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SHE I, Part B: English Morphology and Syntax, 6       
  
 
 
 
Classes and Relations in Constructions 
 
 
Overview 
•  Relations between parts of words, phrases, clauses, sentences 
•  Classes of words, phrases, clauses, sentences 
 
 
 
 



SHE I, B: Morph&Synt 6      page 2 

 

Part 1.  Relations 
 
General relations, in all kinds of constructions, morphological and 
syntactic (also phonological), that we have already had occasion(s) to 
recognise: 
 

• to (immediately) precede/follow;  
• to be (immediate) part of; 
• to be head or dependent; 
• to influence: to require presence or absence of, 
     to require a particular form; 
 
• relevant for particular purposes, but defineable in terms of parthood 

and precedence: 
  control, command 
  (Advanced Syntax:  no more on these here) 
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Examples of INFLUENCE in syntax: 
 

*__ dog barked  
 

In English, a determiner (definite or indefinite article, possessive, 
demonstrative) is required by a (singular) count noun such as dog 

 

*the my dog   
  

In English, a definite article must not co-occur with possessive 
pronoun, and vice versa (not e.g. in Italian, il mio cane, where a 
possessive pronoun with most nouns requires a definite article, but not 
vice versa – a one-way influence:  *mio cane, il cane;  but mio padre) 

 

I plan to come/*coming  
 

In English, a verb like to plan requires an infinitive as its complement  
 

I like skiing/to ski 
 

In English, a verb like to like permits a gerund or an infinitive as its 
complement 
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The game of cricket is one which is steeped in much history.  In England, 
it can be traced back as far as the 16th century, although evidence 
suggests that a variation of the game may have been being played as 
early as 1301.  
 

modal auxiliary (here may) requires infinitive after it, 
 perfect have requires participle II after it, 
 progressive be requires ing form after it, 

 passive be requires participle II after it. 
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In passing:  Is the English verbal complex flat or hierarchical? 
Note the strict ordering of the auxiliaries involved. 
 
            VC 
 
 
AuxMOD  AuxPERF  AuxPROG  AuxPASS  V 
 
 
 
            VC 
 

AuxMOD              VC'  
 

AuxPERF              VC"  
 
            AuxPROG        VC"' 
 

       AuxPASS        V 
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Examples of INFLUENCE in morphology:   
 
conditioning of allomorphy (lots of examples given earlier) 
 
She *walk-ed-s/*ran-s/*went-s/*burst-Ø-s home 
   

In English, the presence of a past tense (whether marked by a suffix, 
ablaut, suppletion, or zero) precludes person-number agreement 
marking, and vice versa 
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More particular grammatical relations yet to come (given more time),  
of which many are instances of the general head-dependent relation: 
 
• determination    the/this/my/Jim’s book 
• modification    new books; very new books; run fast 
• quantification    all/both/three books 
• complementation   the author of this novel; to plan to come;  

behind the tree  
• apposition     Bartleby, the new scrivener; the river Thames 
• predication    Bill is/seems ill; Bartleby is a scrivener;  

The cats are on the mat 
• subject      We are the champions; There was no one  

there, was there?; It’s me 
• direct, indirect object  They gave the children presents 
• oblique object,  adverbial She sat on her sofa; She slept in her bed;  

She cried in her bed 
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On ordering: 
 

• overall preferences for (morphological, syntactic) constructions of a  
language:    
•  head before/after dependent, 

 •  grammatical before/after lexical; 
  

• order can be (relatively) rigid or free. 
 

In English the ordering at the levels of phrases and clauses is preferably 
grammatical before lexical (head before dependent?) and rather rigid;   
at the word-level lexical tends to come before grammatical (i.e., a clear 
suffixing preference at least in inflectional morphology). 
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Remember the verbal complex with lots of auxiliaries above:  
 

AuxMOD  AuxPERF AuxPROG AuxPASS V 
may have been being played 
  

no permutations possible;   
 
cf. German, where at least some permutations are permissible: 
 

weil er ihn kommen sehen wollen (gewollt?) hat         (Ersatzinfinitiv!) 
weil er ihn kommen sehen hat wollen 
weil er ihn kommen hat sehen wollen 
weil er ihn hat kommen sehen wollen 
weil er hat ihn kommen sehen wollen 
... and perhaps more 
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for noun phrases: 
 

canonical order:  determiner(s) – modifier(s) – head – postmodifier(s) 
 

all these many very interesting books about syntax 
det det    mod  (mod (mod))       head   postmod 

 
but certain deviations from canonical order are possible or indeed 
mandatory: 
 
an easy question, *easy a question 
det mod head        *mod det head 
*a too easy question,  too easy a question 
*det X mod head       X   mod det head 
 

☞ determiner and modifier are inverted if modifier is  
accompanied by certain degree modifiers   
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*an easy (for me) to answer question, an easy question (for me) to answer,  
a question easy (for me) to answer 
 

*a similar in colour to gold material, *a similar material in colour to gold,  
a material similar in colour to gold 
 

*an eager for recognition scholar, *an eager scholar for recognition,  
a scholar eager for recognition 
 

☞ complex modifiers partly or wholly shifted after the head 
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for clauses: 
 

A dog was chasing a cat      SVO 
In our back yard a dog was chasing a cat unlike German: not V2!  
Milk I don’t touch        O fronting, but again no V2 
 
Never before had I seen a unicorn   now V2 
Up jumped a rabbit       V2 again 
 
SVO means Subject–Verb–Object. 
 

V2 means the finite verb (that part of the verbal group inflecting for 
agreement and tense) is in second position, regardless of what is in first, 
subject or anything else. 
 

In English only certain emphatic and usually negative adverbials, or also 
fronted verb particles, trigger V2 (subject-verb inversion).   
In German main declarative clauses anything does.  
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Why is sequential order in English more rigid than, say, in German, let 
alone Latin, Warlpiri, ...? 
 

– because there are no/few other forms available to overtly 
express/distinguish the relations of the phrase- or clause-parts concerned:  
namely inflectional morphology, in particular agreement and case 
 
German 
 

Die Hunde jagten eine Katze 
Eine Katze jagten die Hunde 
 

Der Hund biss einen Postboten. 
Einen Postboten biss der Hund. 
 
What exactly tells you who chased/bit and who was chased/bitten? 
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Latin 
 

Agricola amat ancillam pulchram 
farmer       love    maid          beautiful 
 

Pulchram amat agricola ancillam 
beautiful      love    farmer       maid           
 
How do you know which noun the adjective for ‘pretty’ belongs with? 
How do you know who loves and who is being loved? 
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However, ordering alternations are being put to grammatical use in 
English:  they serve to distinguish clause classes. 
 
The questions were easy.    declarative clause 
Were the questions easy?    interrogative clause: Yes/No 
How easy were the questions?  interrogative clause: WH 
How easy the questions were!   exclamative clause 
Behave yourselves! Come early!  imperative clauses 
Don’t (you) be late again! 
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Homework 
 
Form Y/N and WH interrogatives of the following sentence and give the rules which 
you’ve been following. 
 
She prefers milk.   
 
Actually, here they are: 
Does she prefer milk? 
She prefers milk, doesn’t she? 
Who prefers milk? 
What does she prefer? 
 
Notice, apart from ordering:  do support!  
– which also plays a role in negation and emphasis, subject to conditions not entirely 
dissimilar from interrogation 
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Part 2.  Classes 
 

Now, on to word (= lexeme) classes. 
 

LEXICAL/CONTENT words: 
 verb 
 noun 
 adjective 
 numeral (cardinal, ordinal, fractional, multiplicative, ...) 
 (adverb) 
 

GRAMMATICAL/FUNCTION words: 
 pronoun (personal, possessive, reflexive, demonstrative, relative,  

interrogative, indefinite, generic, ...) 
 article (definite, indefinite, generic, partitive, ...) 
 quantifier 
 adposition (prepositions, postpositions, circumpositions, inpositions?) 
 conjunction (or also complementiser)  
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 adverb (or also adadjective) 
 auxiliary 
 “particle” (interjection, ideophone, sentence-word, ...) 

... 
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And there are also sub-classes, e.g.: 
 
 nouns:   count vs. mass (relevant for:  number, article, ...),  

concrete vs. abstract, ... 
 verbs:  intransitive vs. transitive vs. bitransitive, 
    state vs. process,  

volitional vs. non-volitional  
(Look at me!/*See me!; Listen to me!/*Hear me!;   
Find Smith!/*Lose your wallet!), ... 

 adjective: intransitive vs. transitive  
(old, blue ... vs. eager for, similar to), 

accidence vs. essence 
     (Several students were ill/tall, 
     There were several students ill/*tall), 
    control vs. beyond control 
     (He was being silly/*tall;  Don’t be silly/*tall) 
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How are classes of words distinguished? 
 

In terms of 
 

• meaning 
• form 
• inflectional repertoire 
• derivational potential 
• syntactic combination  
 

– assuming, of course, not all words are of exactly the same kind, so far 
as grammar is concerned.   
Which assumption is certainly valid for English, as well as most other 
languages, perhaps all.
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• By meaning   
A (basic) noun is a word for persons, other animates, and things, a 
“Dingwort” (high time-stability).   
A (basic) verb is a word for actions (and experiences), a “Tunwort” 
(low time-stability).   
An adjective is a word for property concepts, an “Eigenschaftswort” 
(medium time-stability).   
 

• By inflectional repertoire   
A (count) noun is a word inflecting for plural (and case?).   
A verb is a word inflecting for tense, mood, and person-number 
agreement.   
A (gradable) adjective is a word inflecting for comparison.   
 

• By their syntactic combinatorics   
A noun is a word that combines with a determiner to form a noun 
phrase, takes adjectives as modifiers, etc.   
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A verb is a word combining with auxiliaries ..., taking adverbs as 
modifiers, etc.   
An adjective is a word combining with a noun which it modifies, 
taking an ad-adjective as its own modifier, etc. 
  

• By all of these in combination 
 And what if the classifications on different criteria don’t coincide?   

☞  distinctions are gradual rather than categorical:   
prototypical vs. non-prototypical nouns, verbs, ... 
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Homework: 
 
In which respects are participles (both present and past, e.g. eating and eaten) verbs 
and in which respects are they adjectives (in English)? 
 
In which respects are gerunds verbs and in which respects are they nouns (in English)? 
(Gerunds are forms like that underlined here, but you’ll know this anyhow: 
Answering exam questions can be difficult.   
The ing form in the following sentence is not a gerund, but an action nominalization – 
that is, a noun: 
The answering of exam questions is not difficult.)    
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Generally speaking:  word classes are distinguished in terms only of such 
distinctions which matter for grammar, not just any distinctions  
– and it is an empirical question to identify those which matter for grammar. 
 

For instance: 
 

• words beginning with a vowel vs. a consonant 
 – grammatically relevant?   
 

 well, for the choice of the right form of the indefinite article, a or an,  
if a word happens to follow an indefinite article 

 
• short/light vs. long/heavy words,  

however length/weight are measured 
 – grammatically relevant?   

 

particle verbs: put your coat on / put on your coat  
    put it on / *put on it 
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Is it really length/weight which matters for the ordering of particle  
and object? 
Rather:  pronoun vs. noun object 
– though pronouns do tend to be shorter/lighter than nouns 

 
• colour words 
 

 preferred order in NPs:   
a big new brown plastic/wooden chair   

 SIZE – AGE – COLOUR – MATERIAL 
 

any other order, though not ungrammatical, would be unusual and 
require special motivation (such as contrastive emphasis) 
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Languages differ in (i) WHICH word classes are distinguished and (ii) 
HOW they are distinguished 
 

examples: 
 

• verb – noun distinction universal (?), hence also in English. 
 

Note:  in English, just about any noun can be used as a verb, and 
(somewhat less prolifically) vice versa: 
—> conversion (zero derivation); 
 

still:  one or the other categorisation is basic.   
How do we determine which is basic?  History? 
Rather:  the meaning of one is more easily defined through the 
meaning of the other. 
 

lexically nouns, which can be converted to verbs: 
a table – to table, a foot – to foot, Houdini – to Houdini out of a 
predicament 
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lexically verbs, which can be converted to nouns: 
to read – a fascinating read, to buy – a really good buy 

 
 
• adjective:  not distinguished from nouns and/or verbs in every language;   
  property concepts are then expressed through nouns and/or verbs; 

if any property concepts treated distinctly, then: 
AGE > SIZE > COLOUR > PHYSICAL PROPERTY  
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• auxiliary (“helping verb”):  really a subclass of VERB? 
perhaps in German, but modal auxiliaries are wholly distinct from 
verbs in English – in morphology and syntax: 
 

• agreement and tense inflection 
• cannot form a clause on their own  
 *She must-s/must-ed to the king. 
• don’t take to when combining with a verb 
 *She must to visit her granny. 
• negation differing from that of verbs 
 *You don’t must to come if you don’t want to. 
 You mustn’t copy in the exam.  MEANING? 
• no infinitive nor gerund 
 *To must or not to must – that is the question. 
 *You must can answer four out of six questions. 
 *Musting eat porridge every morning is torture. 
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• definite and indefinite articles:  distinct from (though similar to)  
demonstrative pronouns and cardinal numeral ‘one’ 

 
• adpositions, how distinguished from adverbs? 
 —>  Adp need a NP complement, Adv don’t: 
  

 He stood behind the tree; He stayed behind 
 I’ve seen her before the war;  I’ve seen her before 
 

 the tree which he stood behind __ was an oak 
 —> preposition stranding 
 

 I’ve seen her two days ago;  *I’ve seen her ago 
 —> ago is a postposition, the only in English (hence?) 
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• personal pronouns: how defined in English? 
 

 • serve as a pro NP 
  (the only genuine pro noun:  one; 
  She took the big slice, and he took the small one) 
 • are referentially dependent: 

(ana-/cata-)phoric or deictic (pointing to speech-act participants) 
 • are semantically not very specific 
  (A dog chased a postman and the animal bit him) 
 • inflect for case:  subjective, objective, possessive 
  (also interrogative pronouns:  who, whom, whose) 
 • inflect for number by suppletion 
 • do not take adjectives as modifiers 
 ... 

• are the only class of word to be able to appear at the end of 
question tags: 

 The dogs chased the postman, didn’t they/*the dogs? 
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 It’s late, isn’t it. 
 One doesn’t copy in exams, does one? 
 There are no unicorns, are there?  

 

... 
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Supplementary reading, most warmly recommended, given the sketchiness of this 
sketch: 
 
Any substantial reference grammar of English (such as Quirk et al.; Huddleston & 
Pullum, Cambridge Grammar).  If pressed for time: 
R. Huddleston, English Grammar: An Outline (CUP, 1988). 


