People can print complete lies totally amazes me.

?It totally amazes me people can print complete lies.

It turns out that that is optional in that-clauses except when the clause 
functions as the subject or when it is the complement of a noun. In fact, 
sentences where that is absent is the norm for informal language (and they 
were by far more common in our Big Issue magazines). When the that-clause 
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functions as an extraposed subject, as in the last example, then some speak-
ers accept it and some don’t. Given that we assigned that-clauses to the 
category of S′ because they contained a complementizer, we now need to 
think about what category to assign to that-clauses in which that has been 
deleted. The question is whether we want to say that that-clauses without 
that belong to a different category, namely S. Our view is that we should 
call all that-clauses S′, regardless of whether or not the complementizer is 
there. The reason is that the complementizer can always be inserted, and 
apart from the lack of complementizer, the two have the same properties 
in terms of form and distribution.

Before we leave that-clauses behind, there is one final comment we want 
to make. Consider the following two sentences:

I was afraid that such a condition might be contagious. (AUS#339:12)

It’s odd that there’s no sick dog. (AUS#69:29)

Initially, these two would appear to have very similar structure. However, 
in the first of the two, the sub-clause functions as a modifier of the adjec-
tive afraid and in the second it is an extraposed subject. We can represent 
the structure with brackets as follows:

I was [afraid that such a condition might be contagious].

It’s odd [that there’s no sick dog].

If we look at the sentences more carefully, the difference is in fact easy to 
spot. Where the clause is an extraposed subject, we have the expletive it in the 
subject position; otherwise there is a personal pronoun or a full noun phrase 
in that position. And, finally, even though it may sound a bit awkward, the 
extraposed subject can of course go back to the subject position, whereas the 
clause that modifies an adjective cannot occur in the subject position:

*That such a condition might be contagious was afraid.

That there is no sick dog is odd.

There are also sub-clauses that fill the function of adverbials. Such 
clauses occur with a large number of different complementizers. Traditional 
grammars often attempt to provide a complete list of such complementiz-
ers, but there are a few too many of them for us to do that here. Some 
examples of adverbial clauses are:

Before he recently joined Lennon in the great jam session in the sky, my old 
editor confessed to me. (N#258:12)

As I come from Montrose, I laughed nervously for some reason. (N#258:12)

Although one of the figures wore a beard and National Health specs and the other 
was female and Japanese, they looked remarkably similar. (N#258:12)

Because we were all rather in the dark about the whole slightly embarrassing 
event, the enquiries were toe-curlingly sluggish. (N#258:12)
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You may remember that two things which characterize the adverbial func-
tion are that it is optional (except in a few cases) and that the element filling 
it answers questions like why, when, how often or where and not what or who. 
The underlined clauses here are, then, typical adverbials in both ways: the 
rest of the sentence could function as a sentence without the adverbial and 
they do indeed answer the right type of questions. Which complementizer 
is used depends on the exact function of the adverbial clause; for example, 
whether it is an adverbial of time, of manner or of place.

Interrogative sub-clauses
We said in Section 5.3 that there are two kinds of interrogative clauses: 
those that give rise to yes–no questions and those that make wh-ques-
tions. Similarly, there are two kinds of interrogative subordinate clauses 
and both types can occur as finite and non-finite clauses. We’ll deal with 
the finite ones here and return to the non-finite ones in Section 8.3. As 
already pointed out, the most striking property of main clause interroga-
tive structures, subject–operator inversion, does not occur in subordinate 
clauses (except in a rather unusual form such as I wonder what shall I do, 
where the subject I follows the operator shall). Instead, the subordinate 
clause parallel to a yes–no question is marked by one of two complementiz-
ers: if or whether. The two complementizers do not have exactly the same 
distribution, but they are pretty similar. Look at the following sentences 
with if interrogative subordinate clauses and think about whether you 
could use whether instead.

We wondered if we were in for some bizarre sexual experience. (N#258:12)

Who knew if this was going to pan out. (N#279:9)

Someone asked if Jeff and Akbar were brothers or a gay couple. (N#279:9)

(The last was a question that the creator of The Simpsons, Matt Groening, 
got about his first cartoon strip and the answer was ‘Whatever offends you 
most.’) Probably you will find that whether works just as well in all the 
clauses.

Finite subordinate yes–no-interrogative clauses can occur in the same 
positions as that-clauses. Some examples with if or whether-clauses as the 
complement of an adjective or a noun can be constructed:

I was not certain if this was going to pan out.

Someone asked the question whether Jeff and Akbar were brothers or a gay 
couple.

Of course, this type of clause can also be the direct object of a verb, but 
not with the same set of verbs as the non-interrogative clauses. So whereas 
wonder can be followed by an interrogative subordinate clause, it cannot be 
followed by a that-clause. However, there are verbs, like know, which can 
take either type of subordinate clause: I know that United will win as well as 
I don’t know whether Chelsea will come second.
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In some of the positions, you can only have a whether-clause and not an 
if-clause. For instance, in a subject clause that is not extraposed only whether 
will do (and here we have just changed the sentences we have already used):

*If Jeff and Akbar were brothers or a gay couple was not clear.

Whether Jeff and Akbar were brothers or a gay couple was not clear.

If the subject is extraposed, on the other hand, either whether or if can do 
the job:

It was not clear if/whether Jeff and Akbar were brothers or a gay couple.

As we shall see on p. 207, whether can also occur in to-infinitive clauses, 
whereas if cannot.

The other type of finite interrogative clause, the wh-clause, has the same 
form as a main clause wh-interrogative with the usual difference that there 
is no subject–operator inversion. Just like the corresponding main clauses, 
subordinate wh-clauses have a ‘gap’ somewhere corresponding to the wh-
constituent. For example, the sub-clause in the sentence

I wonder why he was gawping at me like that. 

has a corresponding main clause version which is identical except that 
subject–operator inversion forces the presence of dummy do:

Why was he gawping at me like that? (AUS#306:12)

Wh-sub-clauses can occur in the same positions as the other clauses. We 
have already seen one as an object of the verb wonder, but we can construct 
sentences parallel to those for yes–no-interrogative sub-clauses in which the 
wh-sub-clause is the complement of an adjective or a noun:

I was not certain why he was gawping at me like that.

I asked the question why he was gawping at me like that.

Furthermore, wh-subordinate clauses can function as adverbials, as the fol-
lowing example shows:

When I got back home, I tried a little experiment. (AUS#306:12) 

Relative clauses
Clauses sharing some properties with wh-clauses are relative clauses. Like 
wh-clauses, they have a constituent missing inside the clause and that is 
represented by a wh-constituent. One difference is that whereas wh-clauses 
often appear in functions in which NPs could also appear, e.g. subject or 
direct object, relative clauses actually occur within NPs. Consider the fol-
lowing example where the relative clause is set in italics:

a picture which appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon LP

Here we have an NP which is centred around a picture. However, to help 
the hearer get some idea of which picture he is referring to, the speaker 
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adds the information that is roughly the picture appeared within the sleeve of 
a Lennon LP. We could then say that the idea behind this NP is something 
like:

‘a picture the picture appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon LP’

To make this into an NP, we need to turn the italic part into a real rela-
tive clause. This is done by removing the NP that is shared between the 
NP itself and the relative clause, namely the picture, and replacing it with 
a suitable wh-word. Since the picture is the subject of the italic clause, it is 
already in initial position, but otherwise we would have had to move it to 
the front. We then get a picture which appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon 
LP, in which which is the relative pronoun, and picture is referred to as the 
antecedent.

The job of a relative clause of this kind is to restrict the number of 
possible referents for the NP and thereby help the hearer pick the correct 
one. A picture could refer to a tremendously large number of things – many 
more than a picture which appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon LP. Because 
this type of relative clause helps the speaker by restricting the number of 
potential referents, it is called a restrictive relative clause.

Now look at the following NP adapted from the article on Futurama:

Fry, who gets frozen in a cryogenic chamber,

This NP consists of a proper noun, Fry, followed by a relative clause. In this 
case, there are commas around the relative clause, whereas there weren’t 
in the last one. When spoken, there would usually be a slight pause where 
the commas are. There is also a bigger, more important difference. A proper 
noun like Fry has a very restricted reference already – it just refers to this 
one person called Fry. Hence, the relative clause is not here to restrict the 
reference of the noun phrase, but to add incidental information. So the 
meaning of this clause is something like oh, and by the way, he gets frozen in a 
cryogenic chamber. Clauses such as these are called non-restrictive relative 

clauses because the clause is not there to restrict the reference of the noun 
itself. According to traditional English punctuation rules, non-restrictive 
relative clauses should have commas around them, but if you read a news-
paper, you’ll often find things like Hillary Clinton who started her campaign 
in New York. If we say this without any pause after Clinton, it does sound a 
bit as though we thought there were more than one Hillary Clinton and 
we needed to help the hearer decide which one we were referring to. The 
example one of us was given when learning English as a foreign language 
was:

my wife who lives in New York vs. my wife, who lives in New York,

In one of these NPs, it sounds as if the speaker had more than one wife. 
Do you get this difference too if you read the two aloud with a brief pause 
representing the commas?

So far, we have encountered two wh-elements that can introduce a 
relative clause, namely who and which. Both of these can occur in restrictive 
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and non-restrictive relative clauses. There is a third relative pronoun which 
some people use when the shared noun which the relative pronoun replaces 
is an object, namely whom. Take a look at the following sentence, which 
was how Bill Borrows’ (editor of Loaded, apparently) mother described Mick 
Hucknall of Simply Red:

the little boy at the birthday party who nobody ever wants to talk to 
(N#274:10)

Here we have a restrictive relative clause modifying a nominal that already 
contains a PP post-modifier, little boy at the birthday party. However, what we 
are interested in at the moment is the relative clause itself and in particular, 
where in the clause who originates. If we try to put it back inside the clause, 
we find that it is the object of the preposition to: nobody ever wants to talk to 
who. Normally, the pronominal object of a preposition occurs in a special 
object form if there is one for that pronoun. There is indeed such a form 
of the relative pronoun, whom, and many prescriptive grammarians would 
say that this relative clause is incorrect and that it should be:

the little boy at the birthday party whom nobody ever wants to talk to

However, certainly in speech and increasingly in writing (as this exam-
ple shows), people do not use the object form in this case. Of course, as 
real linguists, we don’t interpret this as ‘people don’t speak English prop-
erly any more’. The way we express this is that many English speakers 
are losing the distinction between subject form and object form in this 
environment.

From the point of view of prescriptive grammarians, there is another 
problem with a relative clause like the one we have just been looking at – 
it has the preposition to left at the end of the clause. We mentioned this 
when discussing wh-interrogatives in Chapter 5. What we said there holds 
here too. People like us who are interested in studying the English that is 
really used just take note of the fact that prepositions are often stranded at 
the end of clauses. The solution for the prescriptivist is the same here: you 
can always front the preposition with the relative pronoun:

the little boy at the birthday party to whom nobody ever wants to talk

This phenomenon is sometimes referred to as pied piping because the 
preposition follows the noun just like the rats followed the Pied Piper of 
Hamlyn. When the preposition accompanies the relative pronoun to the 
front, we suspect that most speakers would use the object form, or could 
you say:

?*the little boy at the birthday party to who nobody ever wants to talk

We should add here in fairness that there are sentences where the preposi-
tion has to move to the front or where it sounds a lot better if it does, at 
least in certain styles. Earlier on we used the following relative clause: ‘… 
in which which is the relative pronoun’. Wouldn’t you agree that here the 
sentence sounds strange with the preposition left at the end? (We replace 



Clauses within clauses

199

the second instance of which with this to make it a slightly more natural-
sounding sentence.)

a clause in which this is the relative pronoun vs. a clause ?which this is the 
relative pronoun in

In the same article on the Simply Red star, we can read that Hucknall’s 
mother left him when he was just three (N#274:10). Now if we want to make 
that into a relative clause, modifying Mick Hucknall, what do we have 
to do? Well, it would have to be a non-restrictive relative clause, since 
Mick Hucknall is a proper noun with very specific reference already. Since 
Hucknall is the shared noun, this has to be replaced in the relative clause, 
but in the relative clause there is a possessive ’s on Hucknall and so the 
relative pronoun needs to have some indication of this too. We need to use 
whose, which we classified in Chapter 7 as a wh-determiner:

Hucknall, whose mother left him when he was three,

In this relative clause, whose mother is the subject and so it is already at the 
front of the clause. The question now is whether whose can be fronted on 
its own, without the noun mother, just as who could be fronted without the 
preposition. In order to find out, we need to construct a clause in which 
whose mother is not the subject. Such an example would be I never knew 
Hucknall’s mother, from which we could get the relative clause:

Hucknall, whose mother I never knew,

Here we find that that the whole noun phrase whose mother has to be 
fronted; *Hucknall, whose I never knew mother, is ungrammatical.

Some speakers are unhappy using whose if it refers to something inani-
mate and find sentences like the following awkward.

It is a day whose arrival few could have predicted. (AUS#69:6)

The alternative for Standard English speakers is the really rather formal the 
arrival of which. Alternatively, you can replace it by a different construc-
tion type. Speakers of non-standard varieties have a number of options like 
thats arrival or that its arrival.

We can, then, sum up the use of relative pronouns in relative clauses as 
follows: with people (and pets), we get who, and in some cases whom; with 
non-human antecedents, we get which. If the relative pronoun functions 
as a possessive determiner of a noun, the correct form is whose (though 
with the reservation we discussed before for inanimates). When whose is 
used, the whole NP of which it is a part must be fronted. When the rela-
tive pronoun is the object of a preposition, either the relative pronoun can 
be fronted on its own or the whole PP can be fronted. If you are reading 
the chapters of this book in order, then this should sound very familiar 
from the section on wh-questions, since their wh-constituents are formed 
in much the same way.

For non-restrictive relative clauses this is all we need to say, but there is 
one more aspect of restrictive relative clauses that we need to comment on. 
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If we return to the first example of this section – a picture which appeared 
within the sleeve of a Lennon LP – we said that it was adapted from the origi-
nal text. In fact, in the original it looks like this:

a picture that appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon LP (N#258:12)

Instead of which we have that; it doesn’t seem to matter much which one 
we use. Though we should add here that many prescriptivists (including 
the grammar check on our computer!) feel that that is the appropriate one 
to use in writing. In fact, in all restrictive relative clauses in which the rela-
tive pronoun occurs on its own at the front we can replace it by that:

any celebrity who is big enough vs. any celebrity that is big enough
the little boy at the birthday party who nobody ever wants to talk to vs. the 
little boy at the birthday party that nobody ever wants to talk to

However, that cannot replace the relative pronoun in non-restrictive rela-
tive clauses:

Fry, who gets frozen in a cryogenic chamber, vs. *Fry, that gets frozen in a cryo-
genic chamber,

Or indeed when the relative pronoun has not been fronted on its own:

the little boy at the birthday party to whom nobody ever wants to talk vs. *the 
little boy at the birthday party to that nobody ever wants to talk

Hucknall, whose mother I never knew, vs. *Hucknall, thats mother I never 
knew,

As we have already said, the version with thats is fine in some (non-stand-
ard) varieties as long as the antecedent is not human.

Not only can the relative pronoun be replaced by that, in almost all the 
relative clauses in which it can be replaced by that, it can also be deleted. 
(In the following we have left the PP of the original relative clause out, 
since when the PP is there it sounds much better with who or that present.):

The little boy __ nobody wants to talk to.

We say that this is almost always possible, since it is not possible when 
the wh-word fills the subject position in the relative clause. It is quite easy 
to see why this should not be possible. Let’s look at one of our previous 
examples:

any celebrity who/that is big enough

What would happen if we deleted who and that here? Well, there would be 
nothing left to distinguish it from a clause:

any celebrity __ is big enough

and therefore it would make a sentence sound very strange:

Any celebrity who/that is big enough is welcome.
*Any celebrity __ is big enough is welcome.
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So we can assume that there is some constraint of information preservation 
at work to stop this. We should point out that some non-standard varieties 
can leave a subject wh-constituent out in some environments, as in the 
following:

There’s a man on the phone ___ wants to talk to you.

That-clauses versus relative clauses with that
If you have been paying attention, you may have noticed that we have 
talked about that-clauses and relative clauses with that, and you may have 
wondered whether they are the same thing or not. They are not. And as 
we shall see, there are actually quite straightforward ways of telling them 
apart. The fact that both types of clauses begin with the same element is no 
accident – they have developed from the same source, a type of develop-
ment that is quite common cross-linguistically.

There are two clear differences between that-clauses and relative clauses 
with that. First, in relative clauses, that can always be replaced by who or 
which – this is not possible in that-clauses. Second, in relative clauses there 
is always some element missing in the clause – this is the constituent rep-
resented by the relative pronoun. The following example illustrates the 
differences. We have chosen one that involves a that-clause within an NP 
since this is where relative clauses occur and therefore the potential for 
confusion is biggest.

that-clause	 And what about the rumours that you slept with your male 
co-star? (AUS#33:39)

relative clause:	 And what about the rumours that you spread with your 
male co-star?

In the that-clause, which is ungrammatical and there are no gaps; it is com-
plete in itself:

that-clause	 *And what about the rumours which you slept with your 
male co-star?

	 You slept with your male co-star

In the relative clause we can have which instead of that and we see that the 
object that we would expect to find immediately to the right of spread isn’t 
there; there is a gap:

relative clause:	 And what about the rumours which you spread with your 
male co-star?

	 you spread _____ with your male co-star

So, even though the standard labels for these two types of clauses are a little 
confusing here, the difference between them is clear.

A further difference to note here is that whereas the relative clause 
functions as a modifier of the noun, the that-clause functions as the com-
plement of the noun. Where we have the that-clause, the rumour is that 
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he slept with his male co-star; the that-clause defines the noun. In the 
case of the relative clause, it just narrows down the potential reference 
of the noun. We still don’t know exactly what the rumours were, just 
that he and his male co-star were responsible for spreading them. Some 
additional differences are due to this distinction. As we have said before 
(in Section 3.6), complements need to be close to their heads, whereas 
modifiers can be separated from their heads. Furthermore, complements 
are unique, whereas modifiers can occur recursively. Have a look at the 
following:

the rumour that you slept with your male co-star  that you categorically
deny

	 complement	 modifier
	 that-clause	 relative clause

?*the rumour that you categorically deny  that you slept with your male
co-star

	 modifier	 complement
	 relative clause	 that-clause

*the rumour that you slept with your male co-star  that you slept with your
leading lady

	 complement	 complement
	 that-clause	 that-clause

the rumour that I read about in ‘The Big Issue’    that you categorically deny
	 modifier	 modifier
	 relative clause	 relative clause

8.3  Non-finite clauses
In the section on finite clauses, we subdivided them according to structural 
criteria, between declarative, yes–no-interrogative and wh-interrogative. All 
these clause types exist also in non-finite forms; so we could in principle 
have the same titles for the following three sub-sections as for the ones in 
section 8.2. However, we have chosen to subdivide this section according 
to the different verb forms around which non-finite clauses can be built. 
There are so many differences between each of these types, for instance 
with respect to the kind of verb string that can occur and what type of 
clauses they can form, that we feel it is clearer if we deal with each non-
finite verb form separately. If you need to remind yourself of the different 
verb forms available in English, look back at p. 58.

Just as there are finite subordinate clauses with or without a comple-
mentizer, so there are non-finite clauses with complementizers and non-
finite clauses without complementizers. A difference between finite and 
non-finite clauses is that in the latter, a complementizer is never optional 
– either it has to be there or it can’t be there. Another major difference is 
that non-finite clauses need not have a subject and hence they look like 
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simple VPs of the type we discussed in Chapter 6. We will return to these 
differences several times in what follows.

Bare infinitive
Non-finite subordinate clauses can be built up around the bare infinitive 
form of the verb. Since the bare infinitive form is identical to the finite 
third person plural present tense form, there is a potential for confusion 
between finite and non-finite clauses here. Let’s illustrate the difference:

We can make the characters act the way real kids act. (AUS#51:2)
We can think the characters act the way real kids act.

In both sentences we have a subordinate clause built around the verb act, 
but we can’t actually tell whether this is the finite or the non-finite form. 
At least, we can’t in these sentences, but if we change them slightly, the 
differences will show up. What do we know about finite forms in English? 
Well, there are two important things: finite forms can be either present or 
past tense and finite forms in the present tense have a special s form for 
third person singular subjects. So, let’s try to make these changes in both 
sentences and see how it works. In the first of each pair we have changed 
the subject to a third person singular one and in the second of each pair we 
have introduced past tense on both verbs:

We can make the characters act the way real kids act.
	 *We can make the character acts the way real kids act.
	 *We made the characters acted the way real kids act.

We can think the characters act the way real kids act.
	 We can think the character acts the way real kids act.
	 We thought the characters acted the way real kids act.
We can conclude that the complement of make is a non-finite sub-clause 
built around a bare infinitive and that the complement of think is a finite 
clause. In fact, it is just our old friend the that-clause with that deleted. It 
could have been We can think that the characters act the way real kids act.

Bare infinitive clauses cannot have complementizers and the verb string 
can only consist of one verb; we don’t get clauses with the bare infinitive 
of auxiliaries. They can have subjects, though sometimes these sound a bit 
forced. Here’s one we’ve invented:

Rather than him leave his wife, I think they should sell the dog.

One odd thing about the subjects of non-finite clauses is that they do not 
occur in their subject form; we get him and not he. In fact, it seems an NP in 
English is only nominative when there is a good reason to be, i.e. when it 
is the subject of a finite verb. When it isn’t, it occurs in its object form. For 
instance, the answer to Who wants a beer? is me, not I, and the emphatic 
construction is Me, I’m thirsty, not *I, I’m thirsty (which is actually what it 
would be in a close relative to English like Swedish or Dutch).

There are also many examples of bare infinitive complements where it is 
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quite difficult to decide whether they have a subject or not. Take the next 
slightly adapted example:

Someone saw Barry boot Kennett out of the taxi. (AUS#33:16)

Here we clearly have a clause built around the bare infinitive form of the 
verb boot and that clause functions as the complement of saw. However, 
it is not obvious how big this clause is: just the italic material, or does it 
also include the underlined material? Non-finite clauses can occur with or 
without subject, as we have seen. Now, if Barry is not the subject of boot, 
what is it then? Well, the thing is here that it could be the object of saw. 
How could we possibly tell? There are some things pointing in favour of it 
being an object. For instance, in this sentence, it is true that Someone saw 
Barry, as we would expect if the NP was an object. Since the subject of a 
non-finite form always occurs in the object form, the fact that Barry would 
be replaced by the object pronoun him here does not help us. As far as the 
meaning goes, Barry seems to function as the object of see, and we conclude 
that the sub-clause in Someone saw Barry boot Kennett out of the taxi is only 
boot Kennett out of the taxi. We can contrast this with the earlier sentence 
We can make the characters act the way real kids act. Here it does not follow 
that We can make the characters and hence we will not assume that the char-
acters is the object of make. In Section 8.4, we will return to the question of 
the meaning of subjectless clauses.

As far as the functions of bare infinitival clauses go, we have seen that 
they can function as objects of verbs like make or as adverbial clauses in 
rather than him leave his wife. Apart from this, the distribution of bare infini-
tival clauses is restricted and you don’t in fact come across them very often 
except in a particular kind of clause called pseudo-cleft clauses. We discuss 
these in Chapter 9, but here’s one example until then. From The Big Issue 
(AUS#33:36) sentence British milkman Wilf Sneddon burnt down the houses 
of customers who failed to order enough Gold Top, we can create the following 
pseudo-cleft (it is a way of emphasizing what appears in the (here under-
lined) infinitival clause):

What British milkman Wilf Sneddon did was burn down the houses of cus-
tomers who failed to order enough Gold Top.

To-infinitive
We turn now to subordinate clauses built around the to-infinitive form 
of the verb. There is a bit more going on here than with the bare infini-
tives, with respect to both the structure of the clauses themselves and the 
functions they can fulfil within the clause. Just look at the following itali-
cized sub-clauses:

We intend to grow our hair even longer for the cause. (N#258:12)

changes in legislation, requiring people to provide two forms of ID (N#279:4)
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Here, the to-infinitival clause functions as the object of a verb (intend and 
require, respectively):

It’s certainly permissible to let your Facebook page grow weeds. (AUS#305:13)
To let your Facebook page grow weeds is certainly permissible.

It’s evidently quite uncool to sport a fulsome, springy bed of chest hair. 
(AUS#92:38)
To sport a fulsome, springy bed of chest hair is evidently quite uncool.

These examples show that to-infinitivals can be the subject, either extra
posed or in the normal subject position as in the adapted sentences. Just as 
with that-clauses, there are clauses which look similar to those with extra-
posed subjects, but in which the clause at the end actually modifies the 
adjective. Compare the following:

It was fun to create catch phrases. (N#279:9)
The catch phrases were fun to create.

The same ways of distinguishing between the two functions can be used for 
these as for the finite ones.

To-infinitival clauses can function as adverbial clauses. In the following 
examples it is an adverbial of purpose – it could have started with in order 
to.

I’ll have to get a little man in to change them over. (N#258:13)

I do need a glass of alcohol in one hand and a smoke in the other to prevent 
myself from biting a stranger’s fingernails. (AUS#73:38)

Finally, in the following examples, the clause functions as a modifier 
internal to an NP (modifying lot and guts, respectively).

Rupert Murdoch has a lot to thank Bart Simpson for (N#279:8)

‘Neighbours’ is with us forever because no-one will ever have the guts to 
take it off the air. (AUS#75:39)

Not only are these clauses varied in the functions they can fill, they also 
vary in structure. For one thing, even though in all the clauses we have 
seen here the to-infinitive consists of one lexical verb only, it is possible to 
have an auxiliary verb in a to-infinitive clause, though we cannot of course 
have modals, since they are always finite:

It’s all right to be mildly appalled by the outsized blankness of Big Brother. 
(AUS#305:13)

We intend to have grown our hair longer by the end of the year.

a lot to be thanking Bart Simpson for

Here we have the auxiliary of the passive be, perfect have and the auxiliary 
of the progressive be, in their to-infinitival forms.

Most of the clauses we have seen here lack overt subjects, the one excep-
tion being requiring people to provide two forms of ID, where we think we 
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don’t want to say that people is the object of require, since it is not true that 
the changes ‘require people’. However, we can easily adapt a number of 
these to-infinitivals to have subjects:

It’s certainly permissible for you to let your Facebook page grow weeds.

We intend for all our friends to grow their hair even longer for the cause.

It was fun for Matt to create catch phrases.

For Matt to create catch phrases was fun.

The catch phrases were fun for Matt to create.

I’ll have to get a little man in for him to change them over.

There is a lot for Rupert Murdoch to thank Bart Simpson for

So, in all the clauses that didn’t have a subject, we could quite easily insert 
one. Hence to-infinitivals can occur with or without subjects. One striking 
thing about all these clauses is that when we inserted the subject, we also 
had to insert the element for. This element fills the function of comple-
mentizer here. It can only do so in to-infinitival clauses, and in Standard 
English, it can only occur when that clause has a subject:

*We intend for to grow our hair even longer for the cause.

*It was fun for to create catch phrases.

*For to create catch phrases was fun.

In older forms of English, however, for to without an intervening sub-
ject was the norm. There are also dialects of English which allow for even 
when there is no subject. People of our age remember Bob Dylan’s ‘Mr 
Tambourine Man’ being ‘ready for to fade’.

Just as with bare infinitival clauses, we get some cases where it may at 
first seem to be difficult to decide whether or not an NP which precedes 
a to-infinitival is the subject of that non-finite clause or the object of the 
matrix verb. Consider the following sentences:

I told the pretty blonde to find herself her own husband instead of other 
people’s. (AUS#65:17)

He warns laser-toting mischief-makers to take heed. (AUS#66:5)

Again, the argument is in favour of assuming that the pretty blonde and 
laser-toting mischief-makers are the objects of told and warns, respectively, 
and that the non-finite clauses lack subjects. The evidence is the fact that 
it is actually true that I told the pretty blonde and that he warns laser-toting 
mischief-makers. This makes it different from the example we had above: 
changes in legislation, requiring people to provide two forms of ID, where it is 
not true that the changes in legislation required people, they required [people 
to do something]. You could argue that it is true that the pretty blonde and 
laser-toting mischief-makers are also in a sense the subject of the clauses to 
find herself her own husband instead of other people’s and to take heed, but as 
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we shall see in Section 8.4, non-finite clauses without overt subjects always 
have understood subjects. There are very similar sentences in which the 
understood subject is not the NP:

He promises laser-toting mischief-makers to take heed.

Here we would argue again that laser-toting mischief-makers is the object of 
the higher verb, since it is true that He promises laser-toting mischief-makers 
something. Of course there is an understood subject of the non-finite 
clause, but this time it is not laser-toting mischief-makers – the referent of he 
promised laser-toting mischief-makers that he would take heed.

Before we move on to other non-finite forms, we just need to note that 
we can get interrogatives with to-infinitivals. Here are two from Dylan 
lyrics. Note that only whether, not if, can occur in to-infinitivals (compare 
with finite clauses on p. 196).

I didn’t know whether to duck or run./*I didn’t know if to duck or run.

It's a wonder you still know how to breathe.

-ing participle
The next kind of non-finite verb form involves -ing participles, and there are 
non-finite clauses constructed around them. Let’s look at a few examples:

Asking for identification from the vulnerable is totally wrong. (N#279:4)

Lusting after hairy-chested men might be unfashionable. (AUS#92:38)

Here we have two clauses built around the -ing forms of ask and lust which 
fill the subject position of the predicate is totally wrong and might be unfash-
ionable. As you may expect by now, the subject clause can be extraposed, 
with the expletive it replacing it in subject position:

It is totally wrong asking for identification from the vulnerable.

It might be unfashionable lusting after hairy-chested men.

In the following sentence the -ing clause is the object of the verb imagine:

I imagine popping in my coin. (AUS#73:17)

The -ing clause can also be the complement of a noun:

homeless people looking for hostel accommodation (N#279:4)

a story involving a pool cleaner who struck it lucky with his skinny-dipping 
client. (AUS#21:66)

The sentence in which the first of these occurs makes clear that the -ing 
clause functions as the modifier of the noun. It is not a case of an -ing 
clause with a subject: New laws which would have forced homeless people look-
ing for hostel accommodation to stay on the street have been overturned.

These examples resemble restrictive relative clauses in the way they add 
meaning to the noun phrase, and are similar (maybe even identical) in 
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meaning to relative clauses like homeless people who are looking for hostel 
accommodation or a story which involves a pool cleaner who struck it lucky with 
his skinny-dipping client. As far as the structure of the clause goes, however, 
they are very different. One has a complementizer which in a sense func-
tions as the subject and the other one clearly lacks both a subject and a 
complementizer.

Non-finite clauses built around the -ing participle often function as 
adverbials:

Stubbing out my cigarette, I got on my bike. (N#258:12)

Shrouding himself in a cloak of exclusivity, Tim* gave his loyal followers a 
window of opportunity. (AUS#73:17)

When they function as adverbial clauses, -ing clauses are often introduced 
by a preposition, as in the following example:

In Moscow, a performer with the state circus expired after attempting to 
swallow an eight-pound bowling ball. (N#258:44)

You may wonder why we don’t call the verb forms we are discussing here 
the progressive participle instead of the -ing participle. The reason is that 
even though their form is identical, their distribution does not seem to be 
the same. For instance, in the example I resent having been asked to provide 
a permanent address we have the -ing form of the perfect auxiliary have (we 
know it is the perfect auxiliary because it is followed by the past participle 
form of be). However, since the auxiliary of the perfect always precedes the 
auxiliary of the progressive, we could never have the progressive of the 
perfect auxiliary: *Regularly, I was having been asked to provide a permanent 
address. Also, on p. 146, we said there are certain verbs that don’t occur in 
the progressive because the activity that is expressed by the verb cannot 
easily be seen as something that is ‘in progress’. For example, *I am knowing 
that and *He is having a large nose. Even though these verbs cannot occur 
in the progressive, they are perfectly acceptable in non-finite -ing clauses:

Knowing what I know now about homeless people, I am much more sympathetic.

Having a large nose, Ringo was often teased as a child.

There are good reasons, then, to separate two uses of the -ing participle: it 
can follow the auxiliary of the progressive be in progressive constructions 
and it can occur in non-finite clauses.

Non-finite clauses headed by -ing participles never have complementiz-
ers. However, as you can see in something like I resent having been asked 
to provide a permanent address, it is possible to have complex verb strings in 
these clauses. It is also possible to have -ing clauses with a subject, and such 
subjects can occur either in the usual object form, or in the possessive form:

His mother doesn’t like him sleeping rough.
His mother doesn’t like his sleeping rough.

As with the other non-finite complementation, it can sometimes be dif-
ficult to decide when we have an -ing clause preceded by a noun phrase 
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whether that noun phrase is the subject of the non-finite clause or the 
object of the higher verb. This problem doesn’t arise with the possessive 
subjects, since verbs in English never have possessive objects. However, in 
a sentence like:

I think I saw someone smoking while they were handling food. (AUS#75:22)

someone could in principle be either the object of see or the subject of 
smoking. The most plausible choice is to say that it is the object of see, and 
this is for the same reasons we gave for the similar sentence with a bare 
infinitive on p. 203 and for to-infinitives on p. 206.

Passive participle
Passive participles can form non-finite subordinate clauses, and when they 
do, the passive meaning is clearly present. They can occur in a variety of 
positions, for instance as objects of verbs:

We should have had the kids checked for Y2K compliance. (AUS#73:9)

In this case, the NP the kids is clearly the subject of the lower clause and not 
the object of the higher verb, since it is not true to say that we should have 
had the kids. Hence we have a non-finite clause with a subject. In the same 
clause, we could include a by-phrase, typical of passive clauses:

We should have had the kids checked for Y2K compliance by experts.

The active equivalent of this non-finite clause is a bare infinitival clause: 
We should have had experts check the kids for Y2K compliance.

In the following example, the non-finite clause functions as an adverbial:

I discovered that, when expected to speak a foreign language, the Dutch can be 
strangely reticent. (N#258:12)

Passive participle clauses can modify nouns, as in the following example:

the book, edited by professor Hartley Dean from Luton University, (N#279:4)

Just like the -ing clauses modifying nouns, these resemble in meaning 
relative clauses, in this particular case a non-restrictive one: the book, which 
is edited by professor Hartley Dean from Luton University. Of course here too, 
the structural differences between the clauses are still there: the passive 
participle clause lacks both subject and complementizer.

Non-finite clauses built round a passive participle can never have a 
complementizer. They can occur with a subject as in the first example in 
this section, or without, as in the rest of the examples above. Just as with 
the other non-finite clauses, we get cases where it may be difficult to decide 
whether the clause has a subject or not. Consider the following example:

The librarian found the book stolen.

Here it does seem that the italicized NP must be the subject of the (rather 
small) clause built around the passive participle stolen. After all, the whole 
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problem in this scenario is that it isn’t true that the librarian found the 
book.

8.4  Subjectless clauses
We have seen in Section 8.3 that all types of non-finite clauses can occur 
without subjects. The question now is how this affects the meaning; nor-
mally almost all verbs need subjects because the semantics of verbs is such 
that they involve the participant represented by the subject. If the subject 
is not there, how do we know who is doing what the verb expresses? Look 
at three of the examples used here again and see if you know what the 
understood subjects of the verbs burn, grow and ask are.

What British milkman Wilf Sneddon did was burn down the houses of cus-
tomers who failed to order enough Gold Top.

We intend to grow our hair even longer for the cause. (N#258:12)

Asking for identification from the vulnerable is totally wrong. (N#279:4)

We suspect that you find no problem in understanding who or what is 
meant to be the subject: it was Wilf who burnt the houses, it is we who 
are going to grow our hair, it is wrong for anybody to ask for identification 
from the vulnerable. So, even though there is no syntactic subject in these 
clauses, there is an understood subject. In some cases, the meaning for that 
subject is picked out from somewhere else in the sentence, as in the first 
two of these sentences, or it is assumed to be general, to mean for anybody 
as in the last sentence.

When the meaning of the missing subject is the same as that of some 
other element in the sentence the terms control and controlled subject 
are often used. When the meaning of the subject can’t be found inside the 
sentence so that the interpretation becomes general, for anybody, we talk 
about arbitrary reference.

In control constructions, there are only certain noun phrases that are 
potential controllers. When the subjectless non-finite clause functions 
as an adverbial, it is the subject of the sentence that supplies the reference. 
So, in a sentence like Being aggrieved at being woken up, the playful worker 
bit Orozco, the understood subject can only be the playful worker and not 
Orozco.

Sometimes this can go wrong. The following are what prescriptive gram-
mars would refer to as ‘dangling participles’: Lying under the table the secre-
tary found a large pile of important papers or Made in Australia with the finest 
ingredients, Kraft introduces an exciting range of fresh dips. Formally, if only 
the subject of the clause can control the meaning of the missing subject, 
then these two sentences would imply that the secretary was lying under 
the table and that Kraft was made in Australia with the finest ingredients. 
However, people do use these sentences and generally other people seem 
to understand them correctly.

When the subjectless clause is the complement of a verb, the 
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interpretation we get for that subject slot depends on the verb. Compare 
the two examples we used on pp. 206–7.

He warns laser-toting mischief-makers to take heed. (AUS#66:5)
He promises laser-toting mischief-makers to take heed.

In both these cases we said that the NP laser-toting mischief-makers is the 
object of the higher verb, so that the non-finite subjectless clause to take 
heed lacks a subject. With warns, the missing subject gets interpreted as 
referring to the same entity as the object, laser-toting mischief-makers, 
whereas with promise we get the same reference as the subject he. This is 
referred to as object control and subject control, respectively; warn is a 
subject control verb and promise is an object control verb.

In many syntactic analyses of sentences such as these, it is assumed 
that there is in fact a subject present in these control sentences, namely 
an invisible pronoun that like other pronouns borrows its reference from 
somewhere else. However, we feel that the interpretation we get in control-
led clauses is not a matter of syntactic structure, but rather is related to the 
semantics of the sentence, and hence we treat these subjectless clauses as 
VPs, rather than Ss with a zero subject.

8.5 Trees
When it comes to drawing trees representing the structure of sentences 
containing sub-clauses, there are two things that make it tricky. First of 
all, we have to draw a tree in which the position of the sub-clause within 
the sentence as a whole is correctly represented and, second, we have to 
represent the internal structure and the category status of the sub-clause 
itself appropriately. In terms of syntactic category, every sub-clause belongs 
to one of three categories: S′, S or VP. It belongs to S′ if it has a complemen-
tizer, or could have had a complementizer; it belongs to S if it cannot have 
a complementizer but has a subject; and it belongs to VP if it has neither 
a complementizer nor a subject. As for position within the sentence as a 
whole, there are the same options as for the corresponding non-clausal 
functions (and these were given in Chapter 4). Schematically, we can give 
these as follows:

Subject:

3
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Extraposed subject:

4

�

Object/Subject complement:

5

�

Adverbial:

6	 7

�

�

Complement of N:

8

�
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Modifier of N or A:

9

�

These trees are the ones we get if we make minimal assumptions about 
things being there which we cannot see. Those who carry on to do syn-
tactic theory will find that some theories include in the syntax many phe-
nomena which we have assumed to belong to another dimension, and 
therefore there will be many more empty nodes in such trees.

To illustrate how the internal structure of sub-clauses is represented, we 
will now draw trees for a few of the sentences we have dealt with above:

10

Here the finite clause functions as the object of swear. It has a complemen-
tizer (though this is optional) and being a finite clause it also has a subject. 
Of course, the lowest VP also has internal structure, but this is something 
which we went into in some detail in Chapter 6, so we will just use the 
triangle notation here.

Now for a finite clause with a wh-complementizer which forms the 
complement of a noun:
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11

Note that the clause is a sister of N here since it is a complement; the 
question is why he felt that way. When the clause is only a modifier, as in 
the case of a relative clause, then it attaches at N′ level, like all modifiers 
(we dealt with this difference in Chapter 7). We use a simplified version of 
the noun phrase here, but the whole NP is included in exercise 3 in Chapter 
7, so you may well already have looked at the general structure of the NP:

12
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As in all wh-clauses, some part of the clause has been substituted by a 
wh-constituent and this constituent has been fronted (if it wasn’t already 
at the front by virtue of being the subject). This means that there is a gap 
somewhere in the clause; in this case it is the complement of the preposi-
tion to which is missing. As we said when we dealt with wh-interrogatives 
on p. 123, some people prefer to mark this position with a zero in order to 
make clear where the wh-constituent came from. This is indicated by the 
NP under the dotted line in this tree.

A number of points we made about wh-interrogatives in Chapter 5 hold 
here too. Even though in this case the wh-constituent consists of only one 
word, it can also be a whole constituent, so that the comp position can hold 
either a lexical category, like that, or a whole phrase, like which picture. As 
we said in Chapter 5, in syntactic theory this is dealt with through a more 
extended system of phrase structure, something that need not concern us 
at this stage. Furthermore, we argued in Chapter 5 that the reason there is 
no subject–operator inversion when the wh-constituent fills the function 
of subject is that the subject is no longer there in the S (but is found under 
comp). There is no inversion in subordinate clauses, so we cannot show 
the same argument here. But we shall assume that the same holds true for 
relative clauses, so that we get the following tree for a noun phrase like a 
picture which appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon LP:

13

We turn now to non-finite clauses, first one which has a complementizer, 
and which occurs in the position of subject. Again, we refer to Chapter 6 
for the detailed analyses of the VP (though we have given the feature of 
the VP here).
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14

Remember that in Chapter 6, we argued that the infinitival marker to actu-
ally shares certain properties with auxiliary verbs and for that reason we 
put it under a V node in the tree. We compare this structure now with a 
sentence in which an infinitival clause lacking a subject is the extraposed 
subject:

15

We can now compare this with a sentence in which there is a full referen-
tial subject and the non-finite clause modifies the adjective:
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16

Since bare infinitival clauses, -ing clauses and passive participle clauses 
never occur with a complementizer, they can never be of category S′. 
Instead they are S or VP, depending on whether or not they have a subject. 
A few examples of how they would fit into trees for sentences are given 
here:

17
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18

19

8.6  Points to remember
❑❑ If there is more than one lexical verb in a sentence, then there is more 
than one clause. There is a clause built around each lexical verb. The 
clause that also forms the sentence is the main clause and if one clause 
forms a part of another clause, then it is a subordinate clause.

❑❑ Co-ordination involves the linking of two clauses of equal status via co-
ordinators like but and and. 

❑❑ Subordination involves a clause forming part of another clause. Elements that 
mark the beginning of subordinate clauses are complementizers (or, more 
traditionally, subordinators).

❑❑ Main clauses are always finite, i.e. the first verb of their verb string is 
finite, whereas subordinate clauses may be either finite or non-finite.

❑❑ Subordinate clauses come in three sizes: (1) S* (S-bar) is a clause with a 
complementizer added (though in some cases that complementizer may 
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be optional). All finite clauses are of this category. Non-finite clauses 
can also be of category S*, but when they do have a complementizer 
it is obligatory. (2) Category S obligatorily lacks a complementizer. (3) 
Category VP lacks a complementizer and also a subject.

❑❑ Subordinate clauses can be either declarative or interrogative, but when 
they are interrogative they differ from main clause interrogatives in that 
there is no subject–operator inversion.

❑❑ We looked at three kinds of finite clauses here: that-clauses, interroga-
tive clauses and relative clauses. There are two types of interrogative 
clauses, if/whether or wh-clauses. Relative clauses and wh-interrogative 
clauses share the property of having a ‘missing’ element that is repre-
sented by the initial wh-constituent. This property they also share with 
main clause wh-questions.

❑❑ The non-finite clauses we divided according to the form of the first verb 
in the verb string. Each kind of non-finite verb can build a clause and 
hence we get bare infinitive clauses, to-infinitive clauses, past participle 
clauses and -ing clauses. 

❑❑ Non-finite clauses can occur without subjects. If the meaning for the 
subject cannot be found inside the sentence it is known as arbitrary 
reference. The terms control and controlled subject are used when the 
interpretation of the subject depends on some other element in the 
sentence.

Exercises

1.  Analysing sentences
Identify how many clauses there are in the following sentences and (using 
brackets) show exactly where each clause begins and ends. Remember that 
every lexical verb gives rise to a clause. Say whether the sub-clauses are 
finite or non-finite:

(a)	 I thought I’d dealt with my chest fetish. (AUS#92:38)
(b)	 It is possible to do something about the extreme poverty. (N#279:4)
(c)	 Since leaving ER, George Clooney is finally learning how to relax. 

(N#301:8)
(d)	 When you get older, you’ve been through a few of those films where 

they tell you how great you are. (N#301:8)
(e)	 I thought it was a black comedy like M*A*S*H and Catch 22. (N#301:8)
(f)	 Did they intend to become parents during their stay? (N#258:13)
(g)	 The great thing about those moral and political issues is that we raise 

them but we don’t answer them. (N#301:8)
(h)	 There were times where you just had to pump your way through it. 

(N#301:8)
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(i)	 I think they expect me to be some Texan cowboy rather than a quiet 
Englishman. (N#301:15)

(j)	 Impressed by what he saw, he commissioned them to make a Christmas 
video-card he could send to his friends. (AUS#51:23)

2.  Function of clauses
For each of the subordinate clauses in 1, identify its function within the 
higher clause (often this will be the sentence, but there may be a clause in 
between).

3.  Control
Examine all sub-clauses in exercise 1 and identify those without subjects. 
Say if they are controlled and identify the controller.

4.  Clauses within NPs
Each of the following NPs contain post-modifying clauses. Identify each 
clause and state its type: finite or non-finite. If finite, is it declarative or 
interrogative; if non-finite, what kind of non-finite verb is it?

(a)	 changes requiring people to provide two forms of identity (N#279:4)
(b)	 evidence that social policy is failing (N#279:4)
(c)	 a new book which brings together leading poverty commentators 

(N#279:4)
(d)	 Sneddon, who blew up another customer’s lorry (AUS#33:36)
(e)	 an afternoon talking to putzes like yourself (AUS#33:39)
(f)	 the small children whose parents have decided (AUS 51:39)
(g)	 a hard habit to break (AUS#92:38)
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9
Beyond the sentence

9.1  Introduction
So far we have been exploring some of the structural features of individual 
English sentences. We’ve seen, for example, that there is a subject and a 
predicate in basic clauses and that the subject precedes the predicate – that 
is, unless there is a special grammatical reason for putting it somewhere 
else, as in the case of special clause types like interrogatives and exclama-
tives. But sentences rarely occur in isolation in this way and to get the full 
picture we really need to go beyond the sentence to something called com-

municative structure. This involves the ways in which we distribute our 
bits of information in a text, in order to provide the right sort of cues to 
help our audience follow and interpret a piece of discourse appropriately; 
in short, how we as speakers go about packaging our messages. You see, our 
discourses are really much like stories. Any shifts in focus, changes of play-
ers, beginnings and endings of scenes all need to be signalled. The ways in 
which we do these things are collectively known as discourse strategies. 
Potentially they involve all linguistic levels; for example, syntax (e.g. word 
order, special constructions), morphology (e.g. specific markers), lexicon 
(e.g. expressions like as for, well) and phonology (e.g. intonation, pausing). 
Even elements of body language (e.g. gesture, eye contact) may be used to 
drive home the points made through discourse strategies. But we will of 
course only deal with grammar here.

At first blush our language appears to be full of redundancy in its gram-
mar. We’ve already come across a number of different constructions that 
seem to convey precisely the same information. Pairs of sentences like 
Lancelot loved Guinevere and Guinevere was loved by Lancelot and Merlin gave 
the Chief Druid a note and Merlin gave a note to the Chief Druid don’t contrast 
in basic (or propositional) meaning – but their stylistic effects are very dif-
ferent. Which construction we choose depends on what part of our mes-
sage we want to highlight, what we think is most important, or even what 
we assume our audience already knows. This sort of grammatical overkill is 
in the language for a reason.

9.2  Information packaging
In the following, we will look at three basic principles for organizing or 
packaging information in a sentence and some of the grammatical strategies 
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available for varying the information structure according to these princi-
ples. In particular, we will concentrate on those that involve variations 
from basic clause structure for achieving these special communicational 
needs. All examples are drawn from J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit – a masterful 
example of effective discourse structure.

Given information comes before new
In writing and also in speaking, there are two basic kinds of information: 
given (or old) versus new. Given information is already familiar to the 
hearer. It can refer to something that has appeared earlier in the text, or it 
can be given in the sense that it is common knowledge, perhaps privately 
or culturally shared. New information is what drives the discourse forward. 
It’s where we expect our audience to pay special attention.

In English, as in other languages, the unmarked organizational principle 
is to put the given information first and the new information at the end. 
Since the new information is the more important, this basic organization 
means that we want important information at the end of the sentence. 
We have already seen many times that word order is quite rigid in English. 
So how can the speaker make sure that old information precedes the new 
information, given that the subject always precedes the predicate in a 
declarative sentence? Well, we will show you that there are many strategies 
available to speakers that permit reorganization within a sentence, so that 
new information can be put at the end.

We should warn you at this stage that discourse organization is subject 
to a number of constraints which are sometimes in conflict. So, whereas 
we have just said that in the unmarked order, new important information 
occurs at the end of the sentence, we will soon see that there are several 
ways in which information can be put at the front in order to signal its 
importance. This is a phenomenon we will refer to as front focus, and 
there are a number of grammatical strategies available to achieve this. How 
to distinguish between information which has been put in a special posi-
tion because it is new and important and information that has been put in 
a special position because it has been focused is a notoriously hairy one. 
Maybe it is helpful to think of focused information as emphasized informa-
tion, and the sentences that contain a structural focus position are quite 
different from the sentences in which we have a simple old-precedes-new 
order. We will return to this point as we discuss the different strategies in 
the hope that the distinction will be reasonably clear.

The situation is made more complicated by the fact that the information 
which speakers want to put in focus is often the new information. This 
means that speakers may use a number of strategies to manoeuvre the new 
information into an end-of-sentence position. At the same time, they may 
use a number of different strategies in order to get the new information 
into an initial position, if it is so important that they want to put focus on 
it (and an effective way of putting focus on something is to take it out of 
its customary position).
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Now that we have put you in the picture about these difficulties, we will 
press on and look at how the desire to have old information precede new 
may decide the grammatical structure used to convey a particular message. 
Consider the following sentence:

In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit. (p. 13)

Tolkien has chosen the classic story tale opening to begin his story of the 
hobbit, Bilbo Baggins. The reason for this is simple. The beginning of a 
sentence is reserved for old and unsurprising material or given informa-
tion; in other words, information that has a lower communicative value. 
It’s the end of the sentence where you put things that are novel and unex-
pected. Here we are being introduced to the hobbit for the first time and 
he therefore belongs right at the end, the position reserved for this sort of 
new information. As we’ll see, English has a number of special devices for 
exactly this purpose.

Once the hobbit is introduced, then he’s no longer the surprising bit of 
the message and can appear earlier. See how Tolkien continued his tale.

This hobbit was a very well-to-do hobbit, and his name was Baggins. (p. 13)

The hobbit is now established information – it is appropriate that he is 
positioned early in the sentence, now as this hobbit, and later replaced by 
the pronoun form his, as in the second clause above. The new information 
then follows, namely, the fact that the name of this hobbit is Baggins. As 
the position for the newest and most salient information, it’s the end part 
of the sentence which really pushes the story forward. For this reason, it is 
important not to let sentences fade off into nothingness. 

One very effective trick is to deliberately delay mention of the juicy bits 
right to the very last moment, as a way of further heightening our expec-
tations. Tolkien’s tale of high adventure is full of these sorts of linguistic 
tricks.

By some curious chance one morning long ago in the quiet of the world, 
when there was less noise and more green, and the hobbits were still numer-
ous and prosperous, and Bilbo Baggins was standing at his door after break-
fast, smoking an enormous long wooden pipe that reached nearly down to 
his woolly knees (neatly brushed) – Gandalf came by. Gandalf! (p. 15)

In this example, Tolkien has stacked up the adverbial expressions and this 
builds up the suspense. He’s making you wait for the new information – 
the arrival of Gandalf – and this gives it extra prominence. 

We said at the outset that when we speak or write we are constantly 
choosing from a range of grammatical resources in order to achieve the 
appropriate communicational nuances for our message. For example, we 
saw in Chapter 4 that indirect objects have the option of appearing imme-
diately after the verb or in a prepositional phrase headed by to or for.

The wandering wizard gave Old Took a pair of magic diamond studs … 
(p. 17)
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The wandering wizard gave a pair of magic diamond studs to Old Took.

Both sentences have the same basic meaning, but Tolkien used the first to 
get his message across. Why is this construction the more effective here? 
Well in this case, Old Took is established information; he was introduced 
as the head of the Took-clan hobbits much earlier in the chapter. The pair 
of diamond studs, on the other hand, is what’s new and surprising. This 
is where readers are expected to pay special attention. If, however, the 
diamond studs were already known, this would favour the second version. 
Old Took would then appear in end position, where he would be more 
prominent. As we hinted at the start, we are constantly drawing on the 
grammatical resources of our language in this way for different expressive 
or communicational ends. We select those grammatical constructions that 
are best suited for getting our message across, in much the same way as we 
select from different vocabulary items. It’s a matter of choice.

New information, as you might expect, is typically a lot longer than old 
– it comes with a lot more detail. For example, the diamond studs when 
first mentioned actually appeared with a following complex relative clause:

The wandering wizard gave Old Took a pair of magic diamond studs that 
fastened themselves and never came undone till ordered. (p. 17)

With given information, however, we simply don’t need to include the 
same sort of detail that we do if we are identifying something for the first 
time. One way we can give it less than full mention is via proforms. These 
are little words, for example pronouns, which occur in the place of longer 
constituents. (Remember substitution by a single word was one of the con-
stituency tests given in Chapter 2.) Have a look at the following extract 
where Tolkien introduces the small slimy creature Gollum for the first 
time. Straight afterwards the full noun phrase old Gollum is replaced by the 
pronouns he/his. To keep repeating old Gollum would be unnecessary – in 
fact it would sound quite odd.

Deep down here by the dark water lived old Gollum, a small slimy creature. 
I don’t know where he came from, nor who or what he was. He was a Gollum 
– as dark as darkness, except for two big round pale eyes in his thin face. 
He had a little boat, and he rowed about quite quietly on the lake. (p. 77)

Another way of giving old information less than full mention is by totally 
omitting it. Remember, this is something called ellipsis. It just means we 
leave out that part of a sentence that is totally reconstructable from previ-
ous utterances or that can simply be inferred from the context. For exam-
ple, if someone asked if you had read The Hobbit, you might reply ‘No, I 
haven’t’ (or indeed, ‘No, I haven’t read it). But you are unlikely to reply 
in full: ‘No, I haven’t read The Hobbit’ – this would sound unnatural. Like 
proforms, ellipsis leads to economy of expression. It means we’re being 
efficient. And conversational dialogues are full of it. The normally obliga-
tory elements like subject pronouns are often simply not there, as in the 
following outburst from Bilbo Baggins:
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‘… I have no use for adventures. Nasty disturbing uncomfortable things! 
Make you late for dinner!’ (p. 16)

Of course, oral communication (which is what Tolkien is attempting to 
recreate here) is face-to-face and can exploit context much more than writ-
ing can – it’s also accompanied by crucial visuals. As we will see in the next 
chapter, some spoken varieties like sports commentary tolerate higher than 
usual occurrences of ellipsis – and even certain written varieties too, like 
the language used in recipes. In fact, recipes are almost formulaic in their 
omission of elements like subjects and direct objects. In our partial recipe 
below, we’ve put a dash wherever elements have been omitted.

[—] Serves 6
Heat the vegetable oil and when [—] hot, add [—] onions. Fry [—] until [—] 
golden and crisp. Remove [—] with a slotted spoon and drain [—] on paper 
towels. Then set [—] aside.

Occasionally old information is not reduced in this way, but is mentioned 
in full. The effect of this is usually one of contrast or some sort of emphasis. 
Look at the following examples where Gandalf the wizard is in focus – each 
time he is repeated in full, and not given the usual minimal treatment.

That was what he was going to say to Gandalf this time. But it was not 
Gandalf. (p. 19)

Then Gandalf lit up his wand. Of course it was Gandalf. (p. 72)

Clearly, length and complexity of material are closely tied in with 
the informational aspects of sentence meaning. Syntactically complex 
or ‘heavy’ structures (those heavy with modifiers, for instance) typically 
appear late in a sentence. If they don’t, the sentence becomes clumsy and 
is more difficult to process. This is sometimes known as the principle of 

end-weight. Constituents are usually ‘heavy’ when they contain more 
new information. So this arrangement coincides with the tendency for 
new information to follow given. Look at the amount of detail provided in 
the single constituent (here in italics) following the verb in the examples 
below. (You might also notice how Tolkien has in each instance stacked 
adverbials early in the sentence to delay mention of the new and exciting 
details (of the treasure!) and thus to build up the suspense.)

Beneath him, under all his limbs and his huge coiled tail, and about him 
on all sides stretching away across the unseen floors, lay countless piles of 
precious things, gold wrought and unwrought, gems and jewels, and silver red-
stained in the ruddy light…. And there in rows stood great jars and vessels 
filled with a wealth that could not be guessed. (p. 206)

Look what happens when the ‘heavy’ subject NPs above are not moved to 
the end of the sentence. As we mentioned earlier, material with a higher 
communicative value is best kept for the end, or sentences lose their 
impact and trail off into insignificance. The altered version isn’t nearly as 
effective.



Introducing English Grammar

226

[Countless piles of precious things, gold wrought and unwrought, gems and 
jewels, and silver red-stained in the ruddy light lay beneath him, under all his 
limbs and his huge coiled tail, and about him on all sides stretching away 
across the unseen floors…. And great jars and vessels filled with a wealth that 
could not be guessed stood there in rows.]

If this principle is violated, the sentence is often ungainly and sometimes 
quite difficult to understand. Also, compare the pair of sentences below – 
the first is Tolkien’s original. It’s easier to process than the second, which 
we have altered so that it no longer conforms to the expected arrangement 
of given–new information. Because the subject constituent is a ‘heavy’ NP, 
in this case an embedded sentence, it is more effectively placed at the end.

It is not surprising that the guards were drinking and laughing by a fire in their 
hut, and did not hear the noise of the unpacking of the dwarves or the footsteps 
of the four scouts. (p. 188)
[That the guards were drinking and laughing by a fire in their hut, and did not 
hear the noise of the unpacking of the dwarves or the footsteps of the four scouts 
is not surprising]

Cohesive texts: topic comes before comment
Another useful distinction to draw here is topic versus comment. Even 
though it interacts very closely with the given–new distinction just dis-
cussed, there are, as you’ll soon see, occasions when they part company. 
We therefore need to keep them distinct. 

The topic (or theme, as it is sometimes called) is the part of the sentence 
which indicates what is being written or talked about. It’s the perspective 
from which a sentence may be viewed. The topic is basically a discourse-
oriented notion, as opposed to the subject, which is part of the internal 
structure of the sentence. And because it characterizes what the discourse 
(or the sentence) is about, it is therefore typically given.

There are, however, occasions when the topic doesn’t coincide with old 
information – for example, where the topic switches to a new one or in 
discourse initial structures where a topic is presented for the very first time 
(remember how the hobbit hero Bilbo Baggins was introduced in the very 
first example). In this chapter we’ll be looking at the special strategies that 
our language has for coping with new topics. 

The rest of the sentence makes some sort of statement about the topic 
and this is called the comment (or rheme). In the natural order of things, 
the comment (providing the new information) follows on from its topic – 
if the topic is what we are talking or writing about, the comment is what 
we are saying or writing about it. Let’s take a longer text, such as the follow-
ing extract, to see just how this works. The following sentences are clearly 
built upon a topic–comment frame and the most important information 
(here in italics) is reserved for the final part of the clause:

It was a hobbit-hole, and that means comfort. It had a perfectly round door like 
a porthole, painted green, with a shiny yellow brass knob in the exact middle. 
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The door opened on to a tube-shaped hall like a tunnel: a very comfortable 
tunnel without smoke. The tunnel wound on and on, going fairly but not quite 
straight into the side of the hill. (p. 13)

What was new information then becomes old and is taken up again at the 
beginning of the next sentence. The result is a kind of chaining effect of old 
followed by new and this arrangement is what gives the passage its coher-
ence. Look how the whole passage just falls on its face when we reverse this 
order. The infelicities of structure aside, there is no longer the clear topic–
comment arrangement. There’s always something new in subject position 
and suddenly there’s no common thread to follow – the whole point of the 
message gets lost.

[A hobbit hole was it and comfort means just that. A perfectly round door 
like a porthole, painted green, with a shiny yellow brass knob in the exact 
middle was part of it. A tube-shaped hall like a tunnel: a very comfortable 
tunnel without smoke was opened onto by the door. On and on, going 
fairly but not quite straight into the side of the hill, wound the tunnel.]

Now, topic and comment are terms that refer to the informational 
aspects of sentence meaning. Subject and predicate refer to grammatical 
functions. More often than not, subjects and topics coincide and so do 
predicates and comments. This was the case in the example above, at least 
the first version. But it isn’t necessarily the case. For example, English has 
an array of expressions for specially highlighting a topic. These include 
phrases like considering, as for, with regard to, speaking of, and so on, which 
are used to announce the arrival of a topic, the linguistic equivalent if you 
like of a trumpet blast or fanfare. In each of the following examples, the 
object of as for is a resumed topic.

As for a hat, I have got a spare hood and cloak in my luggage. (p. 39)

As for you I will throw you to the rocks. (p. 259)

In a little while we will look at other ways speakers play around with topic–
comment structure for creative effect.

Front-focus: initial position for extra focus
We’ve just seen that ends of sentences are important for communication, 
because they contain what is of special significance. But beginnings of 
sentences can be positions of special focus. By bringing forward material 
which would usually be placed last, the effect is to give it much greater 
prominence. It’s another way of gaining the audience’s attention. Normally 
it’s the subject that appears in initial position (ignoring conjunctions and 
short adverb phrases that often precede the subject). This is the basic (or 
thematically neutral) word order for English. Arrangements that place 
something other than the subject in this position are therefore less usual 
and are more marked.

In Section 9.3 we look closely at a number of discourse strategies which 
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English has for moving something out of its usual place in the sentence to 
initial position.

9.3  Discourse strategies
It is usual to describe different kinds of discourse strategies in terms of 
movement. We assume that there is a basic English clause structure from 
which we may deviate for the sorts of discourse reasons we have been 
exploring in this chapter. In other words, speakers may ‘move’ items out of 
their usual spots to other positions in the sentence. In Chapter 2 we used a 
number of these movement rules to test for constituency; remember, only 
constituents (not bits of constituents) can move this way. In the next sec-
tion we explore why in terms of information structure we might want to 
do this.

Given–new strategies
Once upon a time, English word order was much freer than it is today. 
In Old English, it was basically information structure that determined the 
position of elements; in other words, English at that time used word order 
pragmatically to indicate those parts of the sentence which conveyed old 
versus new information. And the flexible word order meant that elements 
could move around more freely. In the modern language, however, word 
order is used grammatically to signal what is essentially grammatical infor-
mation; for example, what the grammatical relations are or what the sen-
tence type is. In the following two sentences, it is the order of constituents 
that tells us who is doing what and to whom (the slayer and the slayee!). In 
earlier English, inflections on nouns and modifiers provided this informa-
tion; so the burglar and king could have appeared in any order.

The burglar slays the king.
The king slays the burglar.

As you can probably see, the rise of basic SVX order has brought with it 
a potential conflict between grammar and discourse. How can we con-
tinue to accentuate and emphasize the crucial parts of our message, how 
can we get attention and create expectation within the confines of such 
rigid ordering conventions? In short, English grammar requires fixed word 
order, while discourse requires word order rearrangements for communica-
tive and expressive ends. Who wins?

We have resolved this conflict by evolving a set of special devices that 
somehow satisfy both conditions. For example, we now have at our dis-
posal a number of what could be called subject-forming strategies. These 
actually create new subjects and move what would normally be non-
subject noun phrases leftwards into initial position. In addition, we have 
evolved things called empty (or dummy) subjects like it and there. These are 
meaningless little words which simply function as subject place-holders. 
Both these developments allow movement of material without violating 
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the requirement that every sentence has a subject, and this subject appears 
in the left-most position in the sentence before the verb.

Passives – creating new subjects
Look at the sentence below. It shows the neutral SVX pattern with an 
actor/agent subject and a patient object (see Chapter 4). This is the active 
version.

Azog the Goblin	 killed	 your Grandfather Thror
Subject	 Verb	 Object
(Agent)		  (Patient)

What the passive version of this sentence does is reverse this order, so that 
the original patient becomes the grammatical subject and the original 
agent gets moved into a prepositional phrase headed by by. The following 
passive is the original version (p. 34) used by Tolkien. (See Chapter 6 for the 
passive verb morphology.)

Your Grandfather Thror	 was killed	 by Azog the Goblin
Subject	 Verb	 Adverbial
(Patient)		  (Agent)

The basic meaning remains more or less the same, but the emphasis has 
changed. In Tolkien’s original, the constituent your Grandfather Thror is the 
given topic and is therefore the less informative part of the sentence. What 
we should be focusing our attention on is the appallingly wicked Azog the 
Goblin – hence the passive construction allows this constituent to appear 
in the end position, appropriate to its new information status. Whether 
the active or passive is used here is not a matter of ‘grammar’ but rather 
depends on the discourse context and considerations like new versus old 
information, focus and emphasis.

The passive lets us place in initial position the patient or what normally 
would be a direct object. It also allows us to shift the agent or subject out of 
its usual position to the end. More often than not, though, the agent gets 
left out totally and the focus then shifts to the patient or recipient of the 
action. This can be because the agent is irrelevant information, or because 
it is already obvious or even because it’s undesirable to mention it. (See 
discussion in Chapter 10 on Sports-Talk and Bureaucratese.) Have a look at 
the following examples. Nearly all the verb forms are passive (in italic) and 
all are without agent phrases. Why do you think this is?

Soon afterwards the other dwarves were brought into the town amid scenes 
of astonishing enthusiasm. They were all doctored and fed and housed and 
pampered in the most delightful and satisfactory fashion. A large house was 
given up to Thorin and his company; boats and rowers were put at their serv-
ice; and crowds sat outside and sang songs all day. (p. 191)

In each instance we can take for granted that it’s the hospitable townsfolk 
who are doing all this bringing, doctoring, feeding, housing and pampering. 
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Here the passive enables Tolkien to omit uninformative (highly topical) 
elements that would otherwise have to be stated in the active version. 

Different semantic types as subjects
The conflict between strict SVX word order and discourse considerations 
has also partly been resolved by the fact that the subject-forming possi-
bilities in English have become so much greater. We now allow more types 
of noun phrases to be subjects than before and as subjects they can occupy 
sentence initial position. It’s not surprising that we had trouble coming 
up with a neat semantic characterisation of English subjects in Chapter 4. 
Look at the range in the semantic roles of the following subjects – none are 
prototypical agents or actors; the first isn’t even an NP. (Note, to give you 
an idea of the range of possibilities, we’ve adapted some sentences here; 
only the first two are original.)

Straight through the forest is your way now. (p. 136)� [= location]
The wall opened. (p. 198)� [= patient]
Gandalf’s potion book has added 30 more recipes.� [= recipient]
The pan will easily fry one small hobbit. � [= instrument]
Tomorrow promises a much more sumptuous repast.� [= time]

English shows considerably more diversity than its Germanic relatives as 
to what can appear as a subject. German for instance has tight restrictions 
– generally speaking, the subject must be an agent. 

‘Tough’ movement
The semantic diversity of our subjects is also illustrated by something 
known as ‘tough’ movement. This is another strategy for creating new 
subjects. We’ve used an example from Tolkien with easy to illustrate the 
process, but the procedure works just as well with a range of other adjec-
tives like tough, interesting and difficult. In fact the name ‘tough’ movement 
derives from the fact that textbooks typically use examples with tough like 
It’s really tough to find broccoli out of season.

(a)	 It was not so easy to find that Last Homely House west of the Moun-
tains. (p. 54)

(b)	 [That Last Homely House west of the Mountains was not so easy to 
find.] (‘tough’ version)

Sentence (a) is the neutral version. In (b) the object that Last Homely House 
west of the Mountains in the second clause has been moved leftwards and 
turned into a new subject. We interpret (b) exactly like (a); i.e. what is not 
so easy is to find that Last Homely House west of the Mountains. The difference 
between them is one of emphasis. Sentence (a) is the neutral version and 
the ‘tough’ version is more marked – (b) is specifically a comment on that 
Last Homely House west of the Mountains.



Beyond the sentence

231

Existentials
Sometimes the subject is completely new information that we want to 
reserve for the end of the sentence. We can do this by creating a dummy 
subject using the pronoun there, which then appears in the position nor-
mally occupied by the subject NP. This then allows the logical (or under-
stood) subject with all its new and exciting information to appear later, 
giving it much greater prominence. There has no meaning. Its purpose is 
purely grammatical – to hold the place of the understood subject. The fol-
lowing is an example. We have given the basic version in square brackets.

There are moon-letters here, beside the plain runes. (p. 60)
[Moon letters are here, beside the plain runes]

The reason we call the resulting sentence an existential sentence is because 
it expresses the existence of something, and this is often how new topics 
are introduced. It’s the stock-standard fairy-tale opener ‘Once upon a time 
there lived a king.’ Recall how Tolkien chose to begin his tale about Bilbo 
Baggins.

In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit. (p. 13)
[A hobbit lived in a hole in the ground.]

Notice how more successful the existential construction is compared to 
the version in the square brackets above. As new participants these NPs are 
much more effectively placed later in the sentence. And it’s for this reason 
too that they are typically indefinite – they’re new on the scene. Definite 
NPs, you’ll find, don’t generally participate in this construction. In fact, 
the structure there is/there are is often used to test whether or not an NP is 
definite (as in Section 7.3).

Sometimes a writer may choose not to use the existential construction, 
as Tolkien has in the second version of the following sentence. In the right 
context, this can be effective too.

There were bones on the floor and a nasty smell was in the air.
[Bones were on the floor and a nasty smell was in the air.] (p. 50)

However, there are occasions where existential there is compulsory, namely, 
when the clause contains only the subject and verb and no adverbial con-
stituent. Have a look at the following example, where Tolkien introduces 
the dragon Smaug as a new participant onto the scene. The basic version 
without existential there is not grammatical. 

There was a most specially greedy, strong and wicked worm called Smaug. 
(p. 33)
[*A most specially greedy, strong and wicked worm called Smaug was.]

All the previous examples involve copular be. It is possible to use other 
intransitive verbs (generally of movement or location), although they tend 
to make for a more dramatic effect and have a high literary flavour, as you 
can see from the following examples.
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There rose across the valley a deep-throated roar. (p. 265)
[A deep-throated roar rose across the valley.]

Out of a dark opening in a wall there issued a boiling water, and it flowed 
swirling in a narrow channel. (p. 229)
[A boiling water issued out of a dark opening in a wall.]

Extraposition
As we saw in Chapter 8, it is possible for the subject of a sentence to be an 
entire clause, finite or non-finite. What extraposition does is change the 
whole sentence around so that this subject clause appears in the end posi-
tion. Because it therefore appears outside its normal position, this is labelled 
extraposition. In place of the original subject we put the pronoun it. This 
is another dummy pronoun subject, a kind of place-holder which antici-
pates the information coming up in the following clause. In the examples 
below, we have put the non-extraposed counterparts in brackets. Note that 
we still call these the basic versions, even though extraposition would be 
more usual. This is because sentences without extraposition conform to the 
basic clause structure of English, namely, Subject–Predicator–Complement. 

It is true that we were wrongfully waylaid by the Elvenking. (p. 189)
[That we were wrongfully waylaid by the Elvenking is true.]

It was easier to believe in the dragon. (p. 194)
[To believe in the dragon was easier.]

It is horrible being all alone. (p. 152)
[Being all alone is horrible.]

In the above examples, both the extraposed and non-extraposed versions 
are possible, although, as we said, the former are preferred. There are, how-
ever, several verbs for which extraposition is mandatory; for example, seem, 
appear and happen.

It seemed that a silence began to draw in upon them. (p. 134)
[*That a silence began to draw in upon them seemed.]

The motivation for extraposition is the principle of end weight – in other 
words, the tendency for ‘heavy’ constituents (i.e. long and complex) to 
appear late in the sentence. The ‘heavier’ the clause, the more likely that 
extraposition will occur. Consider the original version of the first example 
above, where the subject constituent of is true is even heavier. The version 
in brackets without extraposition is virtually unacceptable.

‘It is true that we were wrongfully waylaid by the Elvenking and imprisoned 
without cause as we journeyed back to our own land,’ answered Thorin. (p. 189)
[?That we were wrongfully waylaid by the Elvenking and imprisoned without 
cause as we journeyed back to our own land is true,’ answered Thorin.]

We leave you with one final example. As before, the clausal subject is syn-
tactically complex and highly newsworthy. Once again, look how awkward 
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the sentence becomes when the understood subject is not extraposed, but 
is followed by its short and not terribly newsworthy predicate. It is also 
much harder to process.

It is not unlikely that they invented some of the machines that have since trou-
bled the world, especially the ingenious devices for killing large numbers of people 
at once. (p. 189)
[?That they invented some of the machines that have since troubled the world, 
especially the ingenious devices for killing large numbers of people at once, is not 
unlikely.]

Focus strategies
Processes like those we’ve just seen not only shift things around, but also 
change the grammatical functions of elements and build new structure. 
In the case of passives, for example, special verb morphology is added and 
something new becomes the subject. These are strategies that are all part 
and parcel of the unmarked organizational principle that ensures that 
given information appears early and new information at the end. We will 
now look at strategies that ensure that emphasized information appears in 
special focus positions.

We looked at these sorts of strategies briefly in Chapter 2 when we used 
movement as a test for constituency. As we discussed at the time, some 
occur only infrequently in the written language – with more rigid (SVX) 
word order, we simply don’t have this sort of creative potential with our 
wording. However, they are commonly found in spoken language and we 
explore this difference in the next chapter when we compare spoken and 
written varieties of English. For the moment, let’s look at some of the most 
important strategies.

Cleft constructions
clefting was one of the important constituency tests we introduced in 
Chapter 2. As we mentioned at the time, there are two basic kinds of clefts: 
it-clefts and wh-clefts. Both have the effect of ‘cleaving’ an original sen-
tence into two clauses as a way to shift the focus of interest.

Take the sample sentence The trees at the bottom saved them. This has 
its constituents in the basic unmarked word order. But let’s say the writer 
wanted to focus on the trees at the bottom. An it-cleft has the effect of split-
ting off this constituent in order to give it prominence. Two clauses are 
formed, the first introduced by an empty subject it and a form of be, fol-
lowed by the focused constituent. The rest of the sentence is recast as a 
relative clause beginning with that. It was the clefted version in fact that 
appeared in the original Tolkien:

It was the trees at the bottom that saved them. (p. 100)

The formula for forming an it-cleft is quite straightforward: It is/was X that 
… As with existentials and extraposition, the emphasis is thrown onto 
whatever follows the dummy subject and its verb, i.e. X in the formula. As 
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you can see above, it anticipates the new information after be (italic in this 
example). It’s a way of getting our attention by delaying mention of what 
is of special significance. In fact you will find that the relative clause is typi-
cally ellipted if it contains given and therefore less informative material. 
In the following example, Thorin has asked the question, ‘Who has been 
knocking my people about?’

‘It’s trolls!’ said Bilbo from behind a tree. (p. 46)

You would not expect Bilbo to reply with the full cleft; in other words, ‘It’s 
trolls who have been knocking your people about’. Remember, we typi-
cally give old information minimal mention and one way of doing this 
is omitting it altogether. The information in the relative clause is totally 
reconstructable from Thorin’s previous question.

Wh-clefting (or pseudo-clefting, as it is sometimes called) focuses con-
stituents by using an introductory wh-word followed by be. What follows the 
verb is then given extra prominence by virtue of being shifted into end posi-
tion. For example, the wh-cleft version of the above sentence would read:

What saved them were the trees at the bottom.

You can see that both types of cleft construction have the effect of placing 
items in focus. They also assume a certain amount of background informa-
tion. In this case Tolkien has already in graphic detail established the fact 
that our heroes were hurtling and crashing down a slope, where there had 
previously been a landslide. Neither of the clefted versions would make a 
lot of sense here, unless Tolkien could assume that the reader was aware of 
this.

Fronting
Fronting moves constituents that are normally positioned late in the 
clause up to the front. Have a look at the following sentences. All show 
different sorts of material (here in italics) occurring early in the sentence. 
Now, it’s not usual for objects and complements to come before the subject 
as they do here – and when they do, they acquire extra prominence. For 
each example, we have also given the neutral version where these con-
stituents appear in their more usual position. See if you can determine the 
sort of constituent (category and function) that has been fronted in each 
instance. (See also question 5 in the exercises at the end of this chapter.)

Little they ate and little they spoke.
[They ate little and they spoke little.]

Dark and drear it looked, though there were patches of sunlight on its 
brown sides.
[It [= the mountain] looked dark and drear, though there were patches of 
sunlight on its brown sides.]

… and glummer and glummer they became. (p. 200)
[… and they became glummer and glummer.]
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Fronting can also trigger something called inverted subject–verb order. 
By moving the subject out of its natural environment, it involves a shift of 
emphasis and represents another aspect to this focus device. In Old English 
this inverted order had considerable dramatic force and was typical of lively 
narrative sequences. It has still retained a kind of mock dramatic effect, as 
the examples below show:

Out jumped the goblins, big goblins, great ugly-looking goblins, lots of 
goblins. (p. 67)

Then in crept the Hobbit. (p. 172)

Deep down here by the dark water lived old Gollum, a small slimy creature. 
(p. 77)

Suddenly up came Gollum and whispered and hissed. (p. 77)

As the above four examples illustrate, these constructions always involve 
fronted phrases (like directional and positional adverbials) and the verbs 
are intransitive (typically verbs of movement or location). In these exam-
ples, the verbs jumped, crept, lived and came have shifted to precede their 
subjects the goblins, big goblins, great ugly-looking goblins, lots of goblins, the 
Hobbit, old Gollum and Gollum.

Left-dislocation 
Have a look at another example of fronting:

And sit and think they did … (p. 200)

This example illustrates another kind of focus strategy that can be distin-
guished from simple fronting. It is known as left-dislocation. Again the 
movement metaphor is useful here. You simply move a constituent (here 
sit and think) to the extreme left of the sentence, leaving behind some 
sort of proform copy (here did) in the gap left by the fronted constituent. 
Typically, an intonation break separates the fronted item from the rest of 
the sentence and this has the effect of making it stand out even more. In a 
sense it is left ‘hanging’ outside the sentence structure, to the extent that 
some sort of copy is felt necessary in the original position. Of course, a pro-
noun has to be there to mark the dislocation when the focused constitu-
ent is the subject (whose basic position is initial anyway). The following 
invented examples have been adapted from sentences on p.  102 of The 
Hobbit.

And Bilbo, he could not get into any tree.

‘The burglar, you’ve left him behind again!’

The grammatical relations have not changed: ‘Bilbo’ and ‘the burglar’ are 
still the subject and object respectively. All that changes is their position. 
In a sense they have become detached from the rest of the sentence, sepa-
rated by a distinct pause (indicated here by the comma). So it’s different 
from, say, passives, which must change a constituent into a new subject 



Introducing English Grammar

236

in order to be able to front it. In writing, this construction is extremely 
rare, and it is heavily marked (which is why we had to slightly modify 
these examples!). Speech, however, is built much more along discourse 
lines and, as we will soon see, left-dislocation structures like these are very 
common.

Right-dislocation 
Right-dislocation involves the same process as left-dislocation but with 
the movement rightwards of material; in other words, it involves the move-
ment of a constituent to the end of the sentence rather than the begin-
ning. If the constituent’s usual position is early, then this has the effect of 
giving it extra focus by postponing its mention. Like clefting, extraposition 
and there-insertion, right-dislocation introduces a pronoun that in a sense 
announces what is coming up in the discourse. Unlike those other three 
constructions, though, here the pronoun is referential (and isn’t just an 
empty place-holder). This can be an effective way of building up expecta-
tions, as the next example shows:

There he lay, a vast red golden dragon, fast asleep. (p. 205)

Notice how the right-dislocated element is separated off from the rest of 
the clause by a distinct pause, indicated here by a comma.

9.4  Points to remember
❑❑ Communicative function involves the way sentences are packaged as 
messages within larger structures or discourses. In order to achieve the 
best packaging of information a number of strategies are at a speaker’s 
disposal. Sometimes these strategies would appear to compete with each 
other and have different effects.

❑❑ Elements of an English clause have a neutral or basic position where 
they appear unless there are special reasons for putting them somewhere 
else. Elements can deviate from this basic position for expressive or com-
municational ends.

❑❑ The neutral order in English is to put old information first and new (typ-
ically longer) information at the end. This coincides with ‘the principle 
of end weight’ (‘heavy’ structures appear late in the sentence).

❑❑ New information is salient; it is the information which is meant to 
gain the audience’s attention and move the discourse forward. Given 
information is familiar in the sense that it refers to something which 
has already appeared earlier in the text, or which is common knowledge. 

❑❑ There are a number of grammatical changes (like passive, tough move-
ment, existentials, extraposition) which can be made to a sentence to 
maintain this neutral old–new order. 

❑❑ The distinction between topic and comment typically runs parallel to 
that between given and new, but there are occasions where it doesn’t (as 
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in the case of new topics). Topical material typically occurs early in the 
sentence, often to provide a cohesive link with what has preceded.

❑❑ Sentence-initial is a focal position for emphasized information. Moving 
material to this position gives it much greater prominence. 

❑❑ Ellipsis is the omission of items in a sentence because they either appear 
elsewhere or can be reconstructed from the context.

❑❑ The normal order of old–new information can be overridden by focus 
strategies like clefting, left/right dislocation and fronting (with or with-
out subject–verb inversion). These are aimed at adding extra emphasis to 
some constituent, usually new information.

Exercises

1.  Focus strategies (fronting, clefting)
The following are examples of fronting. Give the corresponding basic 
versions (without fronting) and identify the function and category of the 
focused phrases.

(a)	 With the women and the children, the old and the unfit, the Master re-
mained behind. (p. 241).

(b)	 That you MUST NOT do, for any reason. (p. 132)
(c)	 Very puffed he was, when he got to Bywater. (p. 38)
(d)	 Tidings they had gathered in secret ways. (p. 264)
(e)	 ‘Very comforting you are to be sure,’ growled Thorin. (p. 137)
(f)	 Lake it was, wide and deep and deadly cold. (p. 77)
(g)	 Goblin he thought good, when he could get it. (p. 77)
(h)	 Up, up, the dwarves went, and they met no sign of any living thing.

(p. 228)
(i)	 At that they gazed and wondered. (p. 232)
(j)	 Swiftly along this they ran. (p. 229)

For each sentence in the following (from The Hobbit, pp. 77–8), give the 
corresponding it-cleft sentence, focusing the italicized item. Make note of 
where the corresponding cleft is ungrammatical. On the basis of these, 
decide what type of constituents can’t be focused in this way. (Take note of 
its category and function.)

(a)	 Gollum was really hungry.
(b)	 He was a Gollum – as dark as darkness.
(c)	 He had a little boat, and he rowed about quite quietly on the lake.
(d)	 Actually Gollum lived on a slimy island of rock in the middle of the lake.

(e)	 Bilbo could not see him.

For each sentence below write the corresponding non-cleft version.
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(a)	 It was just then that Gandalf came back. (p. 46)
(b)	 It was the wizard’s voice that had kept the trolls bickering and 

quarrelling. (p. 50)
(c)	 It was he that made the dwarves begin the dangerous search on the 

western slopes for the secret door. (p. 197)
(d)	 It is always poor me that has to get them out of their difficulties. 

(p. 201)
(e)	 It was at this point that Bilbo stopped. (p. 205)

2.  Given–new strategies (existentials, extraposition)
Rephrase each sentence as an existential sentence (as it was in Tolkien’s 
original).

(a)	 A good deal of food was jumbled carelessly on shelves. (p. 50)
(b)	 Black squirrels were in the wood. (p. 138)
(c)	 Now a glimmer of light came before them. (p. 67)
(d)	 Strange things are living in pools and lakes in the hearts of mountains. 

(p. 76)
(e)	 No safe paths are in this part of the world. (p. 136)

Decide whether the following sentences illustrate existential there or adver-
bial there. Explain the difference between these two theres.

(a)	 And there in rows stood great jars and vessels filled with a wealth that 
could not be guessed. (p. 206)

(b)	 There was a hill some way off with trees on it, pretty thick in parts. (p. 41)
(c)	 And far away, its dark head in a torn cloud, there loomed the Mountain! 

(p. 183)
(d)	 And there he lay, a vast red-golden dragon, fast asleep. (p. 205)
(e)	 In the middle there was lying a great oak-trunk with many lopped 

branches beside it. (p. 118)

Write a paraphrase of the following using extraposition. Out of context 
which version do you think sounds better? Why do you think Tolkien 
chose not to use extraposition here?

(a)	 That it was Thror’s grandson not Thror himself that had come back did 
not bother them at all. (p. 190)

(b)	 To hunt the whole mountain till he had caught the thief and had torn 
and trampled him was his one thought. (p. 208)

3.  Given–new strategies (Passives) 
Identify all the passive verb forms in the following extract [adapted from 
The Hobbit, p. 32]. Note that some are reduced passives. Suggest why Tolkien 
has chosen the agentless passive for some.
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[Thorin is speaking here]
Long ago in my grandfather Thror’s time our family was driven out of 
the far North, and came back with all their wealth and their tools to 
this Mountain on the map. It had been discovered by my far ancestor. 
I believe they found a good deal of gold and a great many jewels too. 
Anyway they grew immensely rich and famous, and my Grandfather was 
King under the Mountain again, and treated with great reverence by the 
mortal men, who lived to the South, and were gradually spreading up the 
Running River as far as the valley overshadowed by the Mountain. They 
built the merry town of Dale there in those days. Kings used to send for 
our smiths, and reward even the least skilful most richly. Fathers would 
beg us to take their sons as apprentices, and pay us handsomely. So my 
grandfather’s halls became full of armour and jewels. Undoubtedly that 
was what brought the dragon. Dragons steal gold and jewels; and they 
guard their plunder as long as they live (which is practically for ever, 
unless they are killed), and never enjoy a brass ring of it. There were lots 
of dragons in the North in those days, and gold was probably getting 
scarce up there, with the dwarves flying south or getting killed.

Now switch all the passive forms into the active and where possible make 
all the active forms into passive (you may also have to alter other aspects of 
the structure occasionally, like word order). In terms of information struc-
ture (given versus new, for example), what does this do to the passage? 
Why does the original version read better?

4.  Discourse strategies
For each of the following sentences, identify the special discourse strategies 
that Tolkien has used and give the basic version. Although these are out of 
context, can you say why Tolkien might have employed these techniques? 
(Some illustrate more than one strategy.)

(a)	 This was made by Thror, your grandfather, Thorin. (p. 29)
(b)	 Each of these could be reached by paths that ran down from the main 

mass of the Mountain in the centre.
(c)	 Already behind him among the goblin dead lay many men and many 

dwarves, and many a fair elf that should have lived yet long ages mer-
rily in the wood. (p. 267)

(d)	 Gandalf it was who spoke, for Bilbo was fallen quiet and drowsy. 
(p. 278)

(e)	 It took him ages to get the beastly stuff out of his eyes and eyebrows. 
(p. 157)

(f)	 Then in crept the hobbit. (p. 172)
(g)	 On this western side there were fewer signs of the dragon’s marauding 

feet. (p. 198)
(h)	 Right in the middle of the fight up came Balin. (p. 45)
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(i)	 ‘It was a good story, that of yours,’ said Beorn.
(j)	 ‘Water is not easy to find there, nor food.’ (p. 131)
(k)	 As for ‘little fellow bobbing on the mat’ it almost made him really fierce. 

(p. 28)
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10
Grammar at work

10.1  Introduction
In Chapter 1 we introduced the notion of dialects; in other words, varie-
ties of English associated with groups of users. These involve regional and 
social variation. This chapter now introduces the notion of registers; in 
other words, varieties associated with particular contexts or purposes. No 
one behaves linguistically the same way all the time. One of us has a good 
friend who generally uses phrases such as it commences prior to or it is opera-
tional in preference to it begins before or it is working even in situations you 
would not expect to hear them. Normally the former expressions would 
belong to a formal register that people would only use for particular situ-
ations, like a business environment, or sometimes to impress people or 
exclude those who do not know the more formal words. However, our 
friend could by no stretch of the imagination be described as pretentious 
or as wanting to make people feel ill at ease. Also, he is not actually a one-
register man since he has also been known to say things like: my desktop 
computer is not operational and my laptop is out of juice. This can be described 
as mixing registers. So speakers will differ in what they consider to be 
appropriate language for a specific context.

Our language behaviour varies constantly in response to a complex of 
different situational factors and if any one factor is changed, our language 
changes accordingly. These factors include things like: the relationship 
between speakers and their audience, and even anyone else who might be 
within earshot – are we chatting to a chum or our local priest? The setting 
– are we in a formal meeting at work or at the races? The subject matter – 
are we debating who will win the Melbourne Cup, the FA Cup Final or the 
existence of God? Whether a spoken or written medium is used – are we 
chatting on the phone, chatting on-line or sending a piece of snail mail?

Register is the general umbrella term to cover all aspects of variation in 
use and can be distinguished at various levels of generality. At one extreme 
we can identify very general registers to do with physical mode – as ear-
lier mentioned, language can be perceived and transmitted as speech or as 
writing. At the other extreme we can identify highly specialized registers 
such as Computer Program Talk, Sports-Announcer Talk, Auto Mechanic 
Talk, Journalese, and so on; in other words, registers involving occupa-
tional varieties or ‘jargons’ that are peculiar to the activities of a trade, a 
profession or some other group sharing a special interest. Though ‘jargon’ 
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tends to have negative connotations and some registers annoy people not 
familiar with them, there is a need for language to vary with context. At the 
same time, people or groups of people sometimes adopt a particular style of 
language in a particular environment, not because it makes it easier to do 
what needs to be done, but as we said earlier, in order to confirm their own 
status as a member of a group or to exclude those who have not mastered 
that particular register. Let’s look at some examples, starting by identifying 
the grammatical features of the two general registers, speech and writing.

10.2  Speech versus writing
Consider the following example of spontaneous conversation between two 
close friends. Speakers are indicated with an initial followed by a colon. 
Each line represents one intonation unit. Continuing intonation units 
are marked with a comma and final intonation units with a full-stop or 
question mark. In conversation, overlapping is very common, and simul-
taneous speech is here indicated by two sets of square brackets vertically 
aligned. Pauses are marked by three dots. Laughter is indicated by the ‘at’ 
sign [@]. We will explain the significance of the bold items later.

C:	 I think they only went for one night.
C:	 It cost her a hundred ’n,
C:	 … a hundred ’n fif-,
C:	 … a hundred ’n,
C:	 fifty dollars I think it was.
C:	 Not a hundred ’n.
C:	 no.
C:	 A hundred ’n five dollar,
C:	 it was.
C:	 Must’ve been for a night.
C:	 And she said the dinner was,
C:	 The woman cooks,
C:	 does all the cooking herself.
C:	 But she said you got heaps of,
C:	 ya know,
C:	 courses ’n,
C:	 really,
C:	 really lovely food. [………]
[speakers move on to discuss new venue]
C:	 But she said it was fun.
C:	 She said they had a nice night so.
C:	 But she said Sarah was very nice.
C:	 That’s where um,
C:	 Nathalie had hers.
C:	 Amelia said the food was,
C:	 it was allright.
L:	 Lucy enjoyed it,
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L:	 [the] food.
C:	 [Yeah].
C:	 An’ I,
C:	 I said to Mrs Kenny,
C:	 something,
C:	 she said about the pla-
C:	 she said they were big plates an’ a small meal.
C:	 An’ I said yeah,
C:	 Amelia said the meal was small.
C:	 Coz,
C:	 forty-five dollars or whatever it was,
L:	 Yeah.
C:	 I think the,
C:	 some of the kids thought it was a bit expensive.
C:	 I said,
C:	 you pay for the venue,
C:	 that’s what you’re paying [for].
L:		  [Hmm].
C:	 And uh,
C:	 but uh,
C:	 Amelia said they were,
C:	 ginormous plates,
C:	 An’ ya didn’t get,
L:	 yeah.
C:	 M-,
C:	 And uh,
C:	 Alice Kenny said,
C:	 yes.
C:	 She said some of the men when they came to the tables were,
	 (C. pulls a face)
L:	 [@@@@@@@@@]
C:	 [She said oh well,
C:	 ya know.
C:	 This is,
C:	 It’s all part of the atmosphere].
L:	 @@@
C:	 [Apparently the men sort’ve
C:	 really preferred their steak and veggies]
L:	 [@@@@@@@]
C:	 Ah.
C:	 They went to have a good time.
L:	 We went to a restaurant night,
L:	 Sis came out,
L:	 but with another couple.
L:	 And that was a place like that.
C:	 Hmm.
L:	 Stylish and grand piano,
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C:	 Hmm.
L:	 pianist there playing and everything.
L:	 An’ then she got the big plates an’,
C:	 Hmm.
L:	 [where’s] the food?
C:	 [@@@@]
C:	 A couple of snow peas arranged,
C:	 in a nice,
L:	 @@@@
C:	 pattern.
C:	 Yeah.
C:	 This,
C:	 I said well it’s a night.
C:	 An’ at least you can say you’ve been there.
L:	 Hmm.
C:	 But Alice said it would’ve been nice to be there in the day, 
C:	 because she said the gardens looked like they’d be beautiful,
C:	 [down there].
L:	 [Hmm].
C:	 It would be great.
C:	 She said you couldn’t really see them,
C:	 at night.
C:	 So she said,
C:	 she would’ve liked it to have been
	 [in the] afternoon,
L:	 [Yeah].
C:	 which I think
C:	 Nathalie’s was a lunch.
C:	 I think.
C:	 But um,
C:	 yeah.
C:	 It was nice.
C:	 Oh,
C:	 it was an experience for them,
C:	 [isn’t] it
L:	 [Mhm].
C:	 … Something’s,
C:	 we never did anything like that.
L:	 No.
L:	 neither did I.
C:	 We left school ’n that was it.
C:	 [An’] yet I mean it was a real,
L:	 [Yeah].
[We are grateful to Julie Reid for this example]

Try to convert this passage into a piece of acceptable writing and you 
will quickly discover that speech and writing are very different forms of 
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communication. There are many utterances here that simply do not corre-
spond to the well-formed sentences of English that we have been examin-
ing in previous chapters. Until quite recently, even the activities of linguists 
have overwhelmingly concentrated on the structures of planned and highly 
standardized speech – relatively little was known about the unplanned and 
more spontaneous discourse varieties. Of course, this is hardly surprising, 
given that recording is a modern phenomenon. We simply did not have 
proper access to live unsolicited speech. Unfortunately, the legacy of this is 
that people have come to equate ‘normal’ language with the written form. 
This, together with the increasing importance of writing over speech, has 
meant that common spoken features like fronting, left- and right-disloca-
tion, ellipsis and contractions are still highly stigmatized.

But speech is not ‘spoken writing’ any more than writing is ‘speech 
written down’ – each medium has its own distinctive capabilities of expres-
sion, its own sets of ‘rules’. So let’s now turn our attention to speech and 
discover what is so distinctive about it. We concentrate here on structural 
differences and ignore the very obvious formal differences; for example, 
the fact that speech is produced orally and received by the ear and uses 
non-verbal features like gesture and facial expression to aid communica-
tion. Clearly, though, it’s these formal features that are the trigger for many 
of the structural features we’ll be discussing.

‘Non-fluency’ features
When you first encounter a speech event like the dialogue between C and 
L above, it’s tempting to ask – where are the sentence boundaries? In place 
of the well-defined structures we’re used to seeing, there are false starts, 
interruptions, self-corrections, repetitions, hesitations and what appear to 
be empty fillers like umm and err. Now, generally these are lumped together 
under the rather pejorative label ‘non-fluency features’. But remember; 
don’t judge speech through the spectacles of writing. The spontaneity and 
speed of speech exchanges like this one mean instant feedback and little 
or no time for planning. Consider for a moment just what’s going on. For 
one thing, speakers like these are having to monitor what they’re saying 
to make sure it’s coming out as they intended and that their audience has 
understood it this way too. They are also having to plan what to say next. 
Is it any wonder that some repairs and repetitions have to be made on 
the go and there are hesitations, false starts and the occasional filler? It’s 
true, these look glaring on paper, but the speakers seem unaware of them – 
there is nothing particularly tongue-tied about C and L in this impromptu 
conversation!

Breathing of course accounts for some of the pauses when we speak, and 
typically you find these at grammatical boundaries. Combined with differ-
ent speech tunes, they function much like punctuation marks in writing, 
except what is grammatically significant in speech is rather different from 
what is significant in writing, as we’ll see below. Most of the pauses, how-
ever, involve hesitations – drawn-out words or else pauses filled with noises 
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like umm and err. Certainly umms and errs can be used in order to prevent 
someone else from taking the floor (they do make it harder to interrupt), 
but generally they’re for planning purposes. And they help hearers too 
– after all, they don’t have the luxury of pausing and going back to some-
thing they didn’t follow. Researchers appear divided as to exactly where 
these hesitation pauses occur, although all agree it is somewhere within the 
clause. This suggests that we are already planning our next clause while we 
are in the middle of our current one.

Discourse particles
Conversations like the one above are dotted with discourse particles. These 
are often the warm ‘fuzzy’ features of talk and they include expressions 
like you know, yeah-no, I mean, well, anyway, sort of, and so on. Often they 
are mistaken for the non-fluency features just mentioned. But in this case, 
they’re not meaningless little expressions which speakers use to fill in time 
while they plan what they’re going to say next.

Words like well and anyway have important discourse functions to do 
for instance with focus and change of topic. Others have important con-
versational functions to do with turn-taking. When speakers start their 
turn they often do this by acknowledging the turn of the previous speaker. 
Yeah-no can have this function. Others play a significant role in expressing 
social relationships, personal attitudes and opinions, conveying sometimes 
quite subtle nuances of meaning. Consider the complexity of a phrase like 
sort of. This can of course express approximation or imprecision (e.g. it’s a 
sort of blue colour), but it’s also a typical hedging expression which is used 
in informal contexts to reduce the force of an utterance. Often its use is 
simply to minimize the distance between the speaker and the audience 
and it does this by tempering the authoritative tone and creating friendli-
ness. Speaker C uses it only once in the above dialogue, but in an earlier 
chat with L, a rather awkward conversation about the serious illness of 
a mutual friend, her discourse is splattered with sort ofs. Spoken interac-
tion is much more personal than writing and speakers continually involve 
themselves and their audience via expressions such as these. Speaker C 
also uses the phrase ya know a lot of the time. This could be signalling 
sensitivity towards L, actively inviting participation and emphasizing 
common ground between them. But C might also be using ya know to 
check that L has understood, to ask for her reaction to what has been said, 
or to seek empathy from L. Such phrases typically have an array of differ-
ent functions and clearly have quite a complex effect on the utterances in 
which they occur.

Ellipsis
Conversational dialogues like the one between C and L are full of examples 
of ellipsis. Try fitting their utterances into the basic clause patterns we dis-
cussed in Chapter 5 and you will find that crucial elements are often simply 
not there. In the example below the subject pronoun is missing:
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C:	 Must’ve been for a night.

Even though sentences like these are incomplete from a strictly grammati-
cal point of view, this is not the case from a discourse point of view. Oral 
communication of this kind is face-to-face and can exploit the context 
of the interaction much more than writing can. Speakers supply extral-
inguistic cues like gestures, facial expressions and of course nuances of 
intonation, loudness, tempo and rhythm. For example, when L is describ-
ing the huge plates with the tiny morsels of food, there are important 
visuals accompanying her description of the meal. Clearly, speakers don’t 
need to supply everything – and it would be irritating if they did! Most of 
us quickly grow bored with what we see as long-windedness. So subjects 
and verbs frequently get left out: Wanna leave now? You tired? Of course they 
can always be ‘recovered’ from the context, and if the meaning should ever 
become unclear, the breakdown can easily be repaired. Writing, without 
the same immediate context, doesn’t have this luxury and doesn’t tolerate 
omissions to the same extent.

Syntactic complexity
In the dialogue between C and L we can more or less separate off the clauses. 
Identifying sentences, however, is more of a problem. Even if we remove 
the false starts and repetitions, the structures are still very different from 
those discussed in earlier chapters – the concept of ‘sentence’ just doesn’t 
seem appropriate. Long, loosely connected structures appear the norm and 
there is very little in the way of subordination. But of course presenta-
tion of information involves quite different skills in this medium. As just 
discussed, speakers have available to them a vast repertoire of expressive 
devices like intonation, stress, pitch, speed, silence, laughter and voice 
quality, all of which can be used to signal logical relations between clauses. 
Speech (especially spontaneous conversation like this) has what is called a 
paratactic style; in other words, clauses are strung together, either without 
any linking item at all or linked by some sort of co-ordinating element, 
typically and.

Speech also has types of constructions that rarely occur in writing. For 
example, in C’s speech you might have noticed an instance of an unusual 
tag, one that you perhaps associate with non-native speakers of English:

C:	 it was an experience for them
C:	 [isn’t] it

Both C and L are native speakers of English, even though both make use of 
this simplified tag in place of standard tags like wasn’t it.

Towards the end of the above conversation there is also a rather curious-
looking relative clause, one which seems to defy all the rules of relative 
clause formation we discussed in Chapter 8.

C:	 which I think
C:	 Nathalie’s was a lunch.
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This sort of relative clause (sometimes dubbed the linking relative) is very 
typical of spoken English. It differs from the relative clauses you know and 
love in the following ways:

❑❑ no antecedents; linking relatives elaborate on a stretch of discourse, 
often reiterating earlier information;

❑❑ no missing arguments in the linking relative clause; which has no 
grammatical function in the relative clause;

❑❑ replaceable by a co-ordinating conjunction like and.

In this example, the ‘linking relative’ is actually picking up on, indeed 
reiterating, information that was mentioned much earlier in the discourse. 
C began her story by pointing out that Nathalie also had her function in 
the same restaurant – That’s where um, Nathalie had hers. Here which has a 
linking function, loosely connecting the material in the clause with this 
earlier information.

Speaker C also uses coz (from because) very differently.

C:	 An’ I said yeah,
C:	 Amelia said the meal was small.
C:	 Coz,
C:	 forty-five dollars or whatever it was,
L:	 Yeah.
C:	 I think the,
C:	 some of the kids thought it was a bit expensive.

Rather than simply introduce an adverbial clause of reason, coz here is used 
to present a new piece of information, loosely connecting it with what 
has previously gone on the discourse (here there is a vague causal link). 
It’s another linguistic trumpet blast or fanfare to announce the arrival of 
something significant and relevant to what was said before.

In the extract of dialogue between C and L we’ve marked in bold all of 
the linking elements. As you can see, each new intonation unit is typically 
marked either with a co-ordinating conjunction and and but or one of these 
linkers coz and which. While they clearly have a grammatical function to 
link pieces of information together, they also share a discourse function 
by providing the speaker with an opportunity to pause, at the same time 
clearly indicating to the hearer that there is more to come. Coz in the above 
extract signals that C intends to continue the turn with something of new 
relevance to the topic. C as you can see is quite successful at retaining the 
floor! Here’s another extract from the same dialogue, where we have again 
highlighted the linkers:

C:	 And breakfast was all done,
C:	 in a bain marie,
C:	 so you served yourself.
L:	 Mm [hm]
C:	 An’ she said it was beautiful.
C:	 And she had a spa,
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C:	 An’ you,
C:	 book the spa.
C:	 An’ I think it was twenty-five dollars for,

Presentation of information 
Speakers can also manipulate word order to a much greater extent than 
writers; they can exploit different sequences of noun phrases to highlight 
or to contrast more salient information. In short, speech has expressive 

word order. Exchanges like this one are typically full of the kinds of highly 
topic-oriented structures we looked at in Chapter 9. Here are examples of 
both left- and right-dislocation from the above extract.

C:	 Amelia said the food was,
C:	 it was allright.
L:	 Lucy enjoyed it,
L:	 [the] food.

10.3  E-Speak – somewhere between speech 
and writing
The picture we paint here is that speech and writing form a quite straight-
forward dichotomy. However, this is not the case. Some examples of spoken 
language, such as you might find in a well-planned lecture or seminar for 
example, have many of the organizational features of written language. On 
the other hand, some examples of writing, a scribbled note to a friend for 
instance, are much closer to the speech end of things. The emergence of 
electronic communication, such as email, is blurring the distinction even 
more. Email is written, of course, but it shares many of the features not just 
of spoken language, but of actual conversation. This is especially true of 
the language of chat groups, where people exchange messages in much the 
same way as they would chatting face to face.

For a start, the spontaneity and speed of this sort of communication 
mean that we simply don’t go in for the same careful organization and 
planning as we would with normal writing. We end up writing very much 
as we speak and this means a much looser construction, repetition, false 
starts, digressions, comment clauses and asides. Electronic communication 
of this kind also has the expressive opportunities in word order that we 
typically associate with spoken language; there is slang and grammatical 
informality as well, again things normally frowned upon in writing. What’s 
more, there is reduction – omissions, contractions and non-standard spell-
ings that reflect the short cuts and assimilations of normal rapid speech.

Electronic communication (E-speak, or ‘Netspeak’ as David Crystal 
describes it)  does differ from spoken language in one very obvious respect: 
it lacks the vast repertoire of expressive devices that are available to speak-
ers. To some extent unusual punctuation and even spellings go some way 
to capturing these features. The use of scare quotes, for example, or capital 
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letters can show that a word has a special sense, or can express the into-
nation and emphasis of spoken language. In something like ?#*! Have I 
got news for you!!!!!! the use of non-alphabetic symbols is an effective way 
of avoiding full-blown orthographic obscenity, but still getting the mes-
sage across. Special graphic devices called emoticons also add a semantic 
dimension to this written medium and one that places it closer to speech. 
Impressive lists of these symbols can be found in various places on the web; 
for example, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_common_emoticons.

There are now all sorts of new varieties of e-communication – as just 
mentioned, email and the chat of chat rooms and discussion groups, but 
also blogging, tweeting and, of course, texting (or SMS language). In the 
next section, we will look at a variety of economy register known as ‘Per-
sonal Ads Register’; texting is a more recent phenomenon. It has added a 
number of new brevity conventions that go well beyond the usual forms 
of abbreviation and ellipsis. The small screen and keyboard of the mobile 
phone have obviously necessitated innovation here. Some shortenings are 
straightforward acronyms and abbreviations. Consonants are always more 
informative than vowels; so vowels are typically sacrificed in these short-
ened forms: ‘because’ > cuz, bcuz, bcz or bcos; ‘be right back’ > brb; ‘so what 
do you think’ > SWDYT. Single letters and numerals often replace syllables 
or even full words: ‘are’ > r; ‘ate’ > 8; ‘before’ > b4. (This convention is very 
old and examples such as these are known as ‘rebuses’ – letters, or pictures, 
stand for whole words.) 

Texting and other examples of e-communication will speed up the rate 
of language change. Many of these shortened expressions have already 
escaped the Internet and have made it into written language elsewhere. 
But the impact of the electronic revolution is much more significant than 
a few new lexical items. Over the years, the powerful authority of writ-
ing has had the effect of retarding, perhaps even reversing, the normal 
processes of change. However, this influence is waning. It took hundreds 
of years for will to evolve into a new marker of future time. The changes 
that are transforming going to into the future auxiliary gonna are faster. 
We are now seeing the ‘boundless chaos of a living speech’ (to use Samuel 
Johnson’s description) represented in written form. There are even virtual 
speech communities where face-to-face communication happens through 
electronic means. This must have a long-term and momentous effect on 
the language. 

Even before the advent of electronic communication, some linguists 
(sensibly in our minds) abandoned the general labels ‘speech’ versus ‘writ-
ing’, preferring instead planned versus unplanned discourse. These labels 
better capture the fact that different types of speech and writing show dif-
ferent features depending on their degree of planning and formality. Either 
way, these labels imply two polar extremes. The reality of course is that 
there are many intermediate varieties that exhibit features of both types of 
discourse to a greater or lesser extent.
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10.4  Occupational varieties 
Now that we’ve identified these two general communicative modes, we 
explore a number of occupational varieties of English. Too often these are 
characterized solely in terms of their vocabulary. Certainly specialist terms 
are important to occupational varieties, but they are more than simply eso-
teric vocabularies. They draw from inventories of style features at all levels 
of the language – phonology, discourse, grammar. Here we concentrate on 
the grammatical features. We show that what makes a variety distinctive 
are important grammatical choices to do with (among other things) com-
plexity of sentences and organization of content. Of course, many of the 
linguistic features we look at occur in ordinary language too, but as with all 
stylistic varieties, it is the relative frequency and the special combination 
of these features that make a variety different from others. Texts of instruc-
tion like recipes and knitting patterns show an abundance of imperatives 
(Zest the lemon; knit 8 rows plain knitting); scientific writing shows large 
numbers of impersonal passive constructions (The data were collected during 
1998); legal documents are characterized by full noun phrases in place of 
pronouns (Where an offeree receives a copy of a notice, the offeree may, by 
notice in writing given to the offeror within one month after receipt of the first- 
mentioned notice and accompanied by any consideration that has been received 
by the offeree …); diary writing is distinguished by missing subject pronouns 
(Felt sick. Spent day in bed), and so on. 

In this chapter we offer brief case studies of three different registers: 
‘Personal Ads Register’, ‘Sports-Announcer-Talk’ (here the language of 
basketball), and ‘Legalese’/‘Bureaucratese’, two very closely related varieties. 
We must emphasize that although we use labels like Legalese, Bureaucratese 
and Sports-Announcer-Talk as if they were discrete entities, these varieties 
are by no means fixed. They vary continuously in response to a complex 
of different situational factors, including the relationship between the 
speaker/writer and audience, the setting, and of course whether a spoken 
or written medium is used. We speak, then, of individual registers as having 
different styles. Take the example of Legalese. A very rigid style of Legalese 
occurs in written documents like wills, but can also be spoken in the case 
of a witness’s pledge to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the 
truth. A less rigid although still formal style occurs in written briefs; it can 
be spoken too, as in the arguments of counsel or the examination of wit-
nesses. A very informal style occurs in the casual conversations between 
lawyers. These represent different varieties of Legalese. All show some fea-
tures of Legalese, but differ in the relative frequency of these features.

And finally, a brief note about the sort of grammatical features we will be 
looking at. Often they start life with a clear function, but over time take on 
a more decorative role. In the case of Legalese, for example, anaphoric pro-
nouns are avoided to ensure clear, unambiguous identification: The Lessor 
hereby leases to the Lessee and the Lessee hereby agrees to take from the Lessor the 
property described as the Premises in paragraph 3. Nonetheless, there are many 
occasions where identification is perfectly clear and the use of a pronoun 
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would be quite unambiguous. Over time a feature like lexical repetition 
can become a matter of stylistic choice, a conventionalized earmark of the 
variety – in this case it becomes almost part and parcel of the ritual magic 
of the legal process.

‘Finding a friend’ – Personal Ads Register
Personal advertisements occur in a wide variety of newspapers and maga-
zines. Typically they look something like the following. Note, in this exam-
ple and in all later ones we have retained the original punctuation and 
highlighting (which, we warn you, can at times appear quite eccentric). 
The initial word, for example, is always upper case and in bold; advertise-
ments are then sorted alphabetically on this basis. 

HELLO, 51 y.o., single, sincere, sporty, sensual, reliable, no baggage, DTE, 
energetic, Aussie male looking to meet a well groomed, romantic woman 
with a pleasant, easygoing nature.

This example and all others discussed in this section are drawn from the 
classified advertisements of The Melbourne Times (September and October 
1998 editions), a city and inner suburbs independent newspaper. As you 
can see from the above example, personal ads must convey appealing infor-
mation but with the greatest of economy. The language is compressed or 
condensed. In this case the motivation is saving space. The pricing system 
is such that the first 150 letters are free and after that the cost is $6 a line – 
there are then additional costs to do with accessing the messages.

Personal Ads Register, like ‘Foreigner Talk’, ‘Headline-ese’ or ‘Note- 
taking Register’, is a variety of economy register that involves various 
linguistic strategies for simplification and reduction. These give rise to a 
number of lexical features like acronyms and abbreviations (SNAG, ‘sensi-
tive New Age guy’; ARA, ‘all replies answered’; (V)GSOH, ‘(very) good sense 
of humour’; N/S, ‘no-smoking’; DTE, ‘down to earth’; y.o. ‘year old’) and 
compounds (badminton lady; non scene guy; good sense of humour female). 
More particularly for our purposes, this register employs various reduc-
tive grammatical processes that make its syntax very different from more 
orthodox English grammar. At times reduction is so extreme that the lan-
guage becomes distinctly ‘me Tarzan, you Jane’ in style!

YOU train Hunts gym, moved from Adelaide recently. We speak in gym 
and would love to go out with you. You have great physique, your [sic] 
nice too.

Ellipsis
Ellipsis clearly leads to economy of expression and is the most obvious 
feature of simplified registers like this one. Typically it involves leaving 
out function words like articles, pronouns, auxiliaries and prepositions. 
In Chapter 9 we described ellipsis as the process by which we leave out 
sentence parts that are totally reconstructable from previous utterances 
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or which can simply be inferred from the context. The most striking 
feature of Personal Ads Register, however, is that it pushes the limits of 
allowable ellipsis and, as we’ll see, recoverability is not always the case. 
Such extensive ellipsis makes for a lexically dense style, and this is aug-
mented by the additional short-cutting strategies like compounding and 
abbreviations.

❑❑ Omitted articles
Definite and indefinite articles do occur in personal advertisements but are 
more usually absent – articles are expendable items:

REALLY tall, N/S, man 50+ wanted to take warm, lovely lady, very plump 
but fun, 47 y.o. to Egyptian exhibition in Geelong and perhaps to dinner 
afterwards. 

❑❑ Omitted pronouns
Personal pronouns (first, second or third person) are often absent. 

MAN 39, handsome, 6′, DTE, no hang ups, financially o.k., S/S and don’t 
mind a drink. Am into art, cinema, relaxing, seeks lady to share life to the 
max with age to 45.

This example reveals another typical feature of this style, namely, a shift 
to third person, here indicated on the verb inflection seeks. The referent, 
however, is still unambiguously the writer.

❑❑ Omitted copulas and auxiliaries
Copulas and auxiliaries are also dispensable items. Below we have supplied 
the missing verbs in square brackets:

20 Y.O. likes dancing, talks too much, [is] always over dressed, seeks good 
talker, profession/self/employed. 18–30. Must like my kids, student [is] 
okay.

❑❑ Omitted prepositions
Ellipsis of prepositions is unusual, even in this register. Of all function 
words, these have the most semantic content. Typically they express some 
sort of relationship (e.g. in time or space) between events and things and 
can therefore be crucial for comprehension. Nonetheless, in these personal 
ads you do find preposition ellipsis involving with, for, and in. 

50 Y.O., star sign Aries, social-drinker, non-smoker, interests videos, music, 
pokies, pictures, swimming, seeking lady, [with] similar interests 30–40’s, 
[for] friendship or relationship.

❑❑ Ellipsis of full verbs
One surprising feature of this register is the occasional omission of full 
verbs. With so much shared context between writer and reader, much can 
be taken for granted, and the meaning of these verbs is always recover-
able. In the following example, we assume the missing verb is something 
along the lines of love, like or enjoy. We’ve given a possible reconstruction 
in brackets:
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AUSTRALIAN lady, slim build, movies, dining out and the beach seeks 
similar male 45–50 financially secure, non-smoker.
[AUSTRALIAN lady, [of] slim build, [who enjoys] movies, dining out and 
the beach seeks similar male [of] 45–50 [who is] financially secure, [and a] 
non-smoker.]

Few complex sentences
One characteristic of Personal Ads Register is that it is grammatically less 
complex than more orthodox styles of writing. As you have no doubt 
noticed by now, there is little in the way of subordination. Only two types 
of subordinate clause are evident in these ads, namely, relative clauses and 
the occasional conditional if-clause. In fact, given the overall lack of subor-
dination, it is surprising that relatives are so common – this doesn’t appear 
to be an area where writers necessarily simplify. What is more, these rela-
tive clauses typically appear fully elaborated. In the following, for example, 
the writer has omitted something like an existential there construction, a 
preposition and an article from the main clause – nonetheless the relative 
clause (here underlined) is intact. 

ARE you a single, attractive, sexy, elegant, romantic, fin. sec., N/S, DTE, 
genuine lady, 25–36 with no baggage? Then male same qualities who 
would love to hear from you. ARA.
[ARE you a single, attractive, sexy, elegant, romantic, fin. sec., N/S, DTE, 
genuine lady, 25–36 with no baggage? Then [there/here is a] male [with 
the] same qualities who would love to hear from you. ARA]

Conditional clauses also typically resist internal reduction in this way and 
striking examples occur of fully elaborated clauses, otherwise surrounded 
by a sea of extensive ellipsis:

GORGEOUS, late 40s, petite, dynamic, very assertive, wild about my man 
in life wanting steady monogamous relationship likewise mid height gent. 
If you can relate to this please call.

❑❑ Paratactic sequences
In place of subordination, clauses are simply strung together in typical par-
atactic sequences, sometimes conjoined with and but often without any 
linking item at all. Examples like the following are common:

35 Y.O. Leo loves sport and having a good time would like to meet 25–40 
year old with good sense of humour and loves having fun.

❑❑ Long modifying strings
As part of this paratactic style, writers make use of extremely long strings 
of adjectives and nouns – and more often than not a combination of both 
these. Such long chains of semantically rich elements help promote the 
lexical density typical of this kind of writing:
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HEALTH, Happiness, Professional, Conscientious, Courteous, Respectful, 
Discreet, Hilarious, Honourable, Zesty, Creative, Arty, Casual, Mystical, 
Poetic, Playful, 28–38 y.o. More circles than crosses then call.

Mostly these strings are modifiers, in both predicative and attributive func-
tion. This degree of modification is hardly surprising. The purpose of this 
prose is after all to bring to life the writer and his/her ideal partner. Such 
long strings are also the result of extensive ellipsis of structural cues like 
relative and personal pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, copulas and 
so on. This means that expansive modification of the head noun is still 
possible without the added expense (since writers are paying by the line) of 
complexities like prepositional phrases and relative clauses.

ATTRACTIVE, fit, long blonde hair, blue eyes, 5′ 10′′, 27 y.o. affectionate, 
straight forward, passionate, thoughtful, employed, mentally secure guy, 
enjoys weekends away, travelling, surfing, riding, cuddling up, bands and 
good food. Seeks open minded, spontaneous, slim to medium girl, cute 
smile and a little rebellious and a heart of gold.

❑❑ Strings of unlike constituents
As should already be apparent from the examples above, these paratactic 
sequences violate not only usual restrictions on acceptable length but also 
restrictions on linkable constituents – consecutive items are not necessar-
ily of the same structure. The example below shows consecutive noun and 
adjective phrase complements in the verb phrase:

DO you like rock’n’roll …? I am 30 years young, 6ft, light brown hair, 
slim, non-smoker, good sense of humour, no kids, seeking lady with 
similar interests, 20–25 years young, kids OK, for friendship with view to 
relationship.

The linking of unlike constituents in this way is clearly an infringement of 
the normal rules of syntax. Generally, we link constituents that belong to 
the same class. If you remember, this was one of our tests for constituency 
and word class.

Intentional (?) Ambiguity
The fact that writers and readers of personal advertisements share so much 
common ground reduces the need for elaboration and allows writers to 
exploit ellipsis to the extent they do. Indeed, sometimes reduction is so 
extreme that it is difficult to reconstruct a fuller, more elaborated version 
of the text, or at least there are a number of potential reconstructions. 
Punctuation and capitalization can be quite eccentric in these advertise-
ments and are typically not reliable guides. In the following ad we have 
suggested one possible full rendition. See if you can come up with other 
ones.

CARING, romantic, European male, 40 y.o. non-smoker, no ties, finan-
cially secure, good sense of humour, enjoys dining out, sports, cars and 
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good conversation over coffee. Seeks sincere, affectionate lady 30–37 for 
relationship leading to marriage. No kids, but wants children.
[A] caring, romantic, European male, [a] 40 y.o. non-smoker, [with] no ties, 
[is] financially secure, [with a] good sense of humour, [he] enjoys dining 
out, sports, cars and good conversation over coffee, [and] seeks [a] sincere, 
affectionate lady 30–37 for [a] relationship leading to marriage. [There are 
/He has] no kids, but [he] wants children. 

Because writers leave out grammatical items this can open up the possibili-
ties for different interpretations – ambiguity often results when important 
structural cues are omitted in this way. As with the above example, it is 
often impossible to assign reference. Who wants the children here? The 
last line could equally be expanded: [She has] no kids, but wants children. 
Often ads are unclear as to who possesses the qualities and interests listed. 
But perhaps this is deliberate – another short-cutting strategy. The writer is 
after all seeking a soulmate who shares these qualities and interests.

Occasionally reconstruction seems impossible. We leave you with the 
problem of rebuilding the following advertisement. Perhaps again the 
ambiguity here is part of the writer’s cunning strategy – grab the reader’s 
interest and in the most economical way!

SOLID Scorpio mum wants friend, soul mate, likes motorcycles, moun-
tains, meaningful man, camping, exploring festivals, blues, kids, seeks any 
age, looks, background for future in grass roots lifestyle!

Sports-Talk – language of basketball
As we mentioned at the start of this chapter, linguistic labels like ‘Sports-
Talk’ are fictional conveniences. There is no one Sports-Talk. The name 
encompasses a medley of different varieties across a range of written/spoken 
and formal/informal styles. Varieties include broadcasted commentary (TV 
versus radio; scripted versus unscripted), coaching talk, sports reporting, 
and all of course involving a gamut of very different sports from individual- 
oriented games like darts to team sports like rugby. Nonetheless we can 
identify a bundle of common organizational and functional features that 
characterizes Sports-Talk Register generally. In addition to the common 
pool, each variety will have its own individual repertoires of distinctive 
features.

Here we have selected the language of basketball commentary. The 
examples below are all extracts from a TV broadcast of the last quarter of a 
game – The Titans (Melbourne) vs. The Hawks (Wollongong), recorded on 
7 November 1998. There are three commentators involved. Two (C and P) 
are in the commentary box; a third (AJ) is on court-side.

Background remarks are often made during the quarter breaks and peri-
ods of time-out. This between-action commentary shows all the grammati-
cal features characteristic of spoken language. The following example is 
typical:
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You don’t, you don’t wanna have sort of around 13 turnovers at, uh, three 
quarter time, but it’s saying that, uh, both teams have had … are being very 
active in their defence.

Since we have already discussed these general features, we concentrate 
here on the commentary itself; in other words, the impromptu speech of 
the broadcasters as they describe and comment upon events as they are 
actually unfolding. We should add here that this commentary is surpris-
ingly free of the sort of non-fluency features (false starts, fillers, and so 
on) that you find in background remarks like the extract above, which is 
more conversational in nature. This sort of fluency of delivery is charac-
teristic of sporting commentary generally and suggests that, far from being 
spontaneous, commentating requires considerable training and practice. 
Commentators also draw from a range of rather formulaic phrases that also 
add to their overall fluency.

Parataxis
The colourful description ‘shredded English’ is how Crystal and Davy (1969: 
185) characterize the language of the tabloid press. It’s a very apt descrip-
tion of sporting commentary too. Outbursts of short, snappy, loosely con-
nected clauses are typical.

Shot clock down to 14
Game clock at 1.05
McDonald against Bruten 
Skip pass for Kelly
Pulls the trigger on the three
It would have ended it had it gone
It doesn’t
Minute to go
Hawks down by 6
Need a score here, preferably a three but a two will do
Ritter to Campbell 
Wide open three
He makes it
3 point game
Unbelievable

Telegraphic speech – ellipsis
Structures such as those in the extract just given do not fit the usual 
canonical subject–predicate arrangement we have identified for English 
clauses. Items we think of as crucial are simply not there. But the subject–
predicate pattern is not a particularly useful one here. Sporting commen-
tary generally is organized more according to discourse considerations (like 
topic–comment).

Good ball movement the Hawks
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As with the Personal Ads Register, not only dispensable function words 
like pronouns, articles and auxiliaries are omitted, but also full verbs. The 
material is always recoverable from the context of situation, but the result is 
a kind of telegraphic language that in no way resembles fully grammatical 
written English. (The description ‘telegraphic’ stems from the time when 
people sent telegrams and cables – because they paid for each word, non-
essential words were simply left out.) In the extracts below, we have done 
our best to reconstruct something more akin to normal writing (restoring 
grammatical words and even objects and full verbs).

Hawks running four on two
Bruten to Saddle
Bruten goes alley-oop
Oh, risky play
Cook pulls it in
Drimik knocks it away
Ritter with the follow

[The Hawks are running with four players on two. Bruten passes the ball 
to Saddle. Bruten goes for the alley-oop [= a pass caught above the height 
of the rim and converted into a slam dunk in one move]. Oh, this is risky 
play. Cook pulls it in. Drimik knocks it away. Ritter shoots the ball with 
the follow.]

Flexibility of word order
Unscripted commentary shows the flexibility and expressiveness of word 
order that is typical of spontaneous speech. Certainly commentators 
exploit unusual sequences to highlight or to contrast more salient infor-
mation. In addition, the fact that they are speaking off-the-cuff and having 
to describe events as they unfold results in widespread infringements of the 
norms of English syntax.

Fighting hard is Jason Smith

Subjects and verbs are often inverted. In the case of a basketball commen-
tary, this is probably less a focus strategy and more a survival technique – a 
means of delaying mention of a player’s name until the identity is known 
for sure.

Spears the pass into Pepper does Kelly

Sporting commentary exploits other strategies too like left- and right-
dislocation. Typically examples occur as side comments on the events 
taking place or in the between action commentary. The intention seems to 
be to make referential assignment clearer, or to lend focus to referents by 
setting them apart from the rest of the sentence.

Ronaldson, Drimik, Pepper and McDonald, those five [sic] will go the rest 
of the way

Really gotta try and get a couple of cheap baskets here, The Hawks
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Passive
Passives are surprisingly frequent in this sort of discourse, perhaps because 
they offer another handy delaying technique – if the commentator hasn’t 
yet identified the player, the passive provides some breathing space.

He’s held from behind by David Smith

If the patient is the highly obvious and not particularly interesting ‘basket-
ball’ then it’s usually missing (as part of the more general strategy to omit 
‘very given’ information).

Knocked away by McDonald

Occasionally the agent (in the by-phrase) gets omitted too and the focus 
shifts to the patient or recipient of the action. Usually this is because the 
agent is irrelevant information, or because it is already obvious. In the 
following this is the umpire:

Campbell being called for the foul

Heavy noun phrase modification
From the extracts above you can see that basketball commentary is full of 
noun phrases that are heavy with modifiers, particularly post-modifiers like 
prepositional phrases, relative clauses, appositional noun phrases (which 
restate the noun), and even postposed adjectives. The frequency of modi-
fied proper nouns (The never-say-die Wollongong Hawks) also distinguishes it 
from other varieties. As with Personal Ads Register, this extensive modifica-
tion is the by-product of the widespread ellipsis, especially of verbs. These 
overloaded NPs are an economical way of packing information into the 
event-reporting clause.

Overloaded NPs are not confined to the unscripted commentary of 
events. Examples like the following are also typical of the commenta-
tors’ background discussions. You even find them in sports sections of 
newspapers.

So there’s Brian Gorgen the coach of the Victorian Titans the team winning 
by 21 with 8.48 remaining

Present tense
Sports commentary is unusual in its use of the present tense. You might be 
wondering why this is remarkable – after all, basketball commentary reports 
events happening at the time. But if you recall the discussion of tense in 
Section 6.2, present tense is rarely used now to report strictly present time. 
In ordinary language, it reports habitual actions as in I play basketball. The 
use of present tense in basketball casting makes for particularly lively nar-
rative sequences and gives considerable dramatic force to a commentary. It 
also appears to distinguish it from football commentary (at least of the two 
we are familiar with – Soccer and Australian Rules), which is more prone to 
use the progressive.
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Saval gets it in
Campbell quick release shot
He makes it
2 point basket, back to the 16 point split
Hawks extend the D here, McDonald crosses halfway
They turn it over and Bruten comes up with it

Bureaucratese
At some stage in your lives you will no doubt have encountered the sort 
of incomprehensible language now commonly dubbed gobbledygook. We 
encounter gobbledygook in many different domains: the law, educa-
tion, and linguistics, to name just a few of them. More usually, though, 
it’s a label used to describe the language of government; in other words, 
Bureaucratese. Gobbledygook can of course be both spoken and written, 
but we will concentrate here on writing.

One overwhelming feature of written Bureaucratese is its grammatical 
complexity. Indeed, both Bureaucratese and its relative Legalese are what 
can be described as highly syntacticized registers, the apex of our developing 
writing tradition. It’s this complexity in combination with obscure vocabu-
lary that makes these varieties at times so befuddling and so offensive to 
their readers. Not surprisingly there has been quite a backlash against this 
sort of writing. Currently there are many social and political movements 
pushing for clear and simple English, particularly in laws, legal documents 
like contracts and government documents of all kinds. There are now ‘Plain 
English’ movements in Britain, America, Australia and New Zealand. (But 
this is by no means confined to the English-speaking world. In Sweden 
there is currently a strong push for comprehensible Swedish officialese in 
place of byråkratsvenska – in fact, parallel cries can be heard all over Europe.) 
Plain English campaigns have had great success in eradicating many of the 
grammatical horrors. Nonetheless, we still receive letters from people frus-
trated at some piece of virtually unintelligible official language that they 
have received. Doublespeak awards are still bestowed annually in America. 
Clearly, not all the problems of gobbledygook have been eradicated.

Let’s look now at some of the grammatical features that have become the 
target of the cleaning up activities of the various Plain English movements 
around the world. Consider the following example, two passages 2 (a) (i) 
and 2 (b) taken from clause 28 of the Melbourne Metropolitan Planning 
Scheme. As you read these passages, you might like to imagine you are 
about to convert an inner-city warehouse into five flats and you need to 
figure out how many car parking spaces you will have to provide for these 
flats. [We are very grateful to Pia Herbert for providing this example – and 
for her insightful comments!]

(2)	 (a)	 (i)	 Provision for accommodation of stationary vehicles (not 
being brought or kept on the land for sale, hire, repair, service 
or refuelling) shall be made upon any land used or developed 
or intended to be used or developed for any purpose specified 
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in Column 1 of Table 1 of this Clause not less than in the 
ratio or of the percentage of site area specified in Column 2 
and quantified in Column 3 of such Table, but so that the 
number of car spaces to be provided shall be not less than 
the nearest whole number to the number arrived at when the 
ratio or percentage is applied, and the use or occupation of 
the development of any such land for the purpose specified in 
the said Column shall not be commenced until the requisite 
accommodation for stationary vehicles has been provided.

(b)	Notwithstanding the provisions of paragraph (a) hereof the 
responsible authority may grant permission for a reduction in the 
number of car spaces to be provided or required to be provided 
upon any land for the accommodation of stationary vehicles if 
to its satisfaction and subject to such conditions as it may impose 
provision is made upon other land in the vicinity for the accom-
modation of such vehicles and the number of car spaces so pro-
vided is not less than that by which the number provided or 
required to be provided is to be reduced. For the purpose of this 
paragraph ‘reduction’ includes the wavering of the requirement 
and ‘reduced’ has a corresponding meaning.

Grammatical complexity
Sub-clause 2 (a) (i) consists entirely of one sentence, comprising 141 
words; sub-clause 2 (b) consists of two sentences, comprising 94 and 19 
words respectively. In addition to their extreme length, these sentences are 
complex in structure. We’ve already seen plenty of examples of parataxis 
and we now move to the other end of the spectrum – hypotaxis; in other 
words, clauses linked by means of overt subordinating markers. Hypotaxis 

is the earmark of this sort of prose. Examine the two passages above and try 
to identify and classify all the subordinate clauses. As you do so, note the 
characteristic dearth of punctuation, particularly in sub-clause 2 (b).

What makes language like this so befuddling is not only the complexity 
but also the consistent violation of what has been dubbed Behagel’s First 
Law, namely, ‘that which belongs together cognitively is arranged close 
together’ (our translation). For example, notice the huge gap between the 
subject and its verb at the beginning of sub-clause 2 (a) (i): Provision for 
accommodation of stationary vehicles (not being brought or kept on the land for 
sale, hire, repair, service or refuelling) shall be made … The interruption of the 
significant proposition in the main clause makes it difficult for readers to 
extract the information.

In the exercises at the end of this chapter we give you a taste of more 
examples of this kind of writing. Take a look at the sentence in exercise 3 
(Subsection 27 (12) from the Companies (Acquisition of Shares) (Victoria) 
Code). It begins with a conditional clause ‘Where …’ , which contains no 
less than four relative clauses. It’s not until halfway down the passage that 
we first encounter the main clause. The image that often comes to mind is 
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one of Chinese boxes (or Russian dolls, if you prefer) – a complex of con-
stantly embedded clauses.

Word order
We have seen how specialized registers writers or speakers will deviate 
significantly from basic ordering and this can actually enhance compre-
hension – in the case of sports commentary the ordering reflects events 
as they unfold. In the case of the language of law and bureaucracy, how-
ever, unusual word orders often cause problems. Note the fronting of the 
long adverbial string to its satisfaction and subject to such conditions as it 
may impose in the conditional if clause of sub-clause 2 (b). This has the 
effect of significantly delaying the appearance of the conditional clause 
subject (provision) and its predicate, which in effect withholds the context 
the reader needs in order to properly understand the information in this 
fronted adverbial string. In Chapter 9 we saw how the chaining effect of 
old followed by new information gives a piece of discourse its coherence. 
In passages like this one there is no clear topic–comment arrangement and 
no common thread to follow. The constant shifting of topic blurs the focus 
of the discourse – the point of the passage becomes lost.

Lack of anaphora
As mentioned earlier, ‘eses’ like Bureaucratese and Legalese are char-
acterized by a dearth of anaphoric expressions. In place of some sort of 
pro-expression, full NPs like the accommodation of stationary vehicles are 
repeated. The repetition of full NPs removes any doubt as to the intended 
referent and was originally motivated by the degree of precision demanded 
by the legal profession. But if precision were the only issue, why do writers 
often vary the full NP? For example, the writer of sub-clause 2 (b) alter-
nates between off-street accommodation of stationary vehicles and car spaces 
– should we understand that these things are somehow different? Indeed, 
as we said at the start, even in Legalese there are many occasions where the 
use of a pronoun would be quite unambiguous and the lack of anaphora 
seems more a matter of stylistic choice. Features like lexical repetition can 
turn into self-perpetuating idiosyncrasies of registers. They become a gram-
matical routine.

Nominalization
English has many derivational affixes (see Section 3.1) which can turn 
verbs into nouns. The phrases that function as subject(s) and object(s) 
then get a new syntactic role. For example, We provide car spaces can be 
turned into The provision of car spaces or The provision for accommodation of 
stationary vehicles. Both these more nominal versions appear in Clause 28 
above. (Note, the agent has now disappeared.)

You can see how such a heavily nominal style introduces more abstract-
ness. Compare the complex nominalization in (a) with its verbal counter-
part in (b).
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a.	 in the event of default in the payment
b.	 if you don’t pay what you owe

As the (a) version illustrates, a nominal style gives speakers the opportu-
nity of being non-committal as to who is doing what to whom – a sneaky 
device, you might be thinking, and one eminently suited to the language 
of government offices, where it might be desirable to conceal precisely this 
sort of information! Turning verbs into nouns allows us to do away with 
subjects and objects – we executed the prisoner can become the execution of the 
prisoner by us or simply the execution.

Nominal strings
Another earmark, and one that distinguishes bureaucratic writing from 
‘ordinary’ usage, is the propensity for compounding. Unfortunately our 
extracts from the Melbourne Metropolitan Planning Scheme don’t happen 
to offer good examples this time, but ones from elsewhere are easy to find. 
Coagulated clusters of nominals like occupational choice–vocational interest 
congruency; backlog reduction object; prototype crisis shelter development plans; 
and young driver risk-taking research surely stretch the limits of what are con-
sidered acceptable compounds. Like nominalizations, these compounds 
are economical but difficult to process. They introduce more density and 
more abstractness into a piece of writing that is already lexically dense and 
abstract.

Synonym strings also contribute to the density. Take the infamous 
doublets and triplets of Legalese where two or three (near) synonyms are 
strung together: act and deed; cease and desist; rest, residue and remainder; will 
and testament.

Passives
Both sub-clauses contain a high frequency of passives, especially agentless 
passives; for example, Provision … shall be made; land used or developed or 
intended to be used or developed; the number of car spaces to be provided; the 
ratio or percentage is applied; the development … shall not be commenced; the 
requisite accommodation for stationary vehicles has been provided.

The passive is a striking feature of this prose and the bête noire of many 
Plain English translators, who see it as a source of confusion for readers. 
But the problem of passives has been overstated. Here the agentless pas-
sive enables the writer to omit elements that would otherwise have to be 
stated in the active version. As we saw in Chapter 9 and earlier in this chap-
ter, agents get left out often because they are irrelevant, uninteresting, or 
because they are already obvious.

This doesn’t mean of course that writers don’t occasionally misuse 
the passive. For example, agentless passives can provide another sneaky 
strategy. Perhaps you want to down-play your involvement in a particular 
unpopular event. A sentence like the following that uses both nominaliza-
tion and passive allows you to omit any reference to yourself. The decision 
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has been made [but by whom?] to continue this line of action. Compare I have 
decided to continue this line of action. Agentless passives are also characteris-
tic of the impersonal (some would argue pretentious) style found in a lot 
of academic writing, particularly from science. And because it is reminis-
cent of more prestigious registers, it can have the effect of making even 
the most simple and mundane things sound complex and profound. Pia 
Herbert has given us a wonderful anecdote. Amidst all the excitement and 
media hype surrounding the release of the brand new Plain English version 
of the Melbourne Metropolitan Planning Scheme the following carefully 
drafted departmental memo appeared out of the offices of the former City 
of Fitzroy in Melbourne. It concerned council rubbish collection.

Refuse and rubbish shall not be collected from the site or receptacles 
thereon before the hour of 8.00 am or after the hour of 6.00 pm of any day.

Some linguistic habits die hard!

Negatives
Another earmark of Bureaucratese is a type of understatement called 
litotes, namely, the expression of an affirmative in terms of the negative 
of the contrary, e.g. a not insignificant amount; not unnaturally. If you think 
this needlessly complicates things, you’re right – it is well established that 
multiple negatives pose difficulties for cognitive processes.

Another feature is the general stacking of negatives and we see plenty 
of examples of this in the Melbourne Metropolitan Planning Scheme: the 
number of car spaces so provided is not less than …; provided any existing accom-
modation for stationary vehicles is not diminished and the purpose … does not 
differ …; Notwithstanding the provisions of paragraphs (a) and (b) hereof. The 
difficulty stems from not only overtly negative markers like not, never and 
un-, but also semantically negative words like default, diminish and negative 
connectors like unless, except, provided that and however.

10.5  Points to remember
❑❑ Different situations call for different varieties. Register is the name 
generally given to varieties associated with particular contexts or 
purposes.

❑❑ Registers can be distinguished at various levels of generality. At one 
extreme are general registers to do with physical mode – speech or writing. 
At the other extreme are highly specialized registers such as journalese 
or computer-speak – registers involving occupational varieties peculiar to 
trades, professions or any other group sharing a special interest.

❑❑ Speech and writing are very different forms of communication, each 
with their own expressive capabilities. Speech has its own repertoire of 
devices like intonation, stress, pitch, speed, silence, laughter and voice 
quality and shows a complexity in structure that is quite different from 
that of writing.
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❑❑ In addition to lexical and phonological features, registers have distinc-
tive grammatical and discourse structures.

❑❑ Features of Personal Ads Register include extensive ellipsis, parataxis, 
heavy noun phrase modification, and strings of unlike constituents.

❑❑ Features of Basketball Commentary include greater flexibility of word 
order, passives, heavy noun phrase modification, present tense and ellipsis.

❑❑ Features of Bureaucratese include lexical density, grammatical complex-
ity (hypotaxis), agentless passives, and a rich exuberance of negatives.

❑❑ Register distinctions derive from the relative distribution of linguistic 
features. For each register we can identify a bundle of frequently occur-
ring grammatical and lexical characteristics that makes that register 
distinctive.

Exercises

1.  Economy registers
Compare Personal Ads Register with another simplified or economy register. 
Identify the shared features. Your discussion should address questions like 
the following. What simplification strategies are used? What motivates the 
simplification? Are the deleted elements always recoverable or is it difficult 
to reconstruct a more elaborated version of the text?

2.  Journalese
A distinction is often made between broadsheets (newspapers for the seri-
ous reader) and tabloids (more popular newspapers). Take a report of the 
same event from two such newspapers. Describe and analyse the gram-
matical features that make each journalistic style distinctive. Do you find 
significant differences in language between these two newspaper types, or 
do you think the distinction between broadsheets and tabloids is blurring? 
Crystal and Davy have described the language of the tabloid press as ‘an 
echo of the rhythms of colloquial speech’ (1969: 185) – is this still a distinc-
tive feature of the tabloid style?

3.  Legalese
The following is a piece of Legalese. Identify the combination of features 
that is the source of confusion for readers here. Why is it so difficult to 
extract the information?

Now try your hand at writing a Plain English translation of this piece. 
What has your rewritten version done to redress the problems?

Subsection 27 (12) from the Companies (Acquisition of Shares) (Victoria) 
Code:
Where an offeree who has accepted a take-over offer that is subject to a 
prescribed condition receives a copy of a notice under sub-section (10) 
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in relation to a variation of offers under the relevant take-over scheme, 
being a variation the effect of which is to postpone for a period exceeding 
one month the time when the offeror’s obligations under the take-over 
scheme are to be satisfied, the offeree may, by notice in writing given to 
the offeror within one month after receipt of the first-mentioned notice 
and accompanied by any consideration that has been received by the 
offeree (together with any necessary documents of transfer), withdraw 
his acceptance of the offer and, where such a notice is given by the 
offeree to the offeror and is accompanied by any such consideration 
and any necessary documents of transfer, the offeror shall return to the 
offeree within 14 days after receipt of the notice, any documents that 
were sent by the offeree to the offeror with the acceptance of the offer.

4.  Spoken language
Below is a piece of spontaneous conversation. Describe the features that 
distinguish it from writing. (Review the conventions for writing spoken 
English outlined in the chapter. Also note that a question mark here 
indicates rising intonation.)

M:	 And,
M:	 as when C developed glandular fever,
M:	 and she caught glandular fever in hospital with [J]?
C:		  [Ooh].
M:	 And she thought she had post-natal depression.
M:	 … And that’s all they treated her for.
M:	 And so that was 16th of October J was born.
C:	 I expect the symptoms would be very similar.
M:	 Hmm.
C:	 Absolutely.
C:	 [Hav]ing had glandular fever.
M:	 [And] —
M:	 wasn’t diagnosed,
M:	 until the long weekend in January,
M:	 which she had actually glandular fever at the time.
M:	 … She was nearly beside herself be[cause] they would give her,
C:		  [Yes]
M:	 Amoxil,
M:	 which is a penicillin [thing].
C:		  [Yeees].
M:	 Well see it has no effect at all.
M:	 And umm,
M:	 all you need is rest.
[Many thanks to Julie Reid for this example]
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11
English worldwide

11.1  Introduction
Our world is becoming increasingly global in orientation – never before 
have we seen so many people from different language backgrounds want-
ing to chat to each other. The need for international intelligibility coupled 
with a series of geographical, cultural, economic and political episodes has 
secured – at least for the moment – the position of English as a global lingua 
franca or common language. So when Homer Simpson says English? Who 
needs that? I’m never going to England! he is way off the mark and not just 
because English is the standard language in the US. Worldwide opportuni-
ties involving trade, international travel, satellite broadcasting, the infor-
mation superhighway, world press, world stock markets and multinational 
corporations are changing the concept of the English speech community 
beyond recognition. No longer are we simply looking at a group of people 
bound together because they live close by and speak the same language. 
The world’s population is around six billion and a staggering proportion 
of this six billion are already regular users of English – approximately one 
out of every five of the world’s population speaks English to some level of 
competence. 

Recall what we said at the beginning of this book. When varieties come 
to dominate in this way, it has nothing to do with any inherent linguis-
tic superiority, but rather economic, political and social context: all along 
the way, English has been piggybacking on the British Empire, and more 
recently on American cultural and economic domination. And while the 
‘success’ of English might be good news for English speakers, we must also 
bear in mind that one of the effects of the worldwide movement of English 
and its use as an international language is widespread linguistic destruc-
tion. We are referring here to the death, or near death, of many languages 
in those places where English has taken root. 

The spread of English around the globe has triggered a burgeoning of 
diversity in the form of hybrids, dialects, nativized varieties, pidgins and 
creoles, all influenced by the many different environments and languages 
it has come in contact with. A singular designation of English is no longer 
adequate to describe a language that now involves almost every linguis-
tic area in the world. Labels like ‘Modern Englishes’, ‘World Englishes’, 
‘New Englishes’ and ‘Other Englishes’ (as well as ‘Spanglish’, ‘Frenglish’ 
and ‘Anglikaans’ and so on) are now used to cover the sorts of language 
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varieties that have sprung up as a consequence of this expansion of English 
beyond its original mother-tongue country. 

In this short chapter, there is no way we can do justice to the remark-
able range of morphosyntactic features found in the Englishes worldwide. 
We therefore restrict ourselves to a small number. We will look at Indian 
English, one of the so-called ‘New Englishes’. For people who speak this 
variety, it is usually not their first language and hence this kind of English 
is often referred to as L2 (second language) or ESL (English as a Second 
Language). We will then consider some of the typical features of the new 
contact varieties of English known as pidgins and creoles (the so-called 
‘Other Englishes’). Here we have selected three Pacific creoles that had 
their roots in earlier Melanesian Pidgin; namely, Bislama (Vanuatu), Pijin 
(Solomon Islands) and Tok Pisin (Papua New Guinea). And lest you think 
that exotic-looking morphosyntax can only be found in the new varieties 
of English, we conclude by briefly considering some striking non-standard 
features that appear in some of the Native Englishes around the world (L1 
or ENL – English as a Native Language). We will have to ignore here the 
huge number of consumers of English who frequently use it as their inter-
national language, both in work and in play (sometimes dubbed EFL speak-
ers or English as a Foreign Language). The estimated number of these users 
of English is around 100 million, but it is hard to estimate because numbers 
are growing so remarkably quickly and we are also potentially dealing with 
such a wide range of abilities – from fully competent speakers to those mil-
lions with just a smattering of English.

It is difficult in such short summaries to convey the rich diversity that 
exists in these languages. As we discussed in Chapter 1, the reality is that 
speakers from different regions, from different social classes, of different 
ages, of different occupations, of different gender identification, of dif-
ferent sexual orientation will all talk differently. People talk differently 
in different contexts, too – an informal chat, an interview, a lecture and 
so on. Labels like ‘Indian English’ or ‘Australian English’ are simply con-
venient cover terms for what are really clumps or clusters of mutually 
intelligible speech varieties. In the case of the New and Other Englishes, 
the variation is particularly striking. There are two main linguistic fac-
tors involved here: (1) the influence of local vernacular languages (which 
may or may not be the first language of speakers) and (2) contact with 
English (particularly for urban groups, a growing force of influence). 
Typically, these languages range along a continuum of varying features 
and abilities, from varieties close to Standard English in everything but 
accent (the ‘acrolects’) through to varieties that are not mutually intelli-
gible with the standard (the ‘basilects’). Situated between these two polar 
extremes, there exists a range of varieties (or ‘mesolects’). Speakers have 
command of a number of these linguistic types and use depends on the 
situation and the audience. In the grammatical sketches we provide here, 
we will be drawing features from the mesolectal and basilectal varieties, 
since these are where the morphological and syntactic innovations are 
the most interesting.
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11.2  New Englishes: Indian English
English is now the official or co-official language in more than 75 countries; 
they include places with colonial associations with Britain or America, as 
well as those without these traditional links. In many cases, the varieties 
in these regions have such distinct grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation 
and conventions of use that they are labelled ‘New Englishes’. Examples 
include Singapore English, Malaysian English, Hong Kong English and 
Indian English. The rise of these new varieties has been a major motivation 
for the status of English as a global language. New Englishes are acquiring 
speakers at such a rate that they have now outstripped the Native Englishes 
in numbers of speakers and they will have a significant role to play in shap-
ing the future world standard.

The variety we focus on here is Indian English. English came into India 
as early as 1600 with the establishment of the East India Company. Here it 
encountered a range of Indic, Dravidian, Munda and Tibeto-Burman lan-
guages, and this did much to shape the linguistic varieties that emerged. By 
the time India had received its independence from Britain in 1947, English 
was firmly entrenched. Today it enjoys associate official status and con-
tinues to play an important role in government, the courts, higher educa-
tion, the media and other public domains. Standard Indian English differs 
little in its core grammar from the mainstream standards. In the vernacu-
lar variety, however, differences are more striking and it’s these we focus 
on here. Our descriptions are based on accounts provided in Sedlatschek 
(2009) and Bhat (2008). On occasion, we also consider features from Indian 
South African English, which (as described by Mesthrie 2008) differs from 
its antecedent in India due to influence from other second language varie-
ties of English in South Africa and the substrate languages, in particular 
Tamil and Bhojpuri. (You will find these publications listed under Further 
Reading at the end of this book.)

Verbs and verb phrases
Indian English differs from Standard English in a number of salient features 
to do with tense and aspect. One is the extended use of the progressive 
beyond the standard contexts of use (as we described them in Chapter 7): 

❑❑ In place of the perfect with adverbial phrases of time:
I’m staying this house seven year.

❑❑ With stative verbs: 
You must be knowing him. 
I am understanding you.

This variety also shares with many others the generalization of the present 
perfect to simple past contexts of use. For example, the present perfect may 
occur with past time adverbials, where Standard English can only have 
simple past:
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They’ve done that three years ago.
I have read this book yesterday. 

A further difference is that in construction with since, Indian English 
uses the present where Standard English is more likely to use the perfect: 

I am here since 1972. 

There is also a more widespread use of the past perfect in contexts where 
standard usage would demand other tense forms. As the following extract 
from a student essay illustrates, one function of the past perfect is to signal 
distant pastness: 

Today if we look back around hundred years ago we will find that there had 
been a lot of change in our Indian society. Or in other words we can say that 
there had been a lot of developments in our Indian society with the adoption 
of western culture. As the time had passed western culture had given us lot of 
knowledge and ways to develop our culture. 

(Sedlatschek 2009: 266–7)

Another often cited ‘Indianism’ is variation within auxiliaries. For exam-
ple, would and could appear as polite and tentative forms in place of will 
and can: 

I would be going to New York this weekend.

Compare the standard use of these modals in interrogatives like Would 
you shut the window versus Will you shut the window. The modal may also 
appears in place of should as an expression of polite obligation: 

These mistakes may please be corrected. (These mistakes should be corrected.)

Nouns and noun phrases
A common feature of New Englishes generally is article variability. For some 
time, it was assumed that the apparent whimsical dropping or inserting of 
the articles in Indian English was simply the result of second language 
learning difficulties with Standard English articles and substrate influences 
from Hindi or Tamil: 

Let’s go to city.
He is not aware of hardship of life.
Women can prove to be a great help to the humanity. 

More recent studies, however, have uncovered a more systematic use of 
articles that has grown out of the standard system (for full details, see 
Sedlatschek 2009: Ch. 5).

We have already seen that English dialects do not necessarily see eye to 
eye as to whether nouns are individuated entities or groups of unindividu-
ated entities. In short, what is a count noun in one variety may be a mass 
noun in another and vice versa. Indian English has examples of non-count 
nouns used as count nouns, as in furnitures, apparels, deadwoods, equipments. 
However, a count noun like biscuit used as a non-count noun is less usual.
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Simple sentences 
We have seen that colloquial spoken versions of Standard English sometimes 
allow the subject pronoun to be omitted in those contexts where the refer-
ence is recoverable, like diary writing. Pro-drop (the dropping of pronouns 
in certain contexts) is much more widespread in Indian English. In vernacu-
lar Indian English, it is common in both subject and object position: 

(Question: You got the tickets?) No, sold already.
(Question: Doesn’t his wife work now somewhere?) Yes, teaches at school here 
locally. 

This variety also does not require dummy subjects it or there: 

Is clear that he will not come.
Rained yesterday only. 

Word order varies from the standard in a number of ways. Adverbials 
appear late in the clause: 

They’re late always.

Adverbials can also intervene between the verb and its complement, espe-
cially when there is some focus on the complement: 

He will buy over there tickets only.

Although the basic ordering of constituents in Indian English is Subject-
Verb-Everything Else (= SVX), a number of varieties show unusual word 
order patterns for an SVX language; these are the result of influence from 
the substrate languages. South African Indian English, for example, shows 
some use of postpositions (side, time, part, way): 

I’m going Fountain head-side tomorrow. (I’m going towards Fountain Head 
tomorrow.)
Afternoon-part gets too hot. (It gets too hot in the afternoon.) 

It also has coordination structures that are reminiscent of SXV (i.e. verb-
final) languages: 

I made rice too, I made roti too.

(Note the lack of ellipsis here and the too in clause-final position.)

In wh-interrogatives, the wh-phrase moves to the front of the clause, but 
there is no inversion of subject and operator. You might compare examples 
like the following with the colloquial (but perfectly standard) ‘how come 
construction’, which also lacks inversion (How come you’re arriving so late?). 

What he has eaten? (What has he eaten?)
When you are coming home? (When are you coming home?)

One surprising feature of vernacular Indian English is that it allows mul-
tiple wh-words in initial position (and note the order of the wh-phrases is 
object–subject): 
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What who has eaten? (Who has eaten what?) 

This variety also shows the invariant tags that we described in Chapter 5 
as occurring in varieties all round the English-speaking world: 

You are going home soon, isn’t it? 

Note that negative responses to yes–no interrogatives are answered 
positively: 

(Question: Didn’t I see you yesterday in college?) Yes, you didn’t see me yesterday 
in college.
(Question: You didn’t come on the bus?) Yes, I didn’t.

Complex sentences
Indian English shows considerable variation with respect to the possibili-
ties of subordinate clauses that are built around the to-infinitive form of the 
verb. The following is but one example: 

We are involved to collect poems. 

There are also striking differences with respect to the formation of inter-
rogative sub-clauses. Unlike Standard Indian English, vernacular varieties 
show subject–operator inversion: 

I wonder where does he work? (I wonder where he works?)
Do you know where is he going? (Do you know where he is going?)

Recall that in vernacular Indian English, regular wh-interrogatives show 
no inversion; so the general pattern of interrogative formation here is the 
mirror image of the standard pattern we outlined in Section 5.3.

Indian English has a wide variety of strategies for forming relative 
clauses. For example, in South African Indian English constructions range 
from those that are just like the standard (People who come an’ visit without 
phoning first make her cross) to some very unEnglish substrate-influenced 
structures as in People who got working here for them sons ..., which is equiva-
lent to People who’ve got sons who are working here … The following is a selec-
tion of these clauses (from Mesthrie 2008: 508–9).

Almost standard relative clauses: 

That’s the maid which one was here (That’s the maid who was here.) 
(nonstandard relative pronoun)

We talking about my friend lives down here. (We’re talking about my friend 
who lives down here.) 
(missing subject relative pronoun)

Substrate-influenced relative clauses:

Which-car they supposed to give us, someone else got it. (Someone else got the 
car which they were supposed to give us.) 
(the wh-relative has an anaphoric counterpart (here it) in the main clause; 
the full NP appears in the preceding sub-clause (here which-car).
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That’s all we had trouble. (That’s all the trouble we had.) 
(pre-nominal relative clause; no relative pronoun)

Discourse organization 
Topicalization structures are a characteristic of this variety, the most 
frequently focused constituent being the object noun phrase; adverbials 
(of time and place) are also common: 

These people I telephoned yesterday only.
Alone you came.
Change I haven’t got.
Near to Margate that is 

This word order is by no means a feature unique to Indian English but 
is widespread in colloquial varieties of even Standard English wordwide. 
We also saw examples like these in Tolkien’s writing earlier and Star Wars 
fans will immediately recognize them as Yoda’s syntax! What distinguishes 
examples like these from those that occur in the standard language, how-
ever, is that the fronting is not always triggered by discourse considerations. 
Mesthrie (p. 517) gives the example: Your tablet you took? It occurs at the 
beginning of a stretch of discourse, with no sense of givenness or contrast 
(in other words, there had been no previous discussion of illness or medica-
tion). Another distinctly Indian feature is that these topicalized structures 
also occur in sub-clauses: 

His friends know that her parents, he doesn’t like at all; Indians, I donno why 
they like that!

11.3  Other Englishes
Because of their unique development, pidgin/creole varieties are often 
labelled as ‘Other Englishes’. Generally speaking, pidgins are a type of 
makeshift language that springs up when speakers of different linguis-
tic backgrounds come into contact and need to talk. In the formation 
of a pidgin, there are always two (or more) languages that are involved, 
although the pidgin takes one language, usually the socially dominant 
one, as its point of origin for the lexicon. This language contributes most 
of the vocabulary, though significant features of the grammar are likely 
to derive from other sources. Traditionally, people thought of these lan-
guages as simply debased forms of English and they used derogatory labels 
like ‘broken English’, ‘monkey-talk’, ‘impoverished English’, even ‘lingual 
bastardization’ and ‘gibberish’. This ‘me Tarzan – you Jane’ image for pid-
gins is totally inaccurate. Pidgins quite clearly have their own grammars; 
they are not simply ‘broken’ Englishes. However, they do differ from other 
varieties in a number of respects: they aren’t anybody’s first language but 
are used when speakers venture outside their usual speech community; 
because they are used in limited contexts, pidgins lack the range of stylis-
tic variation characteristic of a normal language; they also make do with 
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reduced vocabularies and require far less complex and flexible structures 
(English-based pidgins are syntactically and morphologically much sim-
pler than the variety of English on which they are based.) 

Typically, a pidgin is short-lived. Speakers often abandon it in favour of 
the source language, or if the contact ceases, the pidgin will simply die. 
However, if the situation stabilizes, and the contact continues, change is 
typically rapid, especially in vocabulary and grammar, as the makeshift 
pidgin metamorphoses into a fully-fledged and dynamic language, able to 
serve its speakers in all kinds of settings and circumstances. In theory, it is 
straightforward to say when a pidgin ends and a creole begins. As soon as 
children in a community are brought up speaking the pidgin as their first 
language, it becomes a creole. Accordingly, a creole is simply a nativized 
pidgin. The linguistic reality, however, is another matter; linguistically it is 
impossible to say where the boundary lies. Even before a pidgin becomes 
somebody’s first language, it can develop a highly elaborated structure 
(close to that of a creole), if it is used for a number of different purposes. 
For this reason, some linguists avoid the labels ‘pidgin’ and ‘creole’ and 
refer to these varieties straightforwardly as ‘contact languages’. 

Because of their common origin, Bislama, Pijin and Tok Pisin share a 
number of characteristics and, unless we specify a creole, you can assume 
that the feature is common to all three (our descriptions here are based 
on Crowley 2008; Jourdan 2008; Smith 2008; Dutton 1985; see references 
under Further Reading). As you might predict, however, these creoles are 
now growing further apart and differences are emerging, especially because 
of contact with native vernaculars in the region. Many speakers also know 
a local variety of Standard English and switch regularly between this and 
their creole. The label ‘variety of English’ might seem problematic when 
dealing with these creoles, especially at the basilectal end of the continuum. 
The very ‘unEnglish-looking’ structures that characterize creoles, as well as 
their unique development (as contact languages resulting from pidgins), 
set them apart. There is also the question of the lack of mutual compre-
hension – creoles have their own distinctive grammars, and when spoken 
by fluent speakers are not mutually intelligible with Standard English. The 
speakers themselves would never call their language a kind of English. 
Nonetheless, these contact languages share vocabulary and grammatical 
features that align them with the English of the international community. 
All can be said to have some sort of historical connection to the group of 
continental Germanic dialects that ended up in the British Isles sometime 
in the fifth century AD, and for this reason we have included them here.

Verbs and verb phrases
Contact situations are generally calamitous for inflectional morphology. 
We need only look at English to see how contact with French and Norse 
speakers had the effect of bringing about a speedy end to inflections already 
undermined by normal phonological processes. Not surprisingly then, 
these contact varieties all display limited morphology for both nouns and 



English worldwide

275

verbs. However, as the creoles stabilize they start creating new verbal mor-
phology via the normal processes of language change. Often these devel-
opments involve the reanalysis of what were originally English lexical and 
grammatical forms. For example, these creoles all add some kind of suffix 
-Vm (where V = vowel) to the end of (most) transitive verbs. This represents 
the reanalysis of the third person singular masculine object pronoun him. 
Here are some examples from Tok Pisin:

dring (to be drinking)	 dringim (to drink (something))
marit (be married)	 maritim (to marry (someone))
gaiman (to be lying)	 giamanim (to deceive (someone)) 
	 (early slang – gammon ‘humbug, rubbish’)

This has become an extremely productive suffix in these languages and 
any new verbs entering the language (from, say, English) will appear with 
-Vm; for example, Bislama imel-im ‘email (someone)’. However, there is a 
group of typically common usage transitive verbs, such as, save ‘know’ and 
luk ‘see’, which regularly appear without any suffix. (This sort of aberrant 
behaviour suggests that something interesting is going on with this group 
of verbs.)

Verbs are typically unmarked for tense. Depending on the context, 
Bislama Mi kam can mean ‘I am coming’, ‘I came’ or ‘I will come’. If neces-
sary, speakers can add extra sentence modifiers such as bin or bae to indi-
cate either past or future time: Mi bin kam ‘I came’ and Bae mi kam ‘I will 
come’. Increasingly, it is becoming normal to include this sort of informa-
tion, even when it is clear from context. For example, Tok Pisin has now 
quite a range of temporal, aspectual and modality particles (usually prever-
bal). Some of these are listed below – see if you can make out the English 
words that have given rise to these grammatical forms.

bai/baimbai (future)
laik (proximal future)
bin (past) 
klosap (inceptive) 
pinis (perfect)
save (habitual)
stap (continuous) 
inap (ability)
ken (permission) 
mas (necessity)

In the creoles of this area, reduplication is widespread as a productive 
feature of verb morphology and one that is markedly different from other 
varieties of English. It is usually partial reduplication, involving the repeti-
tion of the first syllable or first two syllables of the verb root (or material 
from these syllables). The pattern is generally used to indicate intensity, 
duration or repetition of an action; for example Pijin kra/karae ‘cry’ versus 
kakarae ‘cry continuously’. It can also express reciprocal action, as in 
Bislama save ‘know’ versus savsave ‘know each other’. 
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These languages have a range of negators that generally appear in front 
of the verb and any tense markers (without do-support). For example, 
Bislama has no which can combine with the emphatic marker nating or 
wanpis after the verb: 

You no save kam. (You cannot come.)
Mi no bin toktok nating. (I didn’t talk at all.) 

Nouns and noun phrases
Before we launch into the structure of noun phrases, first a note about 
pronouns. The pronominal paradigms of these creoles are at the same time 
more simple and more complex than what we find in the standard lan-
guage. While forms are not distinguished for case or for gender (for exam-
ple, Bislama third person hem is gender neutral), the systems generally allow 
for a much more elaborate set of distinctions involving dual and some-
times also trial number. Hence, the two-way number system of English has 
been expanded into a four-way system: singular (= one), dual (= two), trial 
(= three) and plural (= more than three). First person non-singular forms 
also distinguish between something called ‘inclusive’ and ‘exclusive’. This 
is a handy feature. Say, someone said to you We’re going now, you cannot 
be sure whether you are included in this we or not. Bislama forms like the 
following make the meaning explicit:

yumitu(fala) (first dual, including you)
yumitrifala (first trial, including you)
yumi (first plural, including you)
mitufala (first dual, excluding you)
mitrifala (first trial, excluding you)
mifala (first plural, excluding you) 

These categorial distinctions have clearly arisen via influence from the sub-
strate languages and they overcome the ambiguity of the first person plural 
pronoun in Standard English.

Number on nouns tends to be implicit in the context and if it is indicated 
at all, it is generally not on the noun but via some kind of freestanding quan-
tifier, such as olketa/olgeta ~ ol ‘all’. In these languages, the shortened form 
ol is well on its way to becoming a plural marker (e.g. Bislama olgata man ‘all 
the people/men’ versus ol man ‘people, men’). Pressure of Standard English 
is also seeing a handful of nouns being marked both morphologically and 
analytically (i.e. via a freestanding form); e.g. Pijin olketa gels ‘the girls’.

Possessive constructions in these contact varieties generally show the 
possessor following the possessed, connected by a freestanding marker (a 
preposition) such as blong/blo/bl- (from English belong). For example, Pijin 
Mam blong mi ‘my mother’. This preposition also signals a number of other 
relationships between two noun phrases. The following examples come 
from Bislama:

Bae mi katem bred blo yu (I will cut the bread for you = benefactive) 
Man blo smok (smoker = characteristic association)
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Standard English nouns are either definite or indefinite (the chicken 
versus a chicken). This is not the case for the creoles, however. For exam-
ple, Pijin kokorako can mean ‘a/the chicken’. However, if speakers want to 
include this information, they can draw from elsewhere, such as numerals 
and demonstratives. This is an area of rapid change in these languages and 
many of these forms are well on their way to developing into determiners. 
In Pijin, for example, the quantifier wanfala ‘one’ is currently being reana-
lysed as an indefinite singular article and the demonstrative pronoun ia 
(from English here) as a definite article, as in Man ia mi lukim long sip ‘I saw 
the/this man in the ship’.

In these languages, the class of true adjectives is small. Indeed, given 
the overall paucity of inflectional morphology and the fact that adjectives 
often reduplicate according to the same patterns as verbs, it is sometimes 
difficult to make a clear distinction between these two word classes. (Note, 
reduplication in adjectives usually has some kind of intensifying quality, as 
in Bislama fas ‘stuck’ versus fasfas ‘well and truly stuck’.) Generally adjec-
tives will appear before the noun and often with a derivational suffix such 
as Tok Pisin -pela (or -pla) and Pijin -fala (from English fellow). For example: 

Dispela tupela naispela liklik pik. (These two nice little pigs.)

A handful of (often intensifying) adjectives follow, as in:

tok nogut (bad language)
man nating (just an ordinary man)
tok Inglis (English language)

Simple sentences
The various offspring of Melanesian Pidgin have in common what can be 
thought of as some kind of verb phrase marker i (sometimes called a ‘predi-
cate marker’). It cannot be translated in English, although clearly it has its 
origin in the third person English pronoun he, originally as part of some 
sort left dislocation structure (e.g. That fellow, he’s a fool).The following 
examples come from Tok Pisin:

Kakiri i wokabaut long rot. Em i lukim wantok. (Kakiri is walking along the 
road. She sees a friend.) 

Elements of the earlier topicalization construction are still apparent. For 
one, i is systematically excluded after first and second person subjects, as 
evident in examples like Tok Pisin mi kam, yu kam ‘I come, you come’ 
versus em i kam ‘s/he comes’. However, the development has already taken 
it a long way from its original focus construction and it is a hotly debated 
grammatical feature of these languages. 

The constituent order of these creoles is basically SVX. Pronominal 
objects (especially those with inanimate reference) are often omitted, as 
in Bislama: 

Mi laikem. (I like (it).)



Introducing English Grammar

278

Similarly, third person singular subjects can be unexpressed, the only signal 
being the predicate marker i. Hence: 

Em i laik-em ~ i laik-em. ((S/he) likes (it).) 

Creoles typically lack a copula corresponding to English be. Equational 
sentences are therefore non-verbal constructions involving the simple jux-
taposition of the topic and comment noun phrase or adjective phrase, as 
in the following Pijin example:

Mami blong mi siki. (My mother (is) sick.) 

However, these sorts of sentences are more usually expressed as a topicali-
zation construction, where the topic constituent is followed by a pronoun 
and then the predicate marker, as in Bislama:

Tija blo skul hem i no man blo smok. (The teacher of the school (s)he is not 
a smoker.)

These languages all use rising intonation to form a yes–no interrogative. 
There is also a variety of invariant tags, such as no, e or o(wat). For example, 
(Bislama): 

Bae you kam, no? (Will you come?)

Open interrogatives also lack inverted word order. Moreover, the forms 
that correspond to the English ‘wh-words’ (for example Melanesian Pidgin 
wanem ‘what’) do not necessarily move to the front of the sentence, but 
remain in the structural position of the corresponding declarative. The 
following example (from Bislama) has the same structure as the Standard 
English echo question that speakers use when they find a piece of news 
astonishing (as we mentioned in Chapter 5, this structure is also used by 
quiz masters and police interrogators): 

Yu wokem wanem? (What did you do?; literally, You did what?) 

In Bislama, the wh-word can be fronted to form a more strongly expressed 
interrogative, but note there is no subject–verb inversion: 

Wanem yu wokem? (What did you do?; literally, What you did?)

Complex predicates and sentences
These contact varieties share a characteristically paratactic structure; in 
other words, clauses are strung together, either without any linking item 
at all or linked by some sort of coordinating element, such as Bislama mo 
‘and’ or be ‘but’ (see discussion of paratactic style in Section 10.2). A strik-
ing characteristic is also something called the serial verb construction. 
Typically this involves a series of verbs with no marker conjoining them. 
There is a single subject preceding both verbs and potentially a single object 
following both verbs. Moreover, where there is a predicate marker i, it only 
appears once and has scope over the entire verb series. The following is an 
example from Tok Pisin:
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Em i brunim rausim ol pipia. (S/he swept away the rubbish.) 

There are other construction types where the verb sequences are less tight, 
as in this next Bislama example: 

Kali i send-em buk i kam. (Kali sent the book hither.)

It is important to note that the Standard English go see and come see con-
structions come nowhere near the extensive patterns of verb serialization 
that are found in these languages. These constructions represent a signifi-
cant typological divergence from English and gain their motivation prima-
rily from the languages they have come in contact with in their respective 
regions. 

Subordinate clauses are indicated by a range of markers that have 
emerged (or grammaticalized) from prepositions, such as for/fo, blong/blo 
and long/lo. For example, in Bislama, blo(ng) is used to introduce a purpose 
clause (= ‘in order to’) and lo(ng) a that-clause:

Mi kam blo harim nius. (I came to hear the news.)

Mi inters lo pem trak. (I am interested in buying the car.)

An interesting development is the reanalysis of the Melanesian Pidgin 
form se (< say). This was originally used at the start of clauses introducing 
indirect speech (e.g. Bislama Mi talem lo hem se bae mi kam ‘I told him/
her that I would come’), but is in the process of extending its contexts to 
include a range of complement clauses beyond locutions. The following 
example also comes from Bislama: 

Mi hop se bai yu kam. (I hope that you will come.)

Like Standard English, these creoles have various ways of forming rela-
tive clauses. One is by simple embedding with no overt marking, as in the 
following Tok Pisin examples:

Mi lukim dok i ranim pik bilong me. (I saw the dog (that) chased my pig.)
Tupla brata mama i bin dai stap wantain papa. (The two brothers (whose) 
mother had died lived with their father.) 

They have also developed a number of optional relatives markers (usu-
ally from pronouns), such as husat (‘who’) and, more commonly, we or wea 
(‘where’), as in the following Tok Pisin examples:

Mi lukim bas we i bagarup. (I saw the bus that was broken down.)
Yu lukim ol manki husat i sutim muruk bilong mi? (Did you see the boys who 
shot my cassowary?)

Non-subject noun phrases often leave a pronoun copy that appears in 
place of the deleted co-referential noun phrase. Below is a final example 
from Tok Pisin. Note that longen here is the unstressed form of the preposi-
tional phrase long em (literally, ‘to it’):

Yu putim kago long dispela ples we diwai i sanap longen. 
(Put the goods in the place where the tree is standing (in it).) 
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Discourse organization
Speakers frequently manipulate word order, exploiting different sequences 
of noun phrases to highlight or to contrast more salient information. Speech 
exchanges are typically full of different kinds of highly topic-oriented 
structures, such as fronting (with or without special focus markers), left- 
and right-dislocation. While such expressiveness is typical of spontaneous 
spoken language generally, it is the relative frequency and the special com-
bination of these features that make these Englishes different from more 
mainstream varieties. Not surprisingly, these languages typically do not 
have a passive construction. Instead, fronting is used as a device for focus-
ing the object. For example, the English sentence My car was stolen by the 
youth would be rendered in Bislama as the following (here we’ve provided 
a glossed example so you can follow the syntax more easily):

Trak	 blo	 mi	  boe	 ya	 i	 stil-im 
car	 belong	 me	 youth	 here	 predicate marker	 steal-transitive

Summary 
It is not only between the creoles in Vanuatu, Solomon Islands and Papua 
New Guinea that linguistic similarities exist. English-based creoles in the 
Pacific and Australasian regions generally, indeed worldwide, share strik-
ing resemblances, most dramatically in their grammars. Examples of these 
shared features include the following:

❑❑ Little in the way of grammatical morphology: plural and possessive 
noun suffixes typically omitted; no concord between subject and verb 
in the present tense; past tense expressed with the base form of the verb.

❑❑ Invariable tag questions like isn’t it, init, ini, ana and na.
❑❑ Main and auxiliary verb be is often omitted.
❑❑ Particles often used to indicate plurality.
❑❑ Possession expressed by the juxtaposition of the possessor and possessed 
noun phrases, or by some particle.

❑❑ Particles used to signal tense and aspect; e.g. been/bin for past; gon(na) or 
gotta for future.

❑❑ Serial verb constructions common.
❑❑ No case distinctions for pronouns.
❑❑ He/she often used as a general third person singular. 
❑❑ Elaborate pronoun system, distinguishing, for example, dual and plural 
and inclusive and exclusive first person.

❑❑ Prepositions are frequently omitted.
❑❑ Frequent use of repetition for rhetorical effect.

As you probably have observed, many of these grammatical features can 
also be found in non-standard varieties of English around the world and we 
return to this point later in the chapter.
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11.4 Variation in the native Englishes 
Trudgill and Chambers (1991) contain a treasure trove of articles that deal 
with grammatical variation in some of the more mainstream native English 
dialects, or what might be described as ‘traditional dialects’ (see also chap-
ters in Kortmann et al. 2004). Because space is limited, we confine ourselves 
to only a handful of the most strikingly different features. 

Some of these dialects have very different pronominal systems. The tra-
ditional dialects of the south-west of England (and also their descendents 
in Newfoundland) must have one of the most perplexing features for speak-
ers of Standard English – a construction dubbed ‘pronoun exchange’ (Ossi 
Ihalainen’s term). Here the subject pronouns appear in object function (or 
other functions needing the non-subject form); similarly, object pronouns 
can appear in subject function (although there are restrictions here): 

Give it to he, not they – her don’t need it.
Us don’ think naught about things like that.
You remember he?
He never interfered with I.

Other dialects show a gender system in pronoun assignment (where 
‘gender’ refers to morphosyntactic classes of nouns). As described by 
Pawley (2004), in vernacular Australian English (most notably that spoken 
in Tasmania), the appearance of the pronominal forms he and she is trig-
gered, not just by animate nouns (like girl and boy), but also by inanimate 
nouns (furniture, tools, body parts, plants and so on). For example, items 
of food and drink, and body parts (other than male genitals) are feminine; 
trees and other plants are masculine: 

I put ‘er [= the bottle of beer] down that bloody quick that I blew the top off ‘er.
And [he] took ‘er [= leg of lamb] in and put ‘er on the plate.
She [= a wisdom tooth] was no use to me anyway, so I ‘ad her out.
The snottygobble [= parasitic creeper] is into this one, but ‘e’s not goin to kill ‘im. 

Some traditional dialects show remarkable differences with respect to 
the verbal system. A fine example is the so-called ‘double modal’ construc-
tion. As we saw in Chapter 6, speakers of Standard English have a strict 
requirement that only one modal verb may appear in a sentence. In the 
American English of the South, Scots and some north-eastern dialects of 
English, sentences like the following are commonplace:

He might could do it.
He should can do it. 
You might oughta do that.

If you are struggling to understand what these might mean, all you need 
to do is unpack the modal verbs. He might could do it suggests ‘he probably 
could do it’; He should can do it something like ‘He ought to be able to do it’ 
and the might combined with oughta in the third example makes the obli-
gation less forceful. If you think these are confusing, try the triple modal 
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construction that is found in some varieties of Scots (and also occasionally 
in southern American English): 

He’ll might could do it for you.
He’ll should can come in the morn. 

Again, unpack the meanings of the modals and the sentences become ‘He 
might be able to do it for you some time in the future’ and ‘It’s likely that 
he’ll be able to come tomorrow’. Scots even allows something like He might 
used to could do it. Subtle nuances of meaning can be captured very neatly 
by these compound modal constructions – and with time you’ll might 
could get used to it!

Without a doubt, the vast majority of native English speakers around 
the world differ most in terms of phonology – features of accent are what 
most obviously distinguish these varieties. Nonetheless, when we take into 
account the full gamut of variation, it is clear that some remarkable diver-
sity also exists in English structure. We have only been able to give you a 
taste here.

11.5 Vernacular universals
Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi (2004) set out to identify the most frequent 
grammatical features in nonstandard varieties of English around the world 
(see also Szmrecsanyi and Kortmann 2009). On the basis of the seven 
regions they examined (British Isles, America, Caribbean, Pacific, Australia, 
Africa, Asia), they identified, as they put it, the ‘true candidates for what 
Chambers has dubbed ‘vernacular universals’ (p. 1142). Below are listed 
the 12 most frequent grammatical features (and in brackets are the number 
of varieties showing these). 

Worldwide Top 12 grammatical features (based on 46 varieties)
(1)	 Lack of inversion in main clause yes/no questions. (41 varieties)

(You get the point?)
(2)	 Me instead of I in coordinate subjects. (40 varieties)

(Me and my brother were late. / My brother and me were late.) 
(3)	 Never as a past tense negator. (40 varieties)

(He never did it [= he didn’t do it].)
(4)	 Adverbs same form as adjectives. (39 varieties)

(Come quick.)
(5)	 Absence of plural marking after measure nouns. (37 varieties)

(four pound, five year)
(6)	 Lack of inversion/lack of auxiliaries in wh-questions. (36 varieties)

(What you doing?)
(7)	 Multiple negation/negative concord. (35 varieties)

(He won’t do no harm.)
(8)	 Degree modifier adverbs lack -ly. (35 varieties)

(That’s real good.)
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(9)	 Special forms of phrases for the second person plural pronoun. (34 
varieties)
(youse, y’all, you ’uns, you guys, yufela etc.)

(10)	 Levelling of difference between present perfect and simple past. (34 
varieties)
(Some of us have been years ago.)

(11)	 Double comparatives and superlatives. (34 varieties)
(That’s so much more easier to follow.)

(12)	 Irregular use of articles. (33 varieties)
(I had nice garden; I had the toothache.)

(Based on Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2004: 1154–55)

Many of the above are also universals (or near universals) for New 
Englishes generally; to these might be added the following six. These are 
among the most salient features from Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi’s top 
nineteen features from the eleven L2 varieties (English as a second lan-
guage) in their sample. 

Some Additional Top L2 Features (based on 11 varieties)
(1)	 Wider range of uses of the progressive. (10 varieties)

(I’m liking this.)
(2)	 Inverted word order in indirect questions. (10 varieties)

(I’m wondering what are you gonna do.)
(3)	 Resumptive/shadow pronouns. (10 varieties)

(This is the house which I’ve painted it anyway.)
(4)	 Zero past tense forms of regular verbs. (10 varieties)

(I walk [= I walked])
(5)	 Invariant non-concord tags. (9 varieties)

(We’ve missed something here, isn’t it?)
(6)	 Invariant don’t for all persons in the present tense. (8 varieties)

(He don’t like me.)
(Based on Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2004: 1188–89)

All of the above features appear in educated speech somewhere in the 
English-speaking world. Many crop up in the spoken standards we are 
familiar with (British and Australian English) and you have probably iden-
tified some as occurring in your own speech. Some like the following are 
well on their way to becoming standard:

(1)	 The adverb never (Worldwide feature 3) appears in 40 out of the 46 
in Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi’s list. The Standard English negator 
not/-n’t is ripe for renewal and never is a likely candidate to replace it. 

(2)	 The more extensive use of the present perfect (Worldwide feature 10) 
is on the increase in native varieties of English around the world. 
Indeed, many relatives of English (such as Yiddish and Pennsylvania 
German) have already lost past tense forms altogether. The seeds for 
this particular change appear to have been sown long ago in the 
parent language. 
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(3)	 Invariant non-concord tags (L2 feature 5 above) like isn’t it?, init are 
taking the place of standard tags like weren’t they, didn’t she and so 
on in colloquial native Englishes globally. Others, such as right?, eh?, 
ok?, you know?, huh?, are already well-established. (Compare forms 
in other languages such as nicht?, nicht wahr? and gel? in German.) 

(4)	 The expansion of the progressive (L2 feature 1) is also underway in 
Standard English. As discussed in Section 6.2, the simple present 
tense is used for events that happen regularly. The progressive is step-
ping in to fill its shoes and extending beyond its original function 
of expressing on-going action (a development well-attested in other 
languages). 

11.6 The future of Standard English
No one nation can any longer be said to ‘own’ English, and no one 
nation’s anxieties over local norms of usage will make much impact in 
a world where diverse regional standards are the norm, and where the 
Internet provides these varieties with new levels of public display. A new 
intellectual sociolinguistic climate is slowly but surely being formed […] 

(Crystal 2006: 412) 

Developments in the twenty-first century are doing much to challenge the 
authority of Standard English. For one, standards are hard to maintain for 
a language that has established itself in almost every corner of the globe. 
In countries such as Britain, the US and Australia, distinct regional stand-
ards have been around long enough for considerable regional variation 
and social variation to emerge. Globalization is also fostering new socially-
defined ethnic variation in these countries. Massive flows of people, 
including tourists, refugees and migrants, have produced an intermixing 
of people and cultures that is unprecedented. Culture and language at the 
local level have been changed irrevocably by this ‘inter-national’ move-
ment of people. And as each individual group seeks to assert its own iden-
tity, different ethnic varieties of English have become an important means 
of signalling the group boundaries. 

However, it is in those regions where English has established a strong 
non-native presence that diversity is the richest. Countries such as Africa, 
the Pacific, South and South East Asia have extensive regional variation, 
reflecting the expansion of English geographically in these areas. There is 
also widespread social and idiolectal variation, reflecting factors such as 
ethnicity and education. Of particular relevance here is the influence of 
local vernacular languages, which may or may not be the first language of 
speakers. 

The other pressure on the standard comes from computer-mediated 
communication and the simple fact that the written language is losing its 
clout. As we saw in the previous chapter, in E-speak we find features such 
as ellipsis and the sorts of highly topic-oriented structures that are charac-
teristic of spoken language. Moreover, writers on the Internet don’t usually 
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experience the sort of drafting processes and layers of editorial intervention 
that reinforce the distinction between speech and writing. Here we find the 
sort of far-reaching variation that existed long before standardization and 
long before there was any autonomous prose style – regional, social, even 
idiolectal variation is rampant on the net. The features of fast and furious 
speech have broken through the lines and now appear in writing, just as 
they did in the manuscripts of medieval English and earlier. 

You can read the works of, say, Jane Austen, or even Jonathan Swift 
(both writers in the Early Modern English period), but someone in their 
day would read only with great difficulty the writing of the medieval liter-
ary figure Geoffrey Chaucer, some 300 years earlier. With standardization 
and the powerful authority of writing, the normal processes of linguis-
tic change are retarded, perhaps even reversed. However, this influence is 
now waning. Everything points to greater variety, less standardization, the 
increasing influence of the newer varieties of English and the diminishing 
authority of native speakers. Non-native speakers are now outnumbering 
native speakers three to one (cf. Crystal 2006a; McArthur 2006). It is not 
even clear whether such labels as ‘native speaker’ and ‘non-native speaker’, 
‘New English’, ‘Other English’ and so on remain appropriate for a linguistic 
ecosystem where English is commonly spoken as a second first language. 
The sociolinguistic situation is far more complex than these simple labels 
suggest. In short, globalization, together with colloquialization, liberali-
zation and the electronic revolution mean de-standardization; informal, 
non-standard, unedited English is going public and the audiences have 
become more receptive.

Any language change represents a complex network of different influ-
ences, involving the interaction of typological, functional, phonologi-
cal, socio-cultural, psychological and external contact factors. Predicting 
change is always tricky. We can take note of what we imagine to be changes 
underway, but we can never be sure they will run their full course. There 
is always the human wild-card factor, too. As Crystal (2006b: 432) put it 
recently: ‘Fashions count, in language, as anywhere else’. He goes on to 
suggest that, as the numbers of mother-tongue speakers further decline, 
so we may well see linguistic fashions being started by second-language, 
foreign-language and creole/pidgin speakers (already evident in rap lyrics). 
Consider features such as lack of number agreement (the teacher/teach-
ers shout), variation in the count/non-count distinction (staffs, furnitures, 
equipments), auxiliary be ellipsis (She crying a lot), habitual be (he be sick) and 
also very ‘unEnglish-looking’ structures like nominal/adjectival reduplica-
tion (different-different things) and say-based complementizers (Dat mean say 
… ‘That means that …’). All reflect natural processes of change and, though 
not yet candidates for vernacular universals, do not rule out the possibility 
of these becoming part of some local standard, first in speech and later in 
writing. And with increasing international contacts, it is also conceivable 
that any one of these will one day slip out of the national and into the 
international arena to become part of a Standard English spoken all around 
the world.
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11.7  Points to remember
❑❑ Recent trends in globalization indicate two distinct effects of the global 
village. While there is greater conformity appearing at the global level 
(World English), diversity continues to thrive at the local level.

❑❑ The worldwide spread of English illustrates the different effects of these 
homogenizing/differentiating forces. Globalization requires interna-
tional intelligibility (a world standard). The preservation of national 
identity, however, fosters diversity (distinctive Englishes). 

❑❑ Speakers who are traditionally associated with English (L1 speakers) are 
speakers of English as a Native Language (ENL). Native Englishes include 
British English, Scottish English, American English, New Zealand English 
and Australian English.

❑❑ Speakers of the New Englishes (L2 speakers) are regular users of English as 
a Second Language (ESL). Included here are Singapore English, Malaysian 
English, Indian English, Nigerian English and Hong Kong English.

❑❑ Speakers of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) include the growing 
number of people who speak English as a foreign language. They belong 
to an expanding circle of nations such as China, Egypt, Japan, Indonesia, 
Thailand, Saudi Arabia and Taiwan.

❑❑ The label ‘Other Englishes’ refers to English-based pidgin and creole 
varieties around the world. These varieties aren’t degenerate forms of 
‘broken’ English. They have their own distinctive linguistic features and 
styles and are the result of English in contact with other languages.

❑❑ Developments in the twenty-first century are doing much to challenge 
the authority of the Standard. Globalization, colloquialization, liberali-
zation and the electronic revolution point to greater variety, less stand-
ardization, the increasing influence of the newer varieties of English and 
the diminishing authority of the Native Englishes. 

Exercises

1. Singapore English
Here is a transcript of a police taped conversation between Teo (who later 
served 20 months in jail for soliciting sexual favours from two shop-
lifting suspects) and Yap (one of the alleged shoplifters). The transcript 
shows that Singlish (Singapore English) has a number of quite distinctive 
characteristics.

Teo	 (sigh) Something very big has ... happened.
Yap	 What thing happen? I know at my client’s place, know? 
Teo	 ... Uh, I’m now under investigation.
Yap	 Why you are now under investigation?
Teo	 Yeah by ... CPIB.
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Yap	 Why?
Teo	 I just got the news.
Yap	 What news?
Teo	 I don’t know what, I don’t know what case. Just ... just now around 

four o’clock, I was being called up.
Yap	 Call up by who?
Teo	 Okay. One of my, one of my CIO lah.
Yap	 Who’s your, who’s your CIO?
Teo	 Don’t ask who lah! Why you ask ask ask?
Yap	 You so fierce for what?
Teo	 I’m not fierce okay. I’m very blur now okay! I’m very messy

now!
Yap	 Okay, okay, okay, okay.
Teo	 So just now he asked me to rush back home first and clear all the 

stuff in my house lah, what ... what ... ever police thing that I got 
bring back home, the notes and so on lah. So he asked me to clear 
all this sort of thing lah ...

Yap	 But you don’t know why they investigate you or whatever shit?
Teo	 I don’t know who the hell is the one who go and lodge the case 

with them or whatever lah.
Yap	 You left your house already, now you are outside?
Teo	 Yes! I have done all the thing, burn all the thing ready. Can we 

don’t talk on the phone because I’m ... I know how they work, 
you see? They might tap on the tape, the phone and so on. I don’t 
know if they have tap the phone yet. 

(Ooi 1999)

Rewrite this extract into Standard English and comment on any features of 
Singlish that strike you as being very different. Make note of any variation 
you find in this passage, for example where both Standard English and 
Singlish features appear side by side.

2.  Singapore English
Here is an extract from a satirical piece on Singlish written by Chua Mui 
Hoong. Much of the humour comes from the fact that she crams as many 
Singlish features in her writing as she can. Rewrite this passage into Standard 
English and describe the features of Singlish that appear here.

I tell you, Singlish very good. English ah take so long. Singlish faster. Like 
I talk to my children like that. 

The ang moh [= white person], their tongue can say all those long 
sentence. From birth they talk like that what. We all Singaporean tongue 
different, shorter lah. [...] 

I dunno why they say Singlish so bad. Everybody in Singapore talk 
Singlish what. [...] 

If you not in business, like me, not lawyer, not those big shot, speak 
so good English for what? Let people laugh at you only. 
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Like my son. He say his class got this boy talk perfect English, every
body make fun of him. I tell my son, you don’t anyhow laugh. Next time 
you go to work you also have to speak like that. He make face, say eeee, 
dowan.

I tell him ah boy, listen to Pa-pa. You learn your English good good, 
don’t become like me. 

(Ooi 1991)

3. Tok Pisin
The following conversation in Tok Pisin (as spoken in Papua New Guinea) 
illustrates some typical creole features. Read through this text and describe 
the non-standard grammatical features you find here.

Mi planim kon	 I’m planting corn
Sapoti i wok long gaden. 	 Sapoti is working in the garden.
Heni i kamap na em i tok.	 Heni comes up to them and says:

H:	E, Sapoti, yu wokim wanem?	 Hey, Sapoti, what are you doing?
S:	 Mi planim kon.	 I’m planting corn.
H:	Yu planim kaukau tu?	� Are you planting sweet potatoes 

too?
S:	 Nogat. Bihain.	 No. Later.
H:	Orait inap mi halivim yu. 	 All right. Can I help?
S:	 Gutpela. Yumitupela wok wantaim!	 Great. Let’s work together!

(Dutton 1985: 5)

4.  Grammatical description
In Further Reading at the end of this book, you will find references for 
grammatical descriptions of non-standard varieties of English spoken all 
round the world. Select one of these varieties and in 1000–1500 words give 
a brief account of the grammar of this language. Focus on those features 
that are most strikingly different from Standard English. As part of your 
account, you should also identify any of the features that occur in the col-
loquial versions of your own English (especially those that might be char-
acterized as ‘vernacular universals’). 
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Further reading

Included here is a collection of additional readings to start you off on topics 
that might interest you further. Rather than give these chapter by chapter, 
we have organized them according to various topics. You will also find here 
references that have been given in the chapters. 

General references on language and 
linguistics
Aitchison, J. 1983: The articulate mammal. New York: Universe Books.
Blake, B. 2007: Playing with words: humour in the English language. London: 

Equinox.
Blake, B. 2008: All about language. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bauer, L., Holmes, J. and Warren, P. 2006: Language matters. London: Pal-

grave MacMillan.
Bolinger, D. 1975: Aspects of language. (2nd edn) New York: Harcourt Brace 

Jovanovich.
Bolinger, D. 1980: Language: the loaded weapon. Harlow: Longman.
Crystal, D. 1987: The Cambridge encyclopedia of language. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press.
Hudson, R. 1984: Invitation to linguistics. Oxford: Blackwell.
Parker, F. and Riley, K. 2005: Linguistics for non-linguists: a primer with exer-

cises. (4th edn) Boston: Pearson Longman.
Radford, A., Atkinson, M., Britain, D., Clahsen, H. and Spencer, A. 1999: 

Linguistics: an introduction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Rowe, B. and Levine, D. 2009: A concise introduction to linguistics. (2nd edn) 

Boston: Pearson Longman.
Yule, G. 2006: The study of language. (3rd edn) Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press.

Major grammars of English
Biber, D., Johansson, S., Leech, G., Conrad, S., and Finegan, E. 1999: Long-

man grammar of spoken and written English. London: Longman.
Huddleston, R. and Pullum, G. K. 2002: The Cambridge grammar of the Eng-

lish language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Quirk, R., Greenbaum, S., Leech, G. and Svartvik, J. 1985: A comprehensive 

grammar of the English language. London: Longman.
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General references on English
Bolton, W.F. and Crystal, D. (eds) 1987: The English language. Harmonds-

worth: Penguin.
Burridge, K. 2004: Blooming English: observations on the roots, cultivation and 

hybrids of the English language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Burridge, K. 2005: Weeds in the garden of words: further observations on the 

tangled history of the English language. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Burridge, K. 2010: Gift of the gob: morsels of English language history. Sydney: 
ABC Books (Harper Collins Publishers).

Crystal, D. 1995: The Cambridge encyclopedia of the English language. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Culpeper, J. (ed.) 2009: English language: description, variation and context. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan. (with P. Kerswill, R. Wodak, F. Katamba 
and T. McEnery)

McArthur, T. (ed.) 1992: The Oxford companion to the English language. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Introductions to syntax and morphology
Bauer, L. 1983: English word formation. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.
Borsley, R. 1998: Syntactic theory: a unified approach (2nd edn). London: Arnold.
Katamba, F. 1993: Morphology. London: Macmillan.
Tallerman, M. 2005: Understanding syntax. (2nd edn) London: Hodder 

Arnold/OUP.

History of English and historical linguistics
Aitchison, J. 1991: Language change: progress or decay. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press.
Algeo, J and Pyles, Th. (eds) 2010: The origins and development of the English 

language. (6th edn) Boston: Wadsworth
Barber, C. 1993: The English language: a historical introduction. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.
Bauer, L. 1994: Watching English change. London: Longman.
Baugh, A.C. and Cable, T. 2002: A history of the English language. (5th edn) 

London: Routledge.
Blake, N.F. 1996: A history of the English language. London: Macmillan.
Crowley, T. 1993: An introduction to historical linguistics. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.
Denison, D. 1995: Historical English syntax. London: Longman.
Graddol, D. et al. 1996: English: history, diversity and change. London: 

Routledge.
Hogg, R. and Denison, D. (eds) 2006: A history of the English language. Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press
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Hopper, P. and Closs Traugott, E. 1993: Grammaticalization. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

McCrum, R., Cran, W. and MacNeil, R. 1991: The story of English. (revised 
edition) London/Boston: Faber & Faber and BBC.

Mugglestone, L. (ed.) 2006: The Oxford history of English. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

McMahon, A. 1995: Understanding language change. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Strang, B.M.H. 1970: A history of English. London: Methuen.
The Cambridge history of the English language. Vols 1–6. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press.
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Glossary

Adjective

A category of words which includes words like hungry, intelligent and wick-
ed. The ability to occur in comparative and superlative forms is character-
istic of many adjectives (hungrier–hungriest, more intelligent–most intelligent). 
Adjectives can often be turned into adverbs by the addition of the deriva-
tional affix -ly.

Adverb

A category which includes words like hungrily and slowly. Like adjectives, 
they are often gradable: more hungrily–most hungrily.

Adverbial

The function which answers questions like when, where, why or how but not 
what or who. Adverbials tend to be optional: Fido chased the cat for three 
hours/behind the fence/because it has teased him.

Affixes

Morphemes that can be added to a stem to form a more complex word. 
They are classified according to where they appear with regard to the stem: 
suffixes follow the stem (e.g. -ed, -s, -ing in cooked, cooks, cooking), prefixes 
precede the stem; e.g. in-, non-, un- in intoxicating, nonalcoholic, uncooked. 
A third minor type, infixes, must occur inside the stem. In English the only 
viable infixes are non-standard intensifiers like bloody as in fan-bloody-tastic.

Agentless passive

A passive without an agent or doer of the action (in other words, the subject 
in the active version); for instance, in the sentence, Bronwyn Pike is consid-
ered one of the leading intellectuals among our politicians, there is no agent 
noun indicating by whom she is considered to be a leading intellectual.

Agreement

When a word shows morphological marking for a property associated with 
another word in the same sentence or phrase. English has a limited amount 
of agreement, but it does have verb agreement. Properties like person and 
number are associated with noun phrases, but a verb can be marked for 
the person and number features of its subject: The dog was chasing a duck 
– The dogs were chasing a duck. Many languages related to English, such 
as Dutch or the Scandinavian languages, also have agreement inside the 
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noun phrase, where determiners and adjectives are marked morphologi-
cally for the features of the noun. 

Anaphoric pronouns

Expressions that refer back to something that has gone on before in the 
discourse (= the antecedent). The antecedent is necessary to provide the 
information for the expression’s interpretation.

Aspect

Verbal forms that relate to time, but that are more complex than tense, 
which just locates the event described by the verb in time. There are verb 
forms in English for two aspects: progressive, indicating that an event is 
in progress (Oscar is eating), and perfect, indicating that an event has been 
completed (Oscar has eaten).

Auxiliary verbs

Verbs with functional rather than lexical content. They have some syntac-
tic properties that set them apart from other verbs, in particular that when 
they are finite, they can function as operators. Auxiliary verbs take a VP as 
their complement and they require that VP to occur in a particular form.

Bound morpheme

A morpheme that cannot occur on its own, but which needs to attach 
to another morpheme. The past tense morpheme -ed and the plural mor-
pheme -s are both bound morphemes (contrasts with free morpheme).

Category

Words can be categorized on the basis of their morpho-syntactic behaviour, 
that is to say on the basis of what inflections they can take and where in a 
sentence they can occur. The major categories are nouns, verbs, adjectives 
and adverbs. Examples of minor categories are prepositions, determiners 
and complementizers. Phrases belong to phrasal categories and they are 
named after the head word of the phrase, for instance noun phrase and 
verb phrase. Contrast with function.

Clause

A clause is a linguistic unit which is built around a lexical verb; it contains 
all the elements required by the verb, and often also some optional modi-
fiers. A clause built around a finite verb is a finite clause and a non-finite 
clause contains a non-finite verb. The clause that makes up the sentence is 
called a main clause and a clause that occurs within another one is a sub-

ordinate clause.

Cleft construction

Has the effect of splitting off a part of the sentence in order to give it prom-
inence. Two clauses are formed, the first introduced by an empty subject 
it and a form of be, followed by the focused constituent. The rest of the 
sentence is recast as a relative clause (see below) beginning with that; for 
example, if you want to focus last year in the sentence I saw him last year 
you can create the cleft It was last year that I saw him. 
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Comment (see Topic)

Complement

The general term for a phrase that is selected by a head. A noun like stu-
dent can take a complement, as in student of chemistry, and an adjective 
like proud can take a complement, as in proud of his daughter. These are 
different from modifiers, which are not selected by the head, but are there 
because the speaker wants to add information. Any head can only occur 
with a specific number of complements, but there can be any number of 
modifiers. The term ‘complement’ is sometimes used also for the function 
referred to in this book as predicative complement.

Complementizer

A set of elements that can introduce a subordinate clause, for instance that 
in that Oscar likes peanuts or whether in whether Oscar likes peanuts.

Complex intransitive (see Intensive verbs)

Complex transitive verbs 

Take one object (a direct one) and one predicative complement (an object 
complement); for example, We keep our Facebook garden nicely tended. (See 
also lexical verbs.)

Conjunction

Items that link elements. There are co-ordinators, which link units of a 
similar status – they include and, but and or. There are also subordinators, 
which link a clausal element with a superordinate clause – they include 
that, if and because.

Constituent

A string of words that form a unit within a phrase or a sentence.

Coordination 

The combination of two or more elements – words, phrases or clauses – 
that are equal in function and status. The elements are linked by coordina-
tors or coordinating conjunctions, such as and and or (these are the only 
ones able to conjoin more than two elements). 

Copular verbs (see Intensive verbs)

Count noun

Nouns that can be interpreted as individuated entities. They can therefore 
be counted and can occur in singular or plural forms, for instance book–
books and mouse–mice. Count nouns may also be preceded by the indefinite 
article a/an. Compare mass nouns.

Declarative (see Meaning type/ Sentence type)

Deictic expressions

Words such as here and these. They represent a way of using language to 
‘point’ to the temporal, situational and personal aspects of the event. 
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Derivation

Derivation is a way of creating new words, either by combining a stem 
and a derivational affix or by combining two free morphemes into a com-
pound. Unlike inflection, derivation creates new meaning and it may also 
change the category of the word; like – dislike, print – printer and blueberry.

Determiner

Determiners combine with nouns to form noun phrases: the dog, those mice 
or which discussion. There are five categories: articles (the, a), demonstra-
tives (this, those), wh-determiners (which, whose), quantificational deter-
miners (any, no) and possessive determiners (my, his).

Dialect

A variety that identifies the geographical origin of the speaker. 

Direct object (see object)

Discourse 

Sequences of language that are larger than a sentence.

Discourse markers (particles)
Features of talk. They include expressions such as well, anyway, yeah-no, 
like, I mean, sort of, you know. Individual expressions can have many differ-
ent discourse functions to do with focus and change of topic and conver-
sational functions to do with turn-taking. They may also play a significant 
role in expressing social relationships, personal attitudes and opinions, 
conveying sometimes quite subtle nuances of meaning. 

Di-transitive verbs 

Take two objects, a direct and an indirect one; for example, Mirrors give me 
the heebie jeebies. (See also lexical verbs.)

Exclamative (see Meaning type/ Sentence type)

EFL (English as a Foreign Language) speakers

The growing number of people being taught English as a foreign language. 
They belong to an expanding circle of nations such as China, Egypt, Japan, 
Indonesia, Thailand, Saudi Arabia and Taiwan. In these places, English has 
no special status.

Ellipsis

The deletion of items in a sentence because they either appear elsewhere 
or can be reconstructed from the context; for example, Wanna go for lunch?

ENL (English as a Native Language) speakers

Include speakers who are traditionally associated with English; in other 
words, the language is acquired as a first language (or mother tongue) or as 
a second first language. Native Englishes include British English, Scottish 
English, American English, New Zealand English and Australian English.

ESL (English as a Second Language) speakers

Speakers of so-called New Englishes that belong to the ‘outer circle’ of 
countries where English has a special status, often as one of the official 
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languages, or as an official second language. Included here are Singapore 
English, Malaysian English, Indian English, Nigerian English and Hong 
Kong English.

Existentials

A given-new strategy emphasising the existence of something. A dummy 
subject there appears in the position normally occupied by the subject NP, 
allowing the logical (or understood) subject to appear later, giving it greater 
prominence; for example, There are fairies at the bottom of my garden. 

Extraposition

The moving of elements outside the sentence. For example, in English it is 
possible for subjects of sentences to be entire clauses. Extraposition chang-
es the whole sentence around so that these subject clauses are moved to 
the end position. In place of the original subjects we put the pronoun it; for 
example That we were wrongfully waylaid by the Elvenking is true ➞ It is 
true that we were wrongfully waylaid by the Elvenking.

Focus

The element(s) to which speakers and writers want special attention to be 
paid. Front-focus: sentence-initial is a focal position. Moving an expression 
to this position gives it much greater prominence. End-focus: given (old, 
established) information comes before new (unpredictable, surprising) in-
formation. It is usual to arrange the information in our message so that 
what is most important comes towards the end.

Fronting

Similar to left-dislocation, except that no copy is left behind and the front-
ed constituent is not set apart from the rest of the sentence in the same 
way. Items are simply moved to the front of the sentence; for example, Ice 
cream I love. 

Free morpheme

A morpheme which can occur as a word on its own, like cat or infatuation 
(contrast with bound morpheme).

Function

Functions describe the part a phrase has in a particular sentence, they are 
also referred to as grammatical relations. The main functions are subject, 

direct object, indirect object, predicative complement and adverbial. 
Contrast with category and with semantic role.

Functional 

Pertaining to grammar. Functional (or grammatical) morphemes express 
abstract information like tense, definiteness, number or possession. They 
contrast with lexical morphemes that are more contentful, such as dog, 
bucket and anticipation.

Gender

Natural gender (where items refer to the sex of real world entities) includes 
masculine and feminine and neuter, but within grammar, gender is used 
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more broadly to describe noun classes not based on natural gender, or not 
exclusively so. In the grammar of English, gender plays a relatively small 
role; only singular pronouns show gender and, on the whole, contrasts are 
natural: The girl ran as fast as she could – The boy ran as fast as he could.  

Given information (see old information)

Hedges

Mitigating devices that speakers use to lessen the impact of an utterance. 
Typically, they are adverbs (or discourse particles); for example, Could I like 
borrow your lecture notes. (See also discourse markers.)

Idioms

Complex expressions that make up single semantic units; in other words, 
the meaning of the expressions cannot be deduced from the meanings of 
its parts; for example, kick the bucket meaning ‘die’.

Imperative (see Meaning type/Sentence type)

Impersonal construction

Construction in which only a third person is possible, such as One can’t 
tell and It is possible that… Such constructions are sometimes employed for 
hedging. 

Indirect object (see object)

Infixes (see affixes)

Inflection

Involves combining a stem with an inflectional affix. These are bound mor-
phemes which represent grammatical, rather than lexical, meaning. Exam-
ples of inflectional affixes are plural -s and past tense -ed. It contrasts with 
derivation.

Intensive verbs 

Take one predicative complement; for example, The dog seemed tired. They 
are also known as copular verbs or complex intransitive. (See also lexical 

verbs.)

Interrogative (see Meaning Type/Sentence Type)

Interrogative tag

A type of interrogative that ‘tacks’ the interrogative onto the end of a de-
clarative clause and requests the hearer to express agreement or disagree-
ment. The tag is formed by repeating the auxiliary (or adding the relevant 
form of the auxiliary do if there isn’t an auxiliary) and then a pronoun 
version of the subject noun phrase; for example, The hot chocolate is pretty 
hot, isn’t it?

Intransitive verbs

Verbs that cannot take an object (the action or event does not transfer 
from one entity to another); for example he died, she ran. (See also lexical 

verbs.)
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Inverted subject–verb order (subject–verb inversion)
Can be used for grammatical ends in the formation of questions (e.g. Are 
you leaving now?). It can also be employed for expressive means. By shift-
ing the subject out of its natural environment, it represents a way of shift-
ing focus. In Old English this inverted order had considerable dramatic 
force and was typical of lively narrative sequences. It has still retained a 
kind of mock dramatic effect; for example: Out will come beef dusted with 
Japanese pepper, fingers of salmon with dill sauce and all that rocket in olive 
oil.

Jargon (see also register)
Language shared by those who belong to a profession, trade or some other 
occupational group. It can distinguished by lexical, phonological, gram-
matical and discourse features (although it is often characterized by its dis-
tinctive vocabulary). Jargons are what some people call registers. A jargon 
has two distinct functions: (1) to serve as a technical or specialist language 
(for precise and economical communication); (2) to promote in-group soli-
darity (and perhaps to exclude as outsiders those who do not use the jar-
gon). In ordinary usage, the label jargon is often used pejoratively. The de-
rogatory sense derives from the second function – those outside the group, 
who do not use the jargon, find it unintelligible and alienating.

Left-dislocation

A way of focusing a constituent, but without changing the grammatical 
functions. A movement metaphor is useful here. You simply move a con-
stituent to the extreme left of the sentence, leaving behind some sort of 
copy in the gap left by the fronted constituent. An intonation break sepa-
rates the fronted item from the rest of the sentence and this has the effect 
of making it stand out even more; for example, Ice cream, I just love it. (See 
also right-dislocation.)

Lexical

Pertaining to words (vocabulary) or to contrast with functional. 

Lexical verbs

These are verbs with content and contrast with auxiliary verbs. They can 
be subdivided according to the complements they require:

intransitive	 no complements (Oscar laughed)
mono-transitive	 one object (Oscar kicked the ball)
di-transitive	 two objects (Oscar gave the dog a bone)
intensive	 one predicative complement (Oscar became a 

teacher)
complex transitive	 one object and one predicative complement (They 

voted Oscar their favourite teacher)

Main clause see clause

Mass noun

Nouns that are interpreted as indivisible masses of material and where a 
distinction between the singular and plural is not possible. A mass noun 
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cannot be preceded by a/an. Examples are gold and beer. Many mass nouns 
can also be used as count nouns, but then with quite a specific meaning: a 
beer means ‘a glass of beer’ or ‘a kind of beer’. Compare count noun.

Meaning type

Whereas sentence type is a way of categorising sentences according to their 
structure, meaning types describe the way in which the sentence is used. 
This is also referred to as illocutionary force. There are four main meaning 
types: statement, question, directive and exclamation. Each sentence type 
normally expresses a particular meaning type:

Declarative:	 making a statement
Interrogative:	 posing a question
Imperative:	 issuing a directive
Exclamative:	 making an exclamation

It is quite possible to use a sentence structure in an untypical way, for in-
stance a declarative structure with rising intonation can be used to pose a 
question: You really like black pudding?

Modal auxiliaries

Are a subtype of auxiliary verbs. They are exceptional for a verb in English 
in lacking any inflection (*he musts). The difference between present and 
past tense frequently does not relate to time the way it does for lexical 
verbs: I may do it today vs. I might do it today. They have quite complex 
semantics relating to the attitude of the speaker or notions such as prob-
ability, possibility, doubt, contingency, wishing and so on. 

Modifiers (see complement)

Mono-transitive verbs 

Take one object, which will always be a direct object; for example, The 
Simpsons revolutionized cartoons. (See also lexical verbs.)

Morpheme

The smallest meaningful unit in the grammar of a language; for example, 
the word unfriendly has three morphemes: un-, friend, -ly; bargain has only 
one. We cannot break up any of these morphemes any more without losing 
the meaning; e.g. friend does not further divide into fri + end and bargain is 
not made up of bar + gain.

Morphology

The aspect of linguistics that deals with the structure of words.

New information (see old information)

Nominalization

The process that turns whole clauses into noun-like structures. For exam-
ple, That the chefs use powdered eggs is unexpected becomes The chefs’ use 
of powdered eggs is unexpected. Prose that is heavily nominal in this way 
is more abstract – doing away with verbs means that we can also do away 
with subjects and objects as in The use is unexpected. This means speakers 
and writers can be non-committal as to who is doing what to whom. 
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Noun

A category which includes words like dog, dream and discussion. A charac-
teristic of all nouns is that they can combine on their own with the pos-
sessive ’s. All nouns except proper nouns can form a noun phrase with the. 

Number

Noun phrases and pronouns are marked for number in English; there are 
two categories, singular (dog, mouse or I) and plural (dogs, mice or we). Some 
Other Englishes have more categories than that, for instance dual, mean-
ing exactly two (Bislama mitufala ‘I and one other person’).

Object

The function licensed by mono-transitive verbs that immediately follows 
the verb and can become the subject of the corresponding passive sentence. 
The object of the sentence Oscar drank the beer is the beer. It can become the 
subject in the passive sentence The beer was drunk by Oscar. When there is 
just one object, this is normally the direct object. Some verbs can occur 
with two objects: Oscar bought Sarah a beer. In this case, the first of the two is 
the indirect object and the second one the direct object. An indirect object 
can usually also occur as a preposition phrase: Oscar bought a beer for Sarah.

Object complement (see Predicative complement)

Old (given) information (versus new information)
Two kinds of information. Old (or given) information is familiar in the 
sense that it refers to something that has already appeared earlier in the 
text, or which is common knowledge. The new, most salient information 
is what gains audience-attention.

Operator

The function of a finite auxiliary verb. There are a number of syntactic 
constructions that require the presence of an operator; an interrogative 
structure requires an operator to precede the subject and sentence nega-
tion requires the presence of an operator.

Other Englishes 

English-based pidgins and creoles around the world. These contact variet-
ies are not degenerate forms of ‘broken’ English. They have their own dis-
tinctive linguistic features and styles and are the result of English being in 
contact with other languages.

Passive

The discourse strategy that promotes an object to a subject and simulta-
neously demotes the subject to a by-phrase (or the subject is left out all 
together; see agentless passive). A special verb is used; the auxiliary of the 
passive be, and the appropriate form of the following verb. The politician 
made a mistake vs A mistake was made (by the politician).

Person

A grammatical category used to distinguish between speaker, hearer and 
others; first person refers to the speaker, second person to the hearer and 
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third person to those who are neither speaker nor hearer. English has dif-
ferent pronouns for different persons and these pronouns also tend to ex-
press number: I (first person singular) vs we (first person plural), you (second 
person singular or plural), he/she/it (third person singular) vs they (third 
person plural). Some Other Englishes have separate pronouns for second 
person singular and plural and some have different terms for first person 
plural depending on whether the hearer is included.

Phonetics

The area of linguistics that deals with the nature of language sounds, how 
they are made and how they are perceived.

Phonology

The area of linguistics that studies the systems of sounds in languages. 
It deals with questions such as which sounds are used to make distinc-
tions in a language, which sounds can occur together and which ones 
cannot.

Pragmatics

The area of linguistics that studies the way in which meaning interacts 
with the context within which the linguistic elements are used.

Predicate

The part of the sentence that provides the information about the subject. 
It includes the verb and everything else; for example, He is a teacher; She 
has washed the car.

Predicative complement

The function that is characterized by referring to, or describing, something 
else in the sentence. When it describes the subject, as in Oscar seems happy 
or Oscar is a teacher, it is called a subject complement, and when it refers 
to the object, it is an object complement: They elected Oscar president. (See 
also Lexical verbs.)

Prefixes (see affixes)

Preposition

A category of words such as on, behind and of. The majority of prepositions 
express spatial relations, but they can also be used for more abstract rela-
tions; they do not allow any inflection.

Pronoun

Words like it, them, his that are used in place of a noun phrase.

Prosody

Used in phonetics and phonology to refer to the characteristics of pitch, 
rhythm, tempo, loudness (= prosodic features).

Register

Any socially defined variety of language, in other words, language that is 
appropriate in a specific situation, occupation or subject matter; for exam-
ple, a register of scientific or religious English. In addition to phonological, 
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grammatical and even paralinguistic differences like gesture, registers have 
distinctive discourse structures. (See also Jargon.)

Relative clause

A subordinate clause that is ‘introduced’ by a relative pronoun (e.g. who, 
which) or the relative word that – the choice here depends on the function 
of the ‘replaced’ noun phrase in the relative clause and, with some relative 
pronouns, on whether or not the reference is to a person. For example, 
Here’s the picture that appeared within the sleeve of a Lennon LP; Fry, who 
gets frozen in a cryogenic chamber, was a good friend. Except when it func-
tions as the subject of the relative clause, the relative pronoun or word can 
usually be omitted.

Right-dislocation

The opposite strategy to left-dislocation. It involves moving something 
to the end of the sentence and leaving behind a pronoun copy. If the usual 
position of an item is early, then this has the effect of giving it extra focus 
by postponing its mention. Like clefting, extraposition and existentials, 
right-dislocation introduces a pronoun that announces what is coming up 
in the discourse. Unlike those other three constructions, however, the pro-
noun is referential (not just a place-holder). It can be an effective way of 
building up expectations; for example, I love it, ice cream. 

Roots

Roots are unanalysable lexical morphemes, such as dog and walk. They can 
function as stems and combine with affixes as in dogs or walker or they can 
combine to make compounds as in doghouse. It is not uncommon for root 

and stem to be used in more or less the same way.

Semantic Role

A term used to refer to the underlying relationships that participants have 
with the main verb in a clause. For example, in the real or imagined situ-
ation expressed in the two sentences The dog bit Fred, and Fred was bitten 
by the dog, the semantic role of the dog is the ‘agent’ and that of Fred is the 
patient, regardless of which sentence is used to describe the situation. 

Semantics

The area of linguistics that studies the meaning of words and how those 
meanings combine when words are combined into phrases and sentences.

Sentence

It is quite difficult to define a sentence, except in written language, where it 
is the string between two major punctuation marks. A sentence can consist 
of more than one clause.

Sentence types

Declaratives, imperatives, interrogatives and exclamatives. These four main 
types of sentence can be defined in structural terms:

Declarative:	 subject 	 predicate 
  (e.g. I like ice cream) 
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Interrogative:	 auxiliary	 subject	 rest of predicate 
  (e.g. Does he like ice cream?) 
Imperative:	 (You)	 predicate
  (e.g. Eat your ice cream!)
Exclamative:	 what/how	 subject	 predicate
  (What a lot of ice cream 
  there is!) 

For each sentence type there is a corresponding meaning type that is typi-
cally expressed by that sentence type.

Standard English

An idealized variety that constitutes a notional set of norms generally 
adopted by educated speakers of English. It is often (erroneously) believed 
that speakers of Standard English cannot be identified geographically. 
There are many standard varieties of English, according to age and genera-
tion and especially according to national origins.

Stem

The unit to which an affix is added. It can be either a root – as when the 
plural -s is added to dog to give dogs – or it can be a combination of a root 
and another affix – as when the plural -s is added to walk-er to give walkers. 
It is not uncommon for root and stem to be used in more or less the same 
way.

Subject

The function that is required in English sentences. It immediately pre-
cedes the verb in a declarative structure. There are instances in English 
where there is no semantic subject, but since there is a requirement for a 
functional subject, an expletive is inserted: It rains.

Subject complement (see Predicative complement)

Subordinate clause (or Sub-clause)
A subordinate clause is part of another clause. A clause that is not part of 
any other clause is a main clause.

Suffixes (see affixes)

Syntax

The branch of linguistics that studies how words are combined into phras-
es, which are combined into sentences.

Tag

An element attached to the end of an utterance, such as eh? ok? or an inter-

rogative tag, is it or doesn’t it? 

Tense

Verb form that locates the event described by the verb in time. English has 
two tenses: present (Oscar laughs) and past (Oscar laughed), but it has no 
specific future tense. Tense interacts with aspect to create a more subtle 
way of describing how an event is situated with respect to time. It is im-
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portant to distinguish between tense and time; present tense is not always 
used to locate events in present time and there are ways of locating an 
event in the past other than past tense.

Topic (versus comment)
That part of the sentence that indicates what is being written or talked 
about. It is the perspective from which a sentence may be viewed. The rest 
of the sentence makes some sort of statement about the topic and this is 
called the comment. In the natural order of things, topical material occurs 
early in the sentence, often to provide a cohesive link with what has pre-
ceded it. The comment (providing the new information) follows on from 
its topic. 

Variety

A sub-set of a language that is common to a group of people sharing re-
gional origin (regional variety/dialect) or social characteristics (social vari-
ety/sociolect). It is sometimes also employed to describe situational uses of 
a language, such as legal or formal varieties, but it would be more appropri-
ate to call these registers.

Verb

A category which includes words such as tickle, see and seem. Verbs are char-
acterized by having five different inflectional forms: base (tickle, see), third 
person singular present tense form (tickles, sees), past tense form (tickled, 
saw), past participle form (tickled, seen) and the -ing form (tickling, seeing).

Voice

A grammatical category that distinguishes between active and passive. 
Though there is a form of the verb specific to the passive voice, the dif-
ferences between a passive and an active clause go beyond the verb form. 
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192, 196
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syntactic categories 43
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structure of 18–23
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