


The English Noun Phrase

English has an interesting variety of noun phrases, which differ greatly in

structure. Examples are ‘binominal’ (two-noun) phrases (‘a beast of a

party’); possessive constructions (‘the author’s opinion’); and dis-

continuous noun phrases (‘the review [came out yesterday] of his book’).

How are these different noun phrases structured? How do we produce and

understand them? These questions are central to this original study, which

explores the interaction between the form of noun phrases, their meaning

and their use. It shows how, despite the need in linguistic analysis for strict

categories, many linguistic constructions in fact defy straightforward

classification – and concludes that in order to fully explain the internal

structure of utterances, we must first consider the communicative, prag-

matic and cognitive factors that come into play. Drawing on a range of

authentic examples, this book sheds new light not only on the noun phrase

itself but also on the nature of linguistic classification.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Aims and objectives

The aim of this study is to shed light on certain aspects of the noun phrase
which over the years have proved problematic and which, as a result, have
been the topic of a considerable amount of debate. The aspects dealt with in
part I1 predominantly concern the internal structure of noun phrases con-
taining two nominal elements. At the heart of the discussions in this part is
the issue of headedness; other aspects, such as referentiality and predication,
definiteness, determination and quantification will, however, also play an
important role and will be inextricably woven into the discussion. As such, it
is hoped, this part of the study will not only offer plausible and revealing
analyses of specific NP constructions, but will also contribute to our
understanding of the relations between and functions of the various elements
within the NP in general. In part II2 the focus of attention will shift towards
the cognitive and pragmatic factors underlying the production and inter-
pretation of noun phrases. From a pragmatic point of view, information
packaging, i.e. the speaker’s choice of the most effective linguistic form to
achieve his/her communicative objectives, will be explored in detail, while
from a cognitive point of view an attempt will be made to explain certain
linguistic phenomena in terms of the way knowledge is stored in and
retrieved from the mind. The division of labour will, however, not be as
strict as these descriptions may suggest. Pragmatic and cognitive factors will
be taken into consideration in part I1 as well; likewise, syntactic and semantic
aspects will feature prominently in part II2.

1.2 Theoretical framework and overall approach

Over the last three decades or so a large number of linguistic theories have
been developed taking what Van Valin and LaPolla (1997: 11) refer to as
the ‘communication-and-cognition perspective’ to language. Examples are
Functional Grammar (Dik 1997a, 1997b; more recently Functional
Discourse Grammar, e.g. Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2006), Role and
Reference Grammar (Van Valin 1993; Van Valin and LaPolla 1997),
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Functional-Systemic Grammar (Halliday 1985), Lexical-Functional Grammar
(Bresnan 1982, 2001) and Construction Grammar (Fillmore 1988; Croft
2001). Since each of these theories has its own aims and set of underlying
assumptions, they differ – sometimes significantly – in approach and
emphasis. What these theories have in common, however, is the basic
assumption that language is principally a means of communication, and that
the form of linguistic utterances is determined first and foremost by their use.
In addition, it is recognized that the study of language use must take place
within the broader perspective of such general cognitive processes as rea-
soning, conceptualization and the storage and retrieval of knowledge. For
linguists working with these theories, this means that the only viable
approach to the study of language is one in which communicative and cog-
nitive factors are not only taken into consideration, but form the basis of any
attempt to explain the formal behaviour of linguistic utterances.

The present study, too, has been written in the communication-and-
cognitive tradition; the analyses proposed, however, have not been devel-
oped within any particular theoretical framework. This has been a very
deliberate choice, made for a number of reasons. First of all, although all the
functional-cognitive frameworks mentioned certainly have their strong
points, they may prove to be of limited use in trying to solve the kind of
issues addressed in this study. Naturally, one could choose to solve this
problem by adapting or extending the theory in question – typically by
applying notions from other, kindred theories. Instead, I have chosen an
even more eclectic approach, selecting useful notions used in one or more of
the various theories, without favouring any one of these theories. An addi-
tional advantage of this approach is that there is no reason to confine oneself
to established linguistic notions, and that other disciplines, such as discourse
analysis, psycholinguistics and cognitive science, can be resorted to.

A further reason for not working within any particular theoretical frame-
work has to do with the fact that, despite claims of pragmatic or commu-
nicative adequacy, the frameworks in question rarely have a truly empirical
basis. Instead, there is a tendency to take a predominantly deductive (top-
down) approach, with entire systems being developed on the basis of a limited
number of isolated examples. At some point, this is likely to create the danger
that the internal coherence and consistency of the system (as a system) is
considered more important than its ability to account for actual language use.
This weakness has typically been associated with the more formal (logical,
generative) approaches to language; unfortunately, it also characterizes many
communicative-cognitive frameworks.

Nevertheless, this study will make use of underlying representations. It
needs to be emphasized, however, that these proposed representations are
to be regarded merely as notational tools, not as having any psychological
status. They are not intended to represent a particular stage in the process
of language production or interpretation, nor do they serve to represent the
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way knowledge is conceptualized in the mind. Instead, they are simply an
abstract, idealized means of reflecting syntactic, semantic and pragmatic
differences between seemingly similar constructions. In fact, one of the aims
of this study is to demonstrate the limitations of underlying representations
and the strict classification of construction types they imply. In this sense, it
is as much about the nature of linguistic classification as about the specific
constructions dealt with in the separate chapters. Thus it is shown that
analyses based on a combination of the relevant syntactic, semantic and
pragmatic differences do not always lead to neatly distinguishable groups of
constructions. And although in most cases it is possible, to some extent at
least, to represent differences in linguistic behaviour fairly adequately in
underlying representation, through labelling, bracketing, indexing and the
use of variables and symbols, these means are often insufficient to reflect
more subtle distinctions.

The discussions in part I are designed to show both the advantages and the
limitations of strict classification and formal representation. It will be argued
that some of the problems in such an approach can be solved by opting for a
compromise in which underlying representations are regarded as representing
only prototypical cases (best examples of a category). This means that these
representations must be regarded as considerable oversimplifications of the
complex linguistic reality they are meant to reflect: small differences in degree
of category membership (gradience) and the possible convergence of linguistic
categories (fuzziness) are, after all, difficult to represent. This in itself need
not be a problem; linguistic models, like all models, are by definition over-
simplifications. It does, however, leave unanswered the important question of
what causes the gradience and/or fuzziness observed. In part II an attempt is
made to identify some of these causes and to illustrate how they may affect the
behaviour of the (component parts of) noun phrases.

Naturally, the approach chosen has disadvantages as well. In particular,
there will be no shared basis to start from, which means that the notions
and terminology used cannot be assumed to be familiar. As we all know,
however, the only way to avoid confusion and misunderstandings is to
clearly specify and define the terms and notions used, no matter what
approach is being taken. Therefore, both parts of the book will begin with a
brief introduction of the general concepts to be applied at various points in
the chapters to follow. Information on the use of more specific terms and
notions will be provided whenever necessary.

1.3 The ICE-GB Corpus

1.3.1 ICE-GB: general information

In view of the fact that in the present study pragmatic factors will play a
prominent role in the analyses provided, it will not come as a surprise that

Introduction 3



extensive use will be made of authentic examples from written and spoken
language. Although a variety of sources have been used, the large majority
of examples have been taken from the British component of the Interna-
tional Corpus of English (ICE-GB), a fully tagged, parsed and checked
one-million word corpus of written and spoken English, compiled and
grammatically analysed at the Survey of English Usage, University College
London, between 1990 and 1998 (Nelson, Wallis and Aarts 2002 ). In
exploring this corpus, use was made of the retrieval software ICECUP (the
ICE Corpus Utility Program ), also produced by the Survey of English
Usage. 1

With just over one million words ( 500 texts of approximately 2,000
words each), ICE-GB is small in comparison with, for instance, the British
National Corpus (BNC; Aston and Burnard 1998 ), which contains 100
million words. However, since ICE-GB was designed primarily as a
resource for syntactic studies, every text unit (‘sentence’) in ICE-GB has
been syntactically parsed, and each unit presented in the form of a syntactic
tree.

The texts in ICE-GB date from 1990 to 1993 inclusive. All authors and
speakers are British, but differ with regard to gender, age, education and
regional background. There are 300 spoken texts ( 50 of which are scripted)
and 200 written. The spoken texts are divided into dialogues (both private,
e.g. direct conversations and telephone calls, and public, i.e. with an
audience) and monologues (unscripted and scripted). The written com-
ponent of the corpus consists of 150 printed texts (academic writing,
non-academic writing, press reportage, instructional writing, persuasive
writing and creative writing), and 50 non-printed texts (non-professional,
such as students’ essays, and professional, such as correspondence).

As mentioned, the ICE-GB corpus is both tagged and parsed. The tagset
used was devised by the Survey of English Usage, in collaboration with the
TOSCA research group at the University of Nijmegen (Greenbaum and Ni
1996 ), and was based (with some modifications) on the classifications given
in Quirk et al. ( 1985). In the first instance, tagging was done automatically
by means of the TOSCA tagger (Oostdijk 1991 ); subsequently, the output
was manually checked at the Survey of English Usage. Next, the tagged
corpus was submitted to the TOSCA parser for syntactic analysis. In many
cases, the parser produced several alternative analyses; in these cases, the
corpus annotators were given the task of selecting the contextually correct
analysis.

1 ICE-GB can be ordered via the Survey’s website (http://www.ucl.ac.uk/english-usage/),
where a free sample corpus of ten texts, together with ICECUP, is available for download. A
detailed and up-to-date manual is now also available (Nelson et al. 2002). For more detailed
information about the corpus, its compilation and analysis and the software used and
developed by the Survey of English Usage, see also e.g. Nelson (1996), Aarts et al. (1998),
Wallis et al. (1999), Wallis and Nelson (2000).
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1.3.2 Use of the corpus

It is important to emphasize at this point that the present study is not of
a corpus-linguistic nature. No extensive use will be made of statistical data
to describe and account for the linguistic behaviour of the constructions
dealt with. There are various reasons why, for the purposes of this study, a
corpus-linguistic approach would have been both inappropriate and
inadequate. In the first place, in order to answer the questions addressed in
this study, the exact distribution of the constructions in question in terms
of frequency of occurrence is but of minor importance. Secondly, no
matter how meticulously tagging and syntactic parsing have been per-
formed, the problematic and often ambiguous nature of the kind of con-
structions examined means that tagging and parsing has not always been
done in a consistent manner. Therefore, in consulting the corpus, a large
number of different search strategies were used to ensure that every pos-
sible instance of a particular construction type was retrieved. Each instance
was then examined carefully in its original context and subsequently
classified on the basis of the syntactic, semantic, pragmatic and cognitive
criteria proposed. Obviously, not all of these examples have found their
way into this study. Instead a selection was made of the most relevant
examples, ranging from perfectly straightforward cases to the more pro-
blematic ones.

1.4 Organization of this study

This study is divided into two parts, both of which start with a chapter on
the key notions used in the discussions to follow (chapters 2 and 9). Part I
is mainly concerned with the internal structure of the English NP and
concentrates on constructions containing two nominal elements. These
constructions are notoriously problematic in terms of determining syntactic
and semantic headedness, as well as in terms of the function of and relation
between the component elements. Other important features are the scope
of the determiner, definiteness and quantification, pre- and postmodifica-
tion, the use of anaphoric pronouns and the referentiality of the two
nominal elements. In addition, the discourse function of these construc-
tions will be considered, as well as the relation between this function and
the semantic properties and syntactic behaviour of the constructions as a
whole and their component parts. Finally, underlying representations will
be proposed for each of the construction types distinguished, reflecting (as
closely as possible) the semantic, syntactic and pragmatic differences
observed. The constructions dealt with in this part are close appositions
(the poet Burns, Burns the poet; chapter 3); of-appositions (the city of Rome;
chapter 4); binominal noun phrases (that fool of a doctor; chapter 5);
pseudo-partitive constructions (a lot of people, a piece of metal, a cup of
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coffee, a group of students; chapter 6); and sort/kind/type-constructions (this
sort/kind/type of problem; chapter 7). Chapter 8 will provide an interim
conclusion.

The primary concern of part II is not the internal structure of the noun
phrase, but the role of pragmatic and cognitive factors in determining a
speaker’s choice for a particular construction. Again we will be looking at
some problematic constructions, in particular those cases where a speaker
seems to have a choice between two or more syntactically and semantically
acceptable constructions. The analyses presented in chapters 10 to 12 are
intended to show that the choice of the speaker in such cases is influenced
by a combination of cognitive and pragmatic factors, which makes strict
classification not only more difficult, but also less interesting. Chapter 10
tackles the question of whether it is justified and feasible to distinguish two
basic types of noun: those that take complements (often referred to as
relational nouns, e.g. the noun father in the father of my friend) and those
that do not (non-relational nouns, e.g. house in the house of my friend).
Chapter 11 deals with the basic principles underlying a speaker’s choice
between a discontinuous NP (e.g. no approval has yet been given for the
proposal) and a continuous one (no approval for the proposal has yet been
given). Chapter 12 is concerned with the question of what determines a
speaker’s choice between a prenominal possessive (e.g. the author’s opinion)
and a postnominal of-construction (e.g. the opinion of the author). Every
chapter begins with an evaluation of a number of earlier proposals, which is
subsequently taken as the starting point for analysis.

Chapter 13, finally, presents a number of general conclusions. Rather
than summarizing the proposed analyses in detail, this chapter concentrates
on the major themes of this study, pointing out the main tenets of the
overall approach taken and the ways in which this approach can contribute
to a better understanding of linguistic classification in general and of
English nominal constructions in particular.
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Part I The structural approach: possibilities
and limitations





2 Headedness within the NP

2.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces of some of the key notions to be used in part I of
this study, in particular those relevant to the discussion of headedness
within the NP. It reviews those syntactic, semantic and pragmatic notions
applied in previous linguistic accounts which play an important role in the
analyses presented in subsequent chapters. More detailed descriptions, as
well as proposed modifications, can be found in these later chapters; the
present chapter is simply meant to provide the necessary background
information and serves the additional purpose of dispelling some of the
prevailing terminological confusion.

2.2 Internal structure: headedness within the NP

One of the reasons headedness has proved a rather elusive notion is that it
can be, and has been, defined at a number of levels. In traditional grammar
the term ‘head’ was used to capture linguists’ intuitions about what con-
stituted the most important part of a phrase (its central element or nucleus)
and was consequently described in semantic terms. More theoretically
inclined linguists, on the other hand, felt the need to couple this notion to
the formal behaviour of the elements in question; as a result, certain
morphosyntactic tests came to be used to establish headedness. Unfortu-
nately, however, there proved to be numerous cases where the two
approaches would select different heads. A third type of test for head-
edness, based on pronominalization, also failed to provide conclusive evi-
dence. Thus the choice more or less remains between the rather vague, but
intuitively appealing, semantic approach and the more systematic, but also
more abstract and semantically less revealing, formal approach. Not sur-
prisingly, traditional grammars, as well as functional and cognition-based
grammars, largely opted for the former approach; formal theories focusing
on syntax, such as generative grammar, opted for the latter. In addition,
proposals have been made to regard certain problematic constructions as
containing either two heads, or no head at all.
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In this section some of the more commonly applied definitions and tests
for headedness within the NP are discussed. The list provided does not
claim to be exhaustive: it includes those criteria which are relevant to the
analyses to be presented in the chapters to follow and whose applicability
does not depend on any theory-specific definition.

2.2.1 Semantic criteria

The head-modifier distinction was originally used to reflect the intuitive idea
that within each phrase one element was somehow more important than the
others. Commenting on noun phrases, Jespersen (1924: 96), for instance,
describes how ‘[i]n any composite denomination of a thing or person . . . , we
always find that there is one word of supreme importance to which the others
are adjoined as subordinates’. This idea of the head as the most important or
primary element within the noun phrase can still be found in many recent
characterizations of the term (e.g. Dik 1997a: 134; Quirk et al. 1985: 60).

But what does it mean for an element to be the most important, primary or
central part of a noun phrase? The answer to this question is usually given in
terms of the designation (or denotation) of a noun phrase. In Givòn (2001: 59)
we read that ‘within the noun phrase, a noun is typically the syntactic and
semantic head, defining the type of entity involved’. Similarly, in Langacker’s
(2002: 12–13) Cognitive Grammar it is the profile of the head that prevails at
the composite structure level (the head is the ‘profile determinant’), where the
profile of an element is determined by its designation.1

On the basis of this general semantic (or notional) characterization, it
became possible to define a number of operational tests. The first of these
consisted of the requirement that the head be distributionally equivalent to
the composite construction; the second defined the head as the obligatory
constituent (e.g. Quirk et al. 1985: 60–61; Zwicky 1985: 11; Huddleston
and Pullum 2002: 24). In most cases, the operational tests of obligatoriness
and distributional equivalence suffice to establish headedness, selecting that
part of the construction as the head which also defines the type of entity
referred to. In other cases, however, determining headedness may be less
straightforward. In applying the test of obligatoriness, for instance, one
is faced with the problem that in noun phrases with singular, countable
heads the determiner cannot be left out either (e.g. Lyons 1977: 392). This

1 The terms denotation and designation, as well as such related terms as intension,
connotation, meaning and sense, have been used in many different, but often very similar
and partially overlapping, ways, both in linguistics and philosophy (e.g. Mill 1856, Frege
1892, Carnap 1956, Lyons 1977), leading to what Geach (1970: 55) describes as ‘a sad tale
of confusion’. In what follows the notion of denotation plays an important role; it will be
given the following, fairly general definition:

For a linguistic element to denote an entity means that this entity belongs to the set of
entities to which the linguistic element in question applies.
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problem applies to other types of phrases as well. In prepositional phrases
like in Amsterdam, for instance, neither the preposition nor the proper
name can be omitted, and neither element can replace the phrase as a
whole. This has lead to different conclusions concerning headedness,
depending on which criterion is taken as decisive. Most traditional linguists
have tended to take the proper name or NP following the preposition as the
head, this being the element with the highest degree of lexical content.
Quirk et al. (1985: 60–1), on the other hand, conclude that since neither
element can be omitted, such prepositional phrases are exocentric, while
for Langacker (2002: 26) it is the preposition (a relational predication)
which lends its profile to the composite structure (i.e. in Amsterdam des-
ignates a stative relation, not the city itself ).

Even more problematic, perhaps, are the kind of constructions to be
discussed in the rest of part I, i.e. noun phrases which contain two nominal
elements which are either juxtaposed or connected by the functional ele-
ment of. Which element, for instance, functions as the head in construc-
tions like the lady president, the poet Burns or the city of Rome? Or in
constructions like this kind of theory, that fool of a doctor or a group of people?
According the characterization given above, and the tests of obligatoriness
and distributional equivalence, all these constructions contain two candi-
dates for headedness. Again this has led to a number of analyses, ranging
from those which regard either one of the two elements as the head to those
which take both or neither of the elements to be the head.

To determine headedness in some of these problematic cases, a third test
has sometimes been applied, based on the selection restrictions of the two
nominal parts. Akmajian and Lehrer (1976), for instance, point out that in
some binominal constructions only one of the two nominal elements
complies with the selection restrictions of the verb. In examples (1a) and
(1b), for instance, the verbs spill and drink require a liquid as their subject
and direct object, respectively; this would indicate that the second noun,
wine, functions as the head of the construction. In (2), on the other hand,
the verb break selects a solid, breakable, subject/direct object, which would
indicate that here it is the first noun which functions as the head.2

(1) a. A bottle of wine spilled.
b. He drank a bottle of wine.

(2) a. A bottle of wine broke.
b. He broke a bottle of wine.

These facts seem to suggest that in binominal constructions of this kind
either of the two elements can function as the (semantic) head, depending

2 Similar examples for Dutch can be found in Vos (1999).
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on the type of entity referred to. Notice, finally, that there are also contexts
which allow both readings, as in Jim bought a box of cigars.

As far as semantic headedness within noun phrases is concerned, we thus
have (i) a basic characterization in terms of reference (designation); and
(ii) three tests: distributional equivalence, obligatoriness and selection
restrictions. None of these, however, seems to provide a totally reliable
means of determining headedness.

2.2.2 (Morpho)syntactic criteria

Instead of having to rely on semantic characterizations, some linguists have
preferred to determine headedness on the basis of a number of (morpho)
syntactic criteria, some of which are discussed below. Again discussion is
restricted to the most commonly applied criteria; more detailed accounts
can be found in the relevant chapters.

2.2.2.1 Subject-verb agreement
It is generally acknowledged that syntactic verb agreement is typically
determined by the head of the subject NP. Consider, for instance, the
following examples:

(3) a. Three reviews of the book were/*was received.
b. A review of three books was/*were received.

(4) The two lady presidents were/*was sworn enemies.

In the examples in (3) it is the first of the nouns within the subject NP
which exhibits number agreement with the verb. Since semantically
speaking, too, the first noun functions as the head, determining the des-
ignation of the NP as a whole, headedness in these constructions is per-
fectly straightforward. The same is true for the construction in (4): again
the formal evidence confirms our intuitions that what we are referring to
are presidents of a certain kind.

Akmajian and Lehrer (1976) use this as formal evidence to support their
claim that in certain types of binominal noun phrases either of the nouns
can function as the head of the construction:

(5) a. The herd of large African elephants was larger than I thought.
b. The herd of large African elephants was/were stampeding

toward us.

In (5a) the use of a singular verb suggests that it is the first noun, herd,
which functions as the head. This is supported by the semantic evidence as
it is the herd which is referred to and to which the predication (‘being
larger than we thought’) applies. In (5b), on the other hand, either noun
may function as the head. Thus the subject NP may refer either to a
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(singular) herd consisting of elephants, in which case the first noun
functions as the head, or to a (plural) set of elephants, with the first noun
fulfilling quantifying function (Akmajian and Lehrer 1976).
As pointed out by Akmajian and Lehrer (1976: 410), however, the

semantic and syntactic evidence does not always coincide. Consider, for
instance, the examples in (6).

(6) a. Two bottles of wine were/*was fermenting.
a0. (The/A lot of) wine was fermenting.
b. Two bottles of wine were/*was spilling.
b0. (A lot of) wine was spilling.
c. The two bottles of Argentinian wine were/*was delicious
c0. The Argentinian wine was delicious.

From these example we see that even where it is the second noun which
fulfills the selection restrictions of the predicate (here the main verbs fer-
ment and spill and the adjective delicious), it is the first noun which shows
number agreement with the finite verb. Consequently, Akmajian and
Lehrer conclude that number agreement is not a good test for determining
the (syntactic) head of an NP, as in the event of a clash the semantic
evidence may outweigh the formal evidence.

As pointed out by many linguists, it is not only in such cases as example
(6) that a mismatch may occur between the syntactic number of the (head
of the) NP and the number of the finite verb (e.g. Zandvoort 1961, Morgan
1972, Moravcsik 1978, Corbett 1979, 1994, Quirk et al. 1985, Dowty and
Jacobson 1988, Fries 1988, Reid 1991). A well-known group of morpho-
logically singular nouns which permit the use of both a singular and a
plural verb are collective nouns, such as crowd, group, team, gang, army,
flock, audience, party, etc.

Other constructions, too, have proved to be of interest in this respect.
First of all, it turns out that NPs with numerals, despite their plural
marking, may trigger a singular verb, as illustrated in (7a) (e.g. Moravcsik
1978); the same is true for the measure noun constructions given in (7b)
(e.g. Morgan 1972: 279–80).

(7) a. Ten thousand dollars isn’t much.
b. for instance uh in East Anglia uhm eighty miles of uh bridle way

has just been formed through an arrangement between sixty
different farms <ICE-GB:S1B-037 #103:1:B>

Thirdly, a syntactic mismatch in number agreement is often found in
conjoined subject NPs (Corbett 1979: 207; see also Moravcsik 1978), where,
once again, a plural subject can be followed by a verb in the singular:

(8) a. Frost and freezing fog has affected most of the country (BBC
News, 3 Dec 1976, as cited in Corbett 1979: 207)
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b. I usually think that advertising and publicity is a complete and
utter waste of money . . . <ICE-GB:S1B-078 #31:1:B>

The opposite pattern may be observed in the case of partitive con-
structions, where the plural (superlative) NP is modified by a relative
clause. Here, the finite verb of the modifying clause can be found to agree
with the singular head of the construction rather than with the plural
antecedent (Zandvoort 1961: 198–9).

(9) This is one of the best books on its subject that has been published in
recent years. (Times Literary Supplement, Febr. 22, 1957, p. 115/3, as
cited in Zandvoort 1961: 199)

Apart from semantic (conceptual, notional) number, however, other
factors may play a role. Zandvoort (1961: 198), for instance, suggests that
linear proximity – the distance between the verb and a noun – may
influence the choice for a singular or plural verb. For instance, where two
or more plural nouns intervene between a singular head and the finite verb,
the verb is more likely to take a plural form (see also Corbett 1979: 218–19).
Thus, number discord can be found in regular (non-measure, non-parti-
tive) NPs in which the head noun is followed by a phrase or clause con-
taining another noun differing in number from the head noun. In (10a) we
find a subject NP containing a singular head noun followed by a plural NP
triggering a plural verb; in (10b) we find a subject NP with a plural head
noun followed by a singular NP triggering a singular verb:

(10) a. The influence of some contemporary writers and fashions are
allowed to enter. (B. Ifor Evans, The Language of Shakespeare’s
Plays, p. 21, as cited in Zandvoort 1961: 197)

b. The various allusions to the heavens in this poem is a preparation
for the last fragment, ‘When Dido festid firsts.’ (A.K. Foxwell.
The Poems of Sir Thomas Wiat, II. p. 125. as cited in Zandvoort
1961: 197)

Finally, Corbett (1979) also mentions the role of animacy, as it is only
animate NPs which seem to favour semantic agreement. On the whole,
these linguists agree that in cases of a formal mismatch it is the semantic
number of the subject NPs which tends to override its syntactic number,
while some linguists (e.g. Dowty and Jacobson 1988, Reid 1991) even take a
more absolutist position, claiming that subject-verb agreement is deter-
mined by semantic considerations only.

Number agreement has not, however, been a subject of discussion only
among linguists. In addition, a considerable amount of psycholinguistic
research has been devoted to the circumstances in which number mis-
matches occur, as well as to the question of what these mismatches (or
‘agreement errors’) tell us about the psychological processes involved in the
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production of linguistic utterances. Unfortunately, however, the results are
far from unequivocal, which may be due to differences between languages,
the variety of constructions examined and the specific examples used.

In their experiments, psycholinguists have used both single NPs (con-
taining one noun) and constructions containing a head noun followed by
phrases containing (one or more) other NPs; in all the cases reported below
a sentence-completion task (as introduced by Bock and Miller 1991) was
used. In the former case, the nouns in question were collective nouns such
as gang, jury, committee, majority, herd, group, army, audience, team, fleet,
crowd, police etc. (e.g. Bock and Eberhard 1993, Berg 1998, Bock, Nicol
and Cutting 1999). In the case of NPs containing two nouns, a fair amount
of research has been conducted into constructions in which the first (head)
noun allowed for (or favoured) a distributive reading (e.g. the label on
the bottles, the stamp on the envelopes, the picture on the postcards), to see
whether these constructions induced more (singular-plural) number mis-
matches with the following finite verb than similar constructions favouring
a single-entity interpretation (the journey to the islands, the mountain of
the nomads) (e.g. Vigliocco, Butterworth and Garrett 1996a, Eberhard
1997).

Other experiments concentrate on the role of one or more intervening
(or local) NPs; that is, on the possible interference in the process of number
agreement of non-head nominals situated between the head noun and the
finite verb. In some cases the local NP was contained in a phrasal modifier
(e.g. the helicopter for the flights, the computer with the program(s) for the
experiment(s); see Vigliocco and Nicol 1998, Franck, Vigliocco and Nicol
2002); in other cases the local noun would be part of a clausal modifier (e.g.
the owner of the house which/who charmed the realtors; Nicol 1995). Finally,
Berg (1998) pays special attention to such pseudo-partitive constructions as
the majority of adults, a number of critical issues and a bunch of flowers to
determine the nature (syntactic or semantic) of subject-verb agreement in
these constructions.

As mentioned before, the various experiments have led to a number of
different findings and conclusions. Bock and Miller (1991), Nicol (1995),
and Eberhard (1997), for instance, concluded that the number of the verb
seems to be determined by linear (or temporal) rather than hierarchical
distance from the controlling noun. Thus, Bock and Miller (1991) found
that agreement errors may take place even in such clearly left-headed
constructions as the mountain of the nomads, where the preverbal (local,
non-head) noun (nomads) can control verb agreement. Nicol (1995) comes
to a similar conclusion for constructions containing a clausal modifier. She
argues that if, in constructions like the ones given in (11), the effect
is purely syntactic, we would expect fewer mistakes in (a) than in (b), since
in (b) the mismatch is syntactically nearer to the head of the subject NP
(owner).
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(11) a. The owner of the house which charmed the realtors is/are . . .
b. The owner of the house who charmed the realtors is/are . . .

Results, however, failed to show a difference between the two con-
structions, thus suggesting that the agreement effect is more likely to be
due to linear distance than to syntactic distance.

In other experiments, however, findings seem to point in the opposite
direction, i.e. to syntactic distance between the interfering (local) noun and
the head noun as the determining factor. Vigliocco and Nicol (1998), for
instance, found that agreement errors are also made when the ‘local noun’
is not adjacent to the verb. Thus, distribution of agreement errors turned
out to be the same for both examples in (12):

(12) a. The helicopter for the flights is/are safe.
b. Is/Are the helicopter for the flights safe?

This, they argued, suggests that it is the structural hierarchy of the
phrase, not linearity, which determines number agreement. Similarly,
Franck, Vigliocco and Nicol (2002) found that the presence of a third noun
does not create more agreement errors: they found mismatches in con-
structions like (13a), where the second noun (the local noun presidents)
determined the number of the finite verb, but not in constructions such as
(13b), with the third noun (companies) intervening in the process of subject-
verb agreement.

(13) a. The threat to the presidents of the company are serious.
b. The threat to the president of the companies are serious.

They, too, concluded that it is syntactic proximity (i.e. syntactic position
of the local noun) rather than linear proximity which influences agreement
errors.

A somewhat different approach is that in which apparent mismatches are
not necessarily seen as errors, but rather as a reflection of the semantic
(conceptual) number of a subject NP. Berg (1998), for instance, shows that
in (American) English there is a strong tendency, both in constructions
with collective nouns (the couple) and in pseudo-partitive constructions (the
majority of the adults), for the verb to appear in the plural, agreeing with the
semantic rather than the (morpho)syntactic number of the NP as a whole.
That this tendency is particularly strong in English, Berg suggests, may be
due to the fact that, compared to other languages, English has an impo-
verished verbal morphology, which means that there is little opportunity
for syntactically based agreement to operate.3

3 For German, for instance, which has a much richer inflectional system than English, Berg
(1998) found that in similar constructions, number agreement is determined by the
syntactic number of the subject NP. However, on the basis of experiments with number
agreement in NPs with distributive referents, Vigliocco, Butterworth and Semenza (1995),
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Eberhard’s (1999) experiments with noun phrases with (conceivably)
distributive referents also show that subject verb agreement may be con-
trolled by the semantic rather than the syntactic number of the head noun.
That other experiments (e.g. Vigliocco et al. 1996a) failed to show any
difference between constructions with distributive referents and those with
single entities is, according to Eberhard, due to the specific examples used.
Thus, Eberhard found that conceptual number agreement was more likely
to occur with nouns which were easier to image (i.e. nouns with a higher
degree of concreteness). She therefore concludes that, rather than linear
proximity or morphological richness, it is the concreteness or ease of
imagining of the distributive NP which affects the availability of conceptual
number.

Other factors, too, have been identified as having a possible influence on
subject-verb agreement. Bock and Cutting (1992) mention decay (accel-
erated by the length of post-modifying phrase or clause) as a possible
influence, while (Franck et al. 2002) point out that the complexity of the
intervening material may play a role. Finally, as pointed out before, the
number of the head and local noun may also prove relevant, since errors are
more likely to occur in singular-plural sequences than on plural-singular
sequences (Eberhard 1997).

It will be clear that, in view of the number of ‘mismatches’ between the
(syntactic) number of the head of a construction and the number of the
finite verb, as well as the variety of constructions in which these
mismatches may occur, one has to be careful in relying too heavily on
subject-verb agreement as an indicator of headedness. This does not mean,
however, that it cannot be used as a criterion at all. Some linguists, for
instance, argue that some of the problems with agreement can be solved by
distinguishing between syntactic headedness, determined by the formal
number of the subject NP, and semantic headedness, determined by its
conceptual number. Although in the majority of cases one and the same
noun functions both as the syntactic and as the semantic head of the
construction, there are circumstances in which the two do not coincide.
Moreover, although it would be inappropriate to rely solely on subject-verb
agreement to establish syntactic headedness within the noun phrase, it may
still be considered a valid criterion in combination with the other criteria
discussed in this section.

Vigliocco, Butterworth and Garrett (1996), Vigliocco, et al. (1996) come to the opposite
conclusion. Vigliocco, Butterworth and Garrett (1996), for instance, found that in English,
constructions with distributive NPs (the picture on the postcards, the stamp on the envelopes)
tend to co-occur with a singular verb, even in those cases where utterances start with the
verb. This they take as evidence of syntactic rather than conceptual number agreement.
In languages with a richer inflectional system, such as Italian (Vigliocco et al. 1995),
Spanish (Vigliocco et al. 1996a) and Dutch and French (Vigliocco et al. 1996b), however,
conceptual number proved more likely to control verb agreement.
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2 .2.2 .2 Determiner-head agreement
Apart from subject-verb agreement, concord between determiner and
nominal head has also been proposed as a syntactic test. Generally speaking,
nominal heads are expected to agree in number with any determiners,
q ua nt ifie rs a nd num era ls, a s illu st ra te d i n ( 14).

( 14 ) a. Three reviews of this book were received.
b. A review of three books was received.

Combining the requirements of head-determiner agreement and subject-
verb agreement yields some interesting results. Consider, for instance, the
examples in (15 ):

( 15 ) a. Many people are sceptical about politics.
b. A large number of people are sceptical about politics.

Example ( 15a) is perfectly straightforward: the subject NP contains only
one noun and this noun agrees in number with both the determiner ( many)
and the finite verb ( are ). Example (15 b) is slightly more complicated. Here
the indefinite article agrees in number with the first noun ( number), while
the verb agrees in number with the second noun (people ). The solution
suggested by Akmajian and Lehrer (1976 ) is to regard the subject NP in
( 15 b) as containing only one noun ( people), while the expression a number
of functions as a complex quantifier, similar to many in (15 a). In that case
both criteria are again fulfilled, since the head noun ( people) now agrees in
number both with the finite verb and with the plural complex determiner.

Other exceptions may, however, be more difficult to account for. Con-
sider the examples in ( 16 ), both of which were found in spontaneous
speech:

( 16 ) a. And then we can also use the same feedback to help them to
produce those kind of pitch changes in their speech <ICE-GB:
S 2A-056 #109 :1:A>

b. They won’t last long, mate, these type never do. (BNC)4

Normally, in constructions like ( 16a), where a first noun in the form sort,
kind or type is preceded by a demonstrative determiner, number agreement
holds between the determiner and the first noun. Here, however, there is
concord between the determiner and the (plural) second noun, which also
agrees with the verb. Example (16b) poses even more of a challenge: here
we have only one noun; nevertheless, there is no agreement between this
noun and the determiner, nor between this noun and the verb (these
expressions will be discussed in detail in chapter 7 , section 7. 5).

4 I owe this example to David Denison (see also Denison and Keizer, in prep.).
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2.2.2.3 The morphosyntactic locus
Zwicky (1985, 1993) also proposes a number of tests for headedness, but
eventually concludes they can all be reduced to the single criterion of which
element functions as the ‘morphosyntactic locus’. In other words, all we
need to determine headedness is to establish which element within a
complex NP bears inflectional marks (e.g. Zwicky 1985: 3). For English,
this means that we simply have to look for the element which is inflected
for the plural. Although this criterion does, indeed, seem to cover most
cases, it certainly does not solve all problems, as there are plenty of nouns
in English which do not occur in the plural, such as mass nouns and proper
names, while in other cases, more than one element can appear in the plural
(e.g. some boxes of chocolates, large numbers of children, these kinds of cars).

2.2.2.4 Stress
A final test that has occasionally been used involves stress. Unfortunately,
what predictions can be made on the basis of stress seems to depend on the
type of construction in question. On the one hand, one may assume that it
is typically the modifier or complement (i.e. the non-head) which is given
primary stress since this element is more likely to contain focal information
(unless contrastive). This seems to work for constructions of the kind
illustrated in (17):

(17) a. that rogue of a doctor
b. that son of a doctor

In the binominal construction in (17a) primary stress tends to fall on the
first noun, which may be taken as an indication that this noun predicates a
property of the second noun; in (17b), where the first noun clearly func-
tions as the head of the entire construction, stress tends to fall on (the noun
within) the complement PP.

In the case of the sort-of and kind-of constructions illustrated in (18), on the
other hand, the reverse seems to hold. In (18a), reference seems to be made to
a particular sort of land, while in (18b) reference is made not to a sort of
holiday, but to something which can best be described as a holiday (for more
details, see chapter 7). In (18a) primary stress tends to fall on the first noun,
while in (18b) it typically falls on the second noun. This means that here, too,
stress may be used as a criterion for headedness; unlike in example (17),
however, it is the head which tends to be stressed in both cases.

(18) a. Does the production of penicillin impose any particular con-
straints on the sort of land we can use <ICE-GB:S1B-020
#132:1:A>

b. But it I suppose it’s as a that’s as a sort of holiday, kind of doing
you know doing nothing but sitting around <ICE-GB:S1A-097
#65:1:A>
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2.2.3 Discourse factors

A final test, combining semantic and formal features, is that of discourse
reference and pronominalization. Assuming that the form of an anaphoric
definite pronoun is determined by the features of the head of the ante-
cedent NP, the examples in (19) seem to confirm the idea that in binominal
constructions of this type both nouns may function as the head:

(19) a. John gave me a box of chocolates. It was really big.
b. John gave me a box of chocolates. They were really big.

When combined with a predicate imposing different selection restric-
tions on the two pronominal subjects in (19), only one of the pronouns
seems to be fully acceptable. Note that in (20b), the singular pronoun it is
not completely excluded. As mentioned earlier, there are circumstances
in which a container noun can apparently be used to refer to the contents
of this container (compare example (6) above; see also discussion in
chapter 6).

(20) a. John gave me a box of chocolates. It was/?* They were pink with
a red ribbon.

b. John gave me a box of chocolates. They were/??It was absolutely
delicious.

Obviously, this test is relevant only in those cases where the two nouns
differ in number and where this difference in number is reflected in the
choice of pronoun. This means that indefinite pronouns are less useful in
this respect: since the indefinite pronouns one and some take as their
antecedent the ‘bare’ noun (the predicate), without its inflections, number
agreement between antecedent and anaphor is not required. This is illu-
strated in the examples in (21), all of which are, in principle, ambiguous
(although in (21a)-(21c) one of the readings is clearly preferred).

(21) a. John gave me a box of chocolates. He promised to buy me another
one next week.

b. John gave me a box of chocolates. He promised to buy me some
more next week.

c. John gave me two boxes of chocolates. He promised to buy me
another one next week.

d. John gave me two boxes of chocolates. He promised to buy me
some more next week.

2.3 Conclusion

In this chapter we have seen that although semantic evidence does indeed
come closest to our intuitions concerning headedness within the noun
phrase, it is often inconclusive and open to more than one interpretation.
Formal evidence, on the other hand, seems to be more straightforward in
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the sense that each criterion is either fulfilled or not fulfilled. Here, too,
however, we are faced by a number of problems; first, the question arises of
how to select the relevant criteria in the first place; secondly, none of these
tests turns out to be foolproof; thirdly, the syntactic evidence may clash
with the semantic evidence.

In sum, although each of the criteria is useful in its own right, they
nevertheless ought to be applied with a fair amount of caution. A better
option may be to use a cluster approach, which basically means that the
more criteria an element complies with, the more prototypical a head it is.
Where two elements compete for headedness, the one fulfilling most cri-
teria wins out. This will mean that none of the criteria will, by itself, be
decisive; nor will the non-fulfillment of any one criterion mean that an
element cannot be the head. More importantly, perhaps, it will mean that
the result need not always be unequivocal: headedness will be regarded as a
matter of degree; where differences in degree of headedness between two
elements are small, the outcome may not always be clear, and the question
of headedness may remain unresolved (which is different from saying a
noun phrase is non- or double-headed).
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3 Close appositions

3.1 Introduction

This chapter deals with a number of very similar binominal expressions, often
referred to in the literature as close appositions. The more general category of
appositions, which has been the subject of an extensive amount of research,
has proved quite difficult to define and, in the course of the debate, has come
to include so many different constructions (e.g. Meyer 1992) that it is difficult
to conceive of these constructions as constituting one category. This chapter
is not, however, concerned with the question of which constructions should
be called appositions and which not, although I agree with, among others,
Acuña-Fariña (1996, 1999) that it is only useful to compare and capture under
one label constructions which have a fair number of features (morpho-
syntactic, semantic and/or pragmatic) in common. Instead, the discussion to
follow will be restricted to a small subset of appositional constructions – a
subset which is generally referred to as close or restrictive appositions and
which consists of a number of binominal constructions which, formally as
well as functionally, behave in an apparently unified manner.

Nevertheless, it is the aim of this chapter to demonstrate that there are,
in fact, important syntactic, semantic and pragmatic differences even
among these constructions, and that, although it may be justified to capture
them all under the general heading of close apposition, we are really dealing
with a number of subtypes, given in (1).

(1) a. the actor Orson Welles Type 1a: det þ N þ NP

b. the word recession Type 1b: det þ N þ N
c. Orson Welles the actor Type 2: NP þ det þ N
d. actor Orson Welles Type 3: N þ NP

e. my friend Orson Welles Type 4a: poss þ N þ NP

f. my friend the actor Type 4b: poss þ N þ det þ N

As a preliminary characterization, we can say that all the constructions in
(1) have the following formal characteristics:

(i) They contain two nominal elements;
(ii) There is no linking element between these elements (as opposed to

such constructions as the city of Rome, the name of Algernon);
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(iii) One element is a proper noun (Types 1a, 2, 3 and 4a), or some other
element which is normally taken to be uniquely denoting (Type 1b);
the other element is a count noun;1

(iv) In spoken language the two elements form one intonation unit; in
written language the two elements are not separated by a comma.

In addition the following semantic features are often mentioned:
(v) Both elements refer to the same entity;
(vi) There is a semantic relation (of modification, predication or speci-

fication) between the two elements.

At the end of section 3.2, a modified and extended – and hopefully more
satisfactory – version of this preliminary definition will be presented, in
particular of the feature mentioned in (v).

The organization of this chapter is as follows. In section 3.2 the criteria
for close apposition put forward in previous treatments are discussed and
compared. As none of these accounts seem to offer a truly satisfactory
account of the notion of close apposition, it will be suggested that, instead
of regarding close appositions as one homogeneous group (with one basic
underlying form), a number of different types need to be distinguished. In
order to decide how to analyse and represent these various types, section 3.3
considers evidence from definiteness and anaphoricity. On the basis of
further morphosyntactic and semantic evidence, different underlying
representations are proposed for each of these types (section 3.3.4). Some
overall conclusions are presented in section 3.4.

Finally, a brief remark on terminology may be required. As will become
apparent in the discussion of previous analyses in section 3.2, a consider-
able number of different terms have been used to refer to close appositions
as a whole and the two component elements. In the treatment to be pro-
posed, each of the constructions in (1) will be referred to as (close)
appositions, while the two nominal elements will be referred to either as the
first element (or N1) and the second element (or N2) (reflecting the order
in which the elements occur), or as the proper noun (or uniquely defining
element) and the descriptive element.

3.2 Criteria from previous analyses

3.2.1 Introduction

Over the years, constructions of Type 1 (the poet Burns, the word recession),
and to a lesser extent Type 2 (Burns the poet), have been given a number of
different treatments. This section presents a list of criteria for close

1 Note that Type 4b does not share this feature. We will return to this in the course of the
discussion.
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appositions extracted from these earlier works, ordered along a number of
important formal and semantic features. The list is not exhaustive; it simply
serves to introduce the concepts and criteria employed in discussions of close
apposition, in preparation for the analyses presented in section 3.3.4. It will
be noted that in some cases the criteria given are contradictory; needless to
say these in particular will be given close attention.

1 Intonation
a. The stress pattern is secondary-primary (Haugen 1953; cf. Francis

1958: 302);
b. The two elements belong to the same information unit, indicated in

speech by inclusion in the same tone unit (Quirk et al. 1972, 1985).

2 Class and form of the elements
a. The two parts must belong to the same major form class (Fries 1952:

187; Hockett 1955: 101; Francis 1958: 301; Sopher 1971; Quirk et al.
1972, 1985);

b. Instances of close apposition invariably contain a proper name or ‘a
noun with a similar force, namely, a word or expression representing a
thing as an individual, not as a member of a class’ (Curme 1931: 92–3);

c. Close appositions contain (i) a modifier consisting of the definite
article followed by a non-titular class noun (i.e. which normally
requires an article); (ii) a head, which is a substantive expression
containing a non-class noun, i.e. proper noun or mass/substance noun
(one which can normally occur without an article) (Haugen 1953).

3 Structure and syntactic headedness
a. In constructions of the type the poet Burns ‘the second element is

restrictive and is necessary to limit, or restrict, or define the meaning
of the first’ (Lee 1952; cf. Francis 1958: 301);

¼ NPHead þ NPMod

b. Close appositions of the type the poet Burns are modifier-head con-
structions (Haugen 1953; Burton-Roberts 1975; Acuña-Fariña 1996);

¼ NPMod þ NPHead

c. The construction must be endocentric, while there must be no more
justification for taking the first part as attribute of the second as head
than for the reverse (Hockett 1955: 101); in appositional expressions
like my good friend Ollie North, there is no real basis for singling out
either component as the head (Langacker 2002: 28);

¼ NPHead/Mod þ NPHead/Mod

d. Constructions of the type the poet Burns are modifier-head
constructions; the definite article has scope of both elements (Burton-
Roberts 1975; see also Burton-Roberts 1994, Acuña-Fariña 1996).

¼ Det [NMod þNHead]
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4 Syntactic omissibility
a. On a syntactic level the apposition (¼N2) is structurally indepen-

dent and can itself function as the subject of the sentence (Sopher
1971);

b. Each of the appositives can be separately omitted without affecting
the acceptability of the sentence (Quirk et al. 1972, 1985).

5 Reference
a. The two parts must refer to the same entity (Haugen 1953: 169;

Hockett 1955: 101; Sopher 1971: 27);
b. The two parts must be identical in reference or else the reference of

the one must be included in the reference of the other (Quirk et al.
1972, 1985);

c. Most typically appositions consist of two coreferential noun phrases
(Jucker 1992: 77);

d. ‘It is a logical impossibility . . . for coreferential items to constitute
between them a higher NP’ (Burton-Roberts 1975: 396).

6 Semantic omissibility
a. On a notional level the two nouns are interchangeable without

changing the meaning of the sentence (Sopher 1971);
b. After omitting either of the two parts there is no difference between

the original sentence and either of the resulting sentences in extra-
linguistic reference (Burton-Roberts 1975).

7 Positions of the elements
The two parts are arbitrarily reversible (e.g. Sopher 1971).

The aim of the following sections is to consider these points in detail, to
indicate some inadequacies and inconsistencies in the formulations given,
and to try and identify the cause of these shortcomings.

3.2.2 Intonation and form of the elements

3.2.2.1 Intonation
Intonation is probably the least controversial of the properties of close
appositions. All linguists agree that the two elements of a close apposition
form one intonation unit, and, as such, are not separated by a pause in
speaking or a comma in writing. In addition, in the unmarked case secondary
stress falls on the first element, with primary stress being given to the second
element (cf. adjective-noun constructions). It is true that application of these
tests will often be inconclusive, as ‘pauses’ may be difficult to define, people
are notoriously sloppy in the use of commas, and contrastive and emphatic
uses will lead to different intonation patterns. Nevertheless, these formal
features do, on the whole, suffice to indicate the status of the apposition as
close/restrictive as opposed to non-restrictive.
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By way of illustration, consider the examples in (2). These two appo-
sitions, both taken from the spoken part of the corpus, exhibit completely
different intonation patterns. The close apposition (Type 1a) in (2a) is
pronounced as one unit, without a pause before the proper noun. More-
over, primary stress is given to the proper noun only, with secondary stress
being attached to the N1. In the non-restrictive construction in (2b), on the
hand, there is a clear pause between the N1 and the name, while (parts of)
both elements are given primary stress.2

(2) a. This is a really big home win for Jaguar and indeed for Silver-
stone because the Jaguar boss Tom Walkenshaw is of course the uh
managing director of Silverstone Circuits the BRDC <ICE-GB:
S2A-012 #90:6:A>

b. I asked the conciliation director at the National Family Concilia-
tion Council, Thelma Fisher <ICE-GB:S2B-019 #101:1:A>

The same intonation pattern is found in construction Types 1b and 4a and
4b, as well as in constructions where the two elements occur in the reversed
order (Type 2), as in examples (3a) and (3b). In (3a), the construction Hum-
phrey the Cabinet cat is pronounced as one unit, with primary stress on the
second element. Example (3b), on the other hand, is clearly non-restrictive.

(3) a. Even Humphrey the Cabinet cat seems affected by the imminent
change of occupier <ICE GB:S2B-003 #101:1:P>

b. Today of course we have Mr Bryan Gould an immigrant from New
Zealand and a former Oxford don supported by Paul Foot the son of a
Labour lord the grandson of a Lib-Lab knight helping to convince us
that Britain is not an open society<ICE-GB:S2B-035#98:2:A>

In appositive constructions of Type 3, too, stress is clearly on the
second part, at least in the unmarked case. Some examples are given in (4a)
and (4b), both of which contain an N1 indicating a rank or function and an
N2 which takes the form of a proper noun and which receives primary stress.

(4) a. Group Captain David Henderson the commander of one detach-
ment of Tornado bombers and Jaguar fighters paid tribute to the
outstanding electronic support that his pilots had received in their
raids on two Iraqi-held airfields <ICE-GB:S2B-008 #38:1:E>

b. The final sign that all is clear for the march off to begin will be
when garrison Sergeant-Major Perry Mason of the Coldstream
Guards somebody who is very easy for a commentator to pick out
<ICE-GB:S2A-011 #133:1:A>

2 All examples of close apposition taken from the corpus examples have been checked and
clearly exhibit the restrictive intonation pattern.
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This type of construction does not seem to have a direct non-restrictive
counterpart: it is difficult to read the example in (4) with a comma into-
nation, giving primary stress to both elements.

3.2.2.2 Class and form of the elements
In order for a structure to qualify as a close apposition, it is generally agreed
that its two elements must belong to the same major form class, i.e. the class
of nouns (e.g. Hockett 1955; Francis 1958; Sopher 1971). Note that this class
includes common nouns (count or mass) as well as proper nouns. Quirk et al.
(1972, 1985), too, use syntactic class to distinguish between what they call
‘strict’ and ‘weak’ apposition: in strict appositions the two elements are of the
same syntactic class, in weak appositions they are not.

Generally speaking, however, the two elements of a close apposition do
not belong to the same subclass of noun. From the examples given so far it
will have become clear that one of the characteristics of close appositions is
that one of the elements is a proper noun, mass noun or substance noun,
while the other element is a count noun; the distinguishing feature between
the two elements being that the second element usually occurs without an
article in other contexts, while the first element must have an article in
other contexts. Thus the examples in (5) are acceptable as appositions,
since the names Turandot and the substance noun seroglycerin are normally
not preceded by a definite article; the expressions in (6), on the other hand,
do not occur, since these constructions combine two class nouns.

(5) a. This story appears to be the origin of the opera Turandot <ICE-
GB:S2A-059 #82:1:A>

b. Incidentally at the time I published the thyroxin essay Burt and
Galloway in the States published a similar procedure exactly
identical for the measurement of the insulin seroglycerin using an
antibody as the binding agent <ICE-GB:S2A-042 #91:1:A>

(6) a. *the weapon sword
b. *the vehicle wagon

In the large majority of cases this prediction turns out to be correct, but,
not surprisingly perhaps, there are exceptions. One seemingly trivial
counterexample is that of constructions containing the names of ships,
rivers, etc., which, although functioning as proper nouns, do require a
definite article in other contexts.3

3 This is rather an interesting feature of these expressions. One could claim that the definite
article here is part of the proper noun; in that case, however, one would expect the article
also to turn up in appositional constructions, which, as shown in the examples in (7), is not
the case. Alternatively, non-appositional constructions like The Missouri and The Gardogne
may be seen as reduced close appositions.
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(7) a. The position of the World War Two battleship Missouri has not
been disclosed . . . <ICE-GB:S2B-001 #33:1:B>

b. This marvel of architecture was built from blocks of stone each
weighing many tons and hoisted a hundred and fifty feet above
the river Gardogne <ICE-GB:S2B-027 #13:1:A>

Moreover, there seem to be cases where both elements take the form of a
definite NP headed by a count noun, as shown in example (8), which
nevertheless seems to qualify as a close apposition on all other points.
Obviously, the example in question consists of a highly formulaic type of
address, which is very restricted in use. Nevertheless, neither part of this
construction is a proper noun, as shown by the fact that both parts can
quite easily be combined with a proper noun to form a typical close
apposition construction (examples (8a0) and (8a00)).

(8) a. Mr Deputy Speaker I spoke with the chairman of this Select
Committee the honourable gentleman the member for Newnham
South <ICE-GB:S1B-054 #10:1:B>

a0. the honourable gentleman Mr Thomas Brown
a00. the member for Newnham South Mr Thomas Brown

More interestingly, however, there are close appositions of Type 4b
(my friend the actor), which also combine two count nouns. Note, however,
that constructions of this kind are not always seen as close appositions.
Haugen (1953), for instance, explicitly states that the descriptive
element must contain the definite article. Interestingly, Haugen is the only
one to impose this restriction, the more general assumption being that
appositions of this kind must be definite, but may contain some other
definite determiner. Thus, Quirk et al. (e.g. 1985: 1316–18) mention the
possibility of a possessive or demonstrative determiner, as in your brother
George and that famous critic Paul Jones. Burton-Roberts (1975) and Acuña-
Fariña (1996) also include constructions with a possessive pronoun in
their discussions of close appositions; however, whereas Burton-Roberts
analyses these in the same way as constructions with the definite
article, Acuña-Fariña assigns them a different structure (see section 3.3.1.4).
When we look at the corpus we find that examples with a possessive

determiner abound, while occasionally examples with a demonstrative can
be found. In addition, the use of a genitive construction turns out to be
quite common. Some examples are given in (9)–(11).

(9) a. Well that’s like your friend Ruth who lives with someone <ICE-
GB:S1A-019 #361:1:A>

b. In fact my mate at work Anne was in Scotland about a couple of
months ago and she was just talking about uhm with some friend
of hers about London and it was the first place they said they
went to <ICE-GB:S1A-098 #196:2:B>
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(10) a. We had a lecture by that guy Rene Weis over there <ICE-GB:S1A-
006 #20:1:B>

b. This child Claire has no idea what a sprit is <ICE-GB:S2A-030
#37:1:A>

(11) a. this was used as a pretext by Mohammed Ali’s successor Abaz
Pasha, to retire him on quarter pay from all active service <ICE-
GB:S2A-026 #31:1:A>

b. It was Britain’s ambassador Sir David Hannay who took on the
thankless job of explaining why Washington and London would
have nothing to do with the proposal from Paris <ICE-GB:S2B-
010 #42:1:B>

If we accept that the descriptive element of a close apposition may
contain other definite determiners apart from the definite article, the next
question which arises is whether it is justified to require that the deter-
miner in close appositions be definite. In other words, why not also include
the constructions in (12), which only differ from typical close appositions
in that they contain an indefinite article.

(12) a. I have a friend John who’s in Linguistics with me <ICE-GB:S1A-
032 #294:2:B>

b. So is it clear to everyone that we’ve got a constituent on the mat in
each case, because if that’s not clear speak because otherwise it’ll
be a disaster <ICE-GB:S1B-002 #181:1:A>

c. And supposing I take a value K, and I want to know if F X affects
that value <ICE-GB:S1B-013 #128:1:A>

The same would apply to constructions containing the demonstrative
determiner this in its indefinite (introductory) use, as illustrated in (13).

(13) Oh I remember I was talking to this bloke Mark some sort of . . . this
really old friend of mine <ICE-GB:S1A-015 #250:1:B>

Naturally, it is possible to reserve the term close apposition for definite
constructions only, or even for those with a definite article. However, apart
from the fact that an important generalization seems to be missed, such an
approach would leave a very similar group of indefinite constructions
unaccounted for (see also section 3.3.1).
Finally, it will be clear that by requiring the presence of a definite

determiner constructions of Type 3 (actor Orson Welles) would also fall
outside the class of close appositions. Although it is true that these
constructions are more limited in use than the other types (with N1
basically restricted to titles, the designation of certain professions and
certain forms of descriptive element), this does not seem sufficient ground
for regarding them as a different category of constructions.
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3.2.3 Headedness and syntactic omissibility

In most existing treatments of close appositions, the notion of headedness
plays an important role in determining the internal structure of these
constructions. One look at the list of criteria given in section 3.2.1, how-
ever, shows that this has not resulted in one generally accepted analysis.
This is largely due to the fact that the notions involved are often ill-defined
and tend to be applied in an intuitive and inconsistent manner. The
following four underlying structures have been suggested:

1. NPHead þ NPMod

2. NPMod þ NPHead

3. NPHead/Mod þ NPHead/Mod

4. Det [NMod þNHead]

Let us briefly consider each of these four analyses. The first analysis is
based on the (intuitive) assumption that in close appositions of the type the
poet Burns ‘the second element is restrictive and is necessary to limit, or
restrict, or define the meaning of the first’ (Lee 1952; cf. Francis 1958).
Haugen (1953), however, rejects such an analysis. He does so on the basis
of the ‘replacement-by-zero test’, arguing that the relative function of any
two linguistic elements can be determined by omitting each one of them in
turn and seeing which one of them can stand alone. Thus, in a construction
such as the poet Burns it is not possible, Haugen claims (1953: 165–6), for
the proper noun to be replaced by zero, as the element the poet cannot be
used in the same context, e.g. to start a discourse by talking about a poet
the hearer may be assumed never to have heard of; this being irreconcilable
with the use of the definite article. If, on the other hand, we omit the poet,
Haugen (1953: 166) continues, we have ‘a perfectly satisfactory sentence’.
Haugen concludes that, rather than the first noun, it must be the second
noun which functions as the head of the construction.

The question that arises, however, is what is meant by a ‘perfectly
satisfactory sentence’. From a syntactic point of view, omission of either
element leads to an acceptable result, while semantically, too, the resulting
constructions seem to be acceptable, no matter which element is being
omitted. Nevertheless, Haugen is right in recognizing that omission of
the first element may lead to a difference in acceptability.4 Haugen, in fact,
qualifies his own statement, adding that even though omission of the
poetmay result in a perfectly satisfactory sentence, ‘to be sure we would like
to have the additional piece of information that it is the poet by that name
we are talking about’ (Haugen 1953: 166). By adding this caveat, Haugen

4 Observe, however, that this is not equally true of all appositions. Thus in the case of
an expression like my husband Mark the proper name can be left out even if the referent
has not been introduced and the hearer does not know (of the existence of) the referent.
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admits that – in the same context – the resulting construction is not ‘per-
fectly satisfactory’, since full identification of the person referred to depends
on the presence of the epithet the poet. In other words, Haugen’s use of the
replacement-by-zero test to determine headedness within close appositions
fails to prove his point because he does not specify the level at which the
resulting constructions are to be judged as acceptable.5

Sopher (1971) is more explicit in this respect, claiming that ‘on a syntactic
level’ the apposition (N2) is not subordinated to the subject (N1) ‘since it is
structurally independent and can itself function as the subject of the sen-
tence’. Being predominantly concerned with non-restrictive appositions,
Sopher’s account does not, however, answer the question of what determines
headedness in close appositions (i.e. what, apart from word order, deter-
mines which element is the ‘subject’ and which the ‘apposition’).

Similarly inconclusive is the analysis of close appositions proposed
by Hockett (1955), who deems it inappropriate to speak of modifier and
head when dealing with these constructions. The alternative he offers,
however, is not altogether convincing. He concedes that in most endo-
centric constructions the evidence points either to interpreting A as
attribute and B as head, or to interpreting A as head and B as attribute.
There are, however, cases, according to Hockett (1955: 101), where there
‘is cogent evidence for both of these attributive alternatives. When we find
this to be the case, we speak of ‘‘apposition’’.’ There is, however, some-
thing distinctly odd about two NPs being mutually attributive; moreover,
Hockett does not actually specify any evidence to support this claim.

The final analysis differs from the first three in that it does not regard
close appositions as consisting of two separate NPs, but rather as one single
NP containing two nominal elements. Burton-Roberts (1975: 393) proposes
to analyse close appositions as modifier-head constructions, in which a
proper noun is being modified by an adjectival noun. What he offers is a
transformational account, according to which the poet Burns is derived from
an underlying structure Burns Burns the poet in the following way:

(14) a. [det] Burns [det] Burns be poet )
b. [det] Burns WH be poet (relativization, obl) )
c. the Burns who is a poet )
d. the Burns poet (relative reduction, opt) )
e. the poet Burns (by attribute preposing, obl)

Obviously, in an analysis of this kind, Haugen’s replacement-by-zero test
does not apply, as nowhere in the derivation do the determiner and the first
nominal (the þ poet) form one constituent. In other words, whether or not a
sentence is acceptable, syntactically speaking, after the proper noun has been

5 For a discussion of pragmatic omissibility in close appositions, the reader is referred to
Keizer (2005a).
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left out is irrelevant: it may be acceptable, but the structure of the
construction will have changed, with the determiner and the element poet
appearing in a new configuration. Like the others, however, Burton-Roberts
does not provide much syntactic evidence for determining headedness.

Acuña-Fariña (1996: 28–38), adopting Burton-Roberts’s analysis of
constructions like the poet Burns, does try to substantiate the claim that
these constructions are modifier-head constructions. First of all, Acuña-
Fariña argues that, since it is the proper noun which imposes restrictions
on the elements with which it occurs in a close apposition construction, the
proper noun must be the head. Thus, according to Acuña-Fariña (1996:
28), the examples in (15) show that proper nouns in English impose
conditions on the kind of elements they can co-occur with:

(15) a. Burns
b. this Burns
c. *the Burns
d. *poet Burns6

e. the poet Burns
f. the excellent Burns
g. the Burns who came here yesterday

On the basis of these examples Acuña-Fariña concludes that proper
nouns only can co-occur with two other elements (a determiner and a
modifier, as illustrated in (15e)–(15g)), except where the construction is
deictic (example (15b)). Moreover, in constructions like (15e)–(15g), the
determiner in question is invariably the definite article. According to
Acuña-Fariña, this is to be expected: since proper nouns denote unique
referents, it is natural that their expansions can only be definite. This, he
continues, is confirmed by the fact that proper nouns can never be used in
combination with the indefinite article:

(16) a. Burns
b. *a Burns
c. *poets Burns
d. *a poet Burns
e. *an excellent Burns
f. *a Burns who came here yesterday

Thus, Acuña-Fariña concludes, it must be the proper noun which
functions as the head of the construction, as it is this element which

6 Note that in the presence of a first name constructions of this kind are acceptable:

ia. Poet Gavin Ewart said: ‘In the old days the Poet Laureate did write for royal weddings
and birthdays and they were usually set to music’. <ICE-GB:W2C-020 #96:5>

ib. The staging by Francisco Negrin and designer Anthony Baker wittily plays off the opera
house and its conventions finally allowing us to glimpse a three tier gilt and scarlet
plush auditorium into which the cast make <ICE-GB:S1B-044 #2:1:A>
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imposes restrictions on the kind of determiners and modifiers with which it
can co-occur.

However, Acuña-Fariña’s argument here seems to be somewhat flawed. It
is true that on their prototypical referring use, proper nouns denote entities
that are unique (within the discourse context); in this use, they may be seen
as inherently definite, which accounts for the unacceptability of (15c).
Sometimes, however, a proper noun cannot be assumed to refer uniquely, in
which case the speaker may wish to add a modifier to enable the hearer to
identify the intended referent. If, on the basis of this extra information, the
speaker assumes the hearer to be able to (uniquely) identify the referent, the
definite article is used to communicate this assumption. Examples are (15e),
and, on a contrastive reading, examples (15f) and (15g).
If, on the other hand, the additional information cannot be assumed to

guide the hearer to the identity of the referent (either because the description
is not uniquely denoting or because a new, unfamiliar referent or name is
introduced), the indefinite article is used, resulting in such constructions as
(16b), (16d)–(16f) and, in a slightly modified form, (16c), all of which,
contrary to Acuña-Fariña’s claim, may be perfectly acceptable. Some
examples of unmodified indefinite constructions with a proper noun head are
given in (17): in (17a) the indefiniteness is due to a lack of unique reference;
in (17b) to the hearer’s assumed unfamiliarity with the referent or the name.
Examples of constructions containing a modified proper noun can be found
in (18); some examples of indefinite close appositions can be found in (19).

(17) a. Every now and then a Forsyte would come up, sidle round, and
take a good look at him. (John Galsworthy, The man of property)

b. And uh after research by her solicitors, she consulted a Mr
Patrick James, who apparently is a world authority on this type of
surgery <ICE-GB:S2A-062 #73:1:A>

(18) a. By 1918, Croatia’s political class yearned for a Yugoslavia where
an extended Serbia would have been balanced by a consolidated
Croatia. <ICE-GB:W2B-007 #42:1>

b. An embarrassed Sir Patrick Mayhew, QC, the Attorney-General,
who was to chair the meeting as head of the Bar, had to cancel it
after only 48 of the 6,000 practising barristers in England and
Wales arrived at the Camden Centre in north London. <ICE-
GB:W2C-006 #27:2>

(19) a. He also has to put up with a soppy elder brother Robert who is
forever mooning about some girl or other and a sister Ethel who
has all the brisk no-nonsense superiority of a true Wodehouse gel
<ICE-GB:S2B-026 #14:1:A>

b. I have a friend John who’s in Linguistics with me <ICE-GB:S1A-
032 #294:2:B> (¼ (12a))
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What is equally interesting, however, is that example (15e) also has a non-
contrastive reading: although the adjective excellent in (15f) may be used
contrastively (the excellent Burns vs the abominable Burns), this is, in fact, a
rather implausible reading. It is much more likely that the adjective is used
non-restrictively: there is only one Burns, to whom the property ‘excellent’
applies (compare example (18b)). In this respect, this construction can be
compared to such noun phrases as the friendly staff, which, depending on the
context, may receive a contrastive (or restrictive) reading (e.g. as opposed to
the unfriendly staff), but which may also be used to refer to all members of the
staff (the staff, who are friendly . . . ). On both readings, however, the element
Burns in the construction the excellent Burns functions as a common noun and
does not in itself refer. The same can be said about the poet Burns, which also
allows both readings. Here, too, neither element is used referentially by itself –
it is only the construction as a whole which can be said to refer.

Finally, there are plenty of instances where a proper noun co-occurs
with a non-restrictive modifying adjective only (without the definite arti-
cle). Again, the proper noun itself would have been enough to allow the
addressee to pick out the intended referent, which tends to be given in, or
at least inferrable from, the discourse context. Examples are given in (20):

(20) a. Shocked Tony Blair blasted the murder as ‘‘wicked in the
extreme.’’ (The Sun, 15 Jan 2003, front page)

b. And David O’Leary will float the free kick forward towards big
Allan Smith <ICE-GB:S2A-015 #104:1:A>

c. How are you keeping yourself back in sunny Paris where the food
is good? <ICE-GB:W1B-008 #163:6>

We may therefore conclude that the examples provided by Acuña-Fariña
fail to reflect actual language use and as such cannot be used as a basis for
determining which element functions as the head of the construction.

3.2.4 Reference and semantic omissibility

In most accounts of close apposition (e.g. Haugen 1953: 169; Hockett 1955:
101; Sopher 1971: 27; see also Quirk et al. 1972, 1985), the two parts of the
construction are taken to refer to one and the same entity; which is why,
according to these accounts, on a semantic level either part can be left out.
Burton-Roberts (1975: 396; 1994), on the other hand, claims that close
appositions do not contain two referential parts, since, in his view, it is a
‘logical impossibility’ for two coreferential constituents to form a higher NP,
especially where this higher NP is supposed to be coreferential with both
these elements. He uses the examples in (21) to show that two truly refer-
ential elements cannot form one constituent. According to Burton-Roberts
(1975: 396), these constructions are unacceptable ‘precisely because their
immediate constructions have identical implications of reference’.
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(21) a. *The author of ‘Ulysses’ Joyce is buried in Zurich.
b. *His favourite playwright Osborne is being performed tonight.
c. *Linguistics the study of language
d. *The Bard Shakespeare

According to Acuña-Fariña (1996: 34–38), this also accounts for the
ungrammaticality of the expressions in (22a)–(22d):

(22) a. *the poet of the decade Burns
b. *the poet distinguished by the critics Burns
c. *the poet who supported the revolution Burns
d. *the poet that is famous Burns
e. *?the tall poet Burns
f. the famous poet Burns

The reason that (22a)–(22d) are ungrammatical, Acuña-Fariña (1996: 36)
argues, is that that ‘the heavier the modification of the noun . . . the easier
for the article to cease referring forward across the common noun to the
proper noun, in order to refer to the common noun and its modi-
fiers instead’. In other words, the heavier the modifying first unit, the more
likely it is for the determiner and this unit to be reinterpreted as a noun
phrase.

Once again, however, the grammaticality judgements in (21) and (22) are
at least questionable. First of all, there is nothing to prevent a combination
of what will normally be considered two uniquely referring expressions
(a demonstrative, possessive or genitive phrase and a proper noun). Con-
sider in this respect also the examples in (23), which are perfectly accep-
table as a close apposition and are relatively common in spoken language
(for a discussion of close appositions containing a possessive pronoun, see
also examples (40)–(41) below).

(23) a. We had a lecture by that guy Rene Weis over there <ICE-GB:S1A-
006 #20:1:B>

b. I don’t really know how to proceed; how to regard our future
relationship, and depending on what that relationship is, whether
that great invention the Channel will come between us, emotionally
not just physically. <ICE-GB:W1B-008 #131:4>

c. Mr Nock and his wife Kath have two other children, David’s twin
sister Sally, who is still at school, and elder brother, Robert, a
student in London. <ICE-GB:W2C-020 #88:4>

Secondly, as shown in example (24), the first element in these con-
structions can be modified, by PPs as well as by relative clauses:

(24) a. The most influential writer on the English constitution Walter
Bagehot warned that daylight should not be let in on the magic of
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the monarchy if its prestige is to be preserved <ICE-GB:S2B-032
#55:1:A>

b. In fact my mate at work Anne was in Scotland about a couple of
months ago and she was just talking about uhm with some friend
of hers about London and it was the first place they said they
went to <ICE-GB:S1A-098 #196:2:B> (¼ (9b))

c. And medical attention will immediately go out to the rider who fell
there calling the causing the stoppage of that race Mullet <ICE-GB:
S2A-012 #147:7:A>

This, of course, does not prove that the definite article and the first noun
must form a constituent. All these examples show is that the first nominal
element can be modified; they do not tell us anything about the scope of the
definite article.

The difference in acceptability between (22e) and (22f) is accounted for
along similar lines. When in constructions of this type an adjective like tall
precedes the first noun, the sequence tall þ poet again triggers a reinter-
pretation of the structure in which the definite article has scope only over
the first unit. As can be seen from example (22f), however, not all adjec-
tives trigger such a reinterpretation. According to Acuña-Fariña (1996: 37),
the adjectives which can be used in these constructions constitute only a
very small set, including famous, magnificent, excellent and ingenious, which
have in common that they can also modify proper nouns under other
circumstances (e.g. the famous Burns).7 The fact that these adjectives
modify the proper noun blocks the reinterpretation of the first unit as a
(referential) NP. This, Acuña-Fariña concludes, supports the analysis
proposed, in which the first unit functions as a modifier of the proper noun.

A brief consultation of the corpus, however, shows that constructions
like (22e) and (22f) are acceptable with all kinds of adjectives. Some
examples are given in (25)–(27).

(25) a. Steve Cram, in the famous yellow vest has gone in behind the
early leader Mark Kirk here in this heat of the fifteen hundred
metres <ICE-GB:S2A-007 #141:13:A>

b. The coalition forces have continued their sorties on the Iraqi
capital Baghdad <ICE-GB:S2B-015 #43:1:A>

(26) a. In the 17th century, the German carpenter Staedtler used sulphur
and antimony to bind crushed graphite into usable sticks. <ICE-
GB:W2D-016 #14:1>

7 Thus, according to Acuña-Fariña (1996: 37), ‘we do not have, at least naturally, the tall
poet Burns because we do not have the tall Burns’. Note, however, that there is nothing
unnatural about the combination of the adjective tall and a proper noun:

(i) Behind him his cousin, the tall George, the son of the fifth Forsyte, Roger, had a
Quilpish look on his fleshy face . . . (John Galsworthy, The man of property)
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b. The first breakthrough was the discovery that light falling on the
chemical element selenium made its resistance change. <ICE-GB:
W2B-034 #13:1>

(27) a. And again it’s the little man Alfero Moreno who’s got it <ICE-GB:
S2A-010 #153:1:A>

b. Uhm gallate an effective anti-oxidant in the food industry is pro-
duced on multi-term quantities and also the synthetic sweetener
aspartine is produced using uh esters<ICE-GB:S2A-034#14:1:A>

In the examples in (25), the adjective can only be interpreted as modifying
the first noun; without this noun, the construction will be semantically
anomalous. In (26), leaving out the first noun yields an acceptable con-
struction, but only if the adjective preceding this noun is reinterpreted as a
noun, the result being yet another apposition (the German Staedtler, the
chemical selenium). In (27), the adjective may be regarded as modifying
either the first noun or the proper noun (although the latter may not be the
most plausible option). In other words, not only is it perfectly acceptable
for an adjective in this position to modify the first noun rather than the
proper noun, in addition, the group of adjectives allowed in this position
turns out to be much larger than suggested by Acuña-Fariña.

None of this, however, provides any proof concerning the internal
structure of close appositions; the fact that constructions like the ones in
(23) to (27) do occur does not constitute counterevidence to the claim of
both Burton-Roberts and Acuña-Fariña that in close appositions the
definite article has scope over both elements. What it does show, however,
is that it is difficult to find evidence for the internal structure of close
appositions.

This view is confirmed by the fact that, once it is assumed that close
appositions do not consist of two coreferential elements, the whole idea of
semantic omissibility – the most generally applied test – becomes irrele-
vant. That the resulting sentences are, as a rule, semantically acceptable
merely shows that both elements can be used to refer to the same entity as
the appositions of which they form part. This is hardly surprising: in the
apposition they are both used to describe attributes of the same entity;
being nominal, both elements can therefore be used to form an NP
referring to that entity (cf. Acuña-Fariña 1996: 30).

3.2.5 Order of the elements

Each of the existing treatments of close appositions includes the claim that
the two elements in a close apposition like the poet Burns can be arbitrarily
reversed. As in the case of omissibility, the resulting constructions are
acceptable from a syntactic and semantic point of view; once again, however,
this does not mean that they must have the same internal structure or
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discourse function. We only need go back to Haugen’s example of the use of
the construction the poet Burns at the beginning of a discourse to see that the
two elements cannot be arbitrarily reversed: as illustrated in example (28), it
may make quite a difference whether we use the poet Burns or Burns the poet.

(28) a. The poet Burns was born in 1759.
b. 6¼Burns the poet was born in 1759.

Finally, it may be worthwhile to point out that reversing the order of the
two elements of a close apposition does not always yield a syntactically
acceptable construction either. As pointed out by Burton-Roberts (1975:
403–4), it is possible for a plural first element to precede a singular proper
noun (example (29a)). As shown in (29b), reversing the order results in an
ungrammatical construction.

(29) a. the biologists Huxley
b. *Huxley the biologists

3.2.6 Modified definition and preliminary analysis

On the basis of the preceding discussion, I would like to suggest the
following general characterization of close appositions in terms of their
formal and semantic properties:

Formal properties
(i) they contain two nominal elements;
(ii) these elements form one intonation unit;
(iii) there is no linking element between the elements (as opposed to

such constructions as the city of Rome, the name of Algernon);
(iv) one element is a proper noun or uniquely defining element, the

other a count noun.

Semantic criteria
(i) neither of the two elements is referential; both elements can,

however, be used independently to refer to the same entity
(although to do so may not be felicitous in the given context);

(ii) the semantic relation between the two elements is one of modification.

At the basis of this modified characterization lies the assumption that it is
only the apposition as a whole that is referential, with each of the elements
fulfilling a predicative function. As a result, the definite article (or, more
generally, the determiner) in constructions of the type det þ N þ NP will be
seen as having scope not only over the first element, but over both elements.
Using a very simple notation, this difference can be represented as in (30).

(30) a. the actor Orson Welles
a0. *[NP] [NPP]
a00. det [[N] [NP]]

The structural approach38



An important consequence of this assumption is that the tests of semantic
and syntactic omissibility and reversibility become irrelevant. The absence
or presence of an element, as well as the order in which they appear, may,
however, have important pragmatic implications.

3.3 Further evidence

In this section further evidence is considered to support the view (a) that
the two elements in close appositions do not have independent reference,
(b) that the determiner (where present) has scope over both elements, and
(c) that there are different types of close apposition. Section 3.3.1 looks at
close appositions from the point of view of definiteness to see what the
presence and function of the (definite) determiner can tell us about
the referential status of the two elements. In section 3.3.2, the use of
anaphoric pronouns is considered, both in relation to the two nominal
elements and to the construction as a whole. Section 3.3.3 addresses the
question of which of the two nominal elements functions as the head of
the construction. On the basis of the evidence provided, underlying
representations are proposed for each of the types distinguished; these are
given in section 3.3.4.

3.3.1 Definiteness

As pointed out before (section 3.2.2.2), most existing treatments take the
presence of a definite determiner as a defining feature of close appositions.
Haugen (1953), for instance, explicitly states that close appositions of the
type det þ N þ NP must contain the definite article, whereas others, too,
act on the assumption that close appositions must at least be definite (e.g.
Quirk et al. 1972, 1985; Burton-Roberts 1975; Acuña-Fariña 1996). At the
same time, it is generally accepted that one of the elements is a proper noun
or some other uniquely describing element, i.e. the kind of element that
normally does not co-occur with a definite determiner. The questions thus
arise of where the definite determiner (or any determiner, for that matter)
comes from, what exactly its function is and which element(s) it has in its
scope. First, section 3.3.1.1 reveals a general inconsistency in the treatment
of definiteness in those accounts of close apposition which propose an
‘NP þ NP’ analysis. Next, sections 3.3.1.2 to 3.3.1.3 address the role of the
determiner (definite article or possessive pronoun) in the various con-
struction types.

3.3.1.1 Definiteness and the ‘NP þ NP’ analysis
Most existing theories, we have seen, analyse close appositions as consisting
of two (co-referential) NPs. On further reflection, however, this ‘NP þ NP’
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analysis turns out to be inherently contradictory. If the presence of a
definite determiner serves to indicate uniqueness or identifiability of the
referent of an NP, this referent must be assumed to be uniquely identifiable
on the basis of the information given in this NP. In other words, it is not
logical to suggest that the definiteness of an NP depends on information
which falls outside the scope of the definite determiner. This means that if
in constructions like the poet Burns or the word recession both parts of the
close appositions are independently referring definite NPs, then the
referents of both these NPs should be identifiable without resort to
information outside these NPs. Clearly, however, this is not the case. In the
constructions mentioned, the definite NPs the poet and the word cannot, in
the same context, by themselves refer (equally) successfully to the referent
of the construction as a whole, while in a construction like my friend the
poet, it is unlikely that either element can by itself uniquely identify the
intended referent for the hearer.

From this we may conclude that, as a felicitous use of the definite article
depends on the presence of both nominal elements, it must have both these
elements in its scope. I therefore propose to analyse these construction
accordingly, i.e. as definite NPs consisting of two nominal elements, both
of which are in the scope of the definite determiner. Constructions with the
definite article (Types 1a and 1b) can thus be represented as in (30a00). The
other constructions will be given a slightly different underlying repre-
sentation; in all cases, however, it will be assumed that the two elements
together form one NP, but are not themselves NPs.

3.3.1.2 Types 1a and 1b: det þ N þ N(P)

Hawkins (1978: 146) is one of the few to include the constructions in (31)
in his treatment of definiteness in NPs.

(31) a. the colour red
b. the name Algernon
c. the number seven

(32) a. the fact that there is so much life on earth
b. the conclusion that language did not exist

According to Hawkins (1978: 147), the constructions in (31) are like con-
structions with a clausal complement, such as given in (32), in that

(i) the success of the definite reference depends on the presence of a
modifier, on this occasion a nominal modifier; thus, I don’t like the
colour/I can’t stand the name cannot be used as first-mentions;

(ii) the number seven is only possible when seven is a number; therefore,
*the page one is ungrammatical;

(iii) they can only be definite.
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Implicit in these statements is the assumption that we are not dealing with
two NPs, but with one NP, consisting of a determiner and an extended
projection of the form ‘N þ N’ (colour red, name Algernon, etc.). In addi-
tion, it is clear that Hawkins regards N1 as the head of the construction,
with N2 functioning as a nominal modifier restricting the reference of
N1 to exactly one.

As mentioned before, Burton-Roberts’s (1975) transformational account
also analyses the determiner as having scope over both nominal elements;
as far as headedness is concerned, however, Burton-Roberts takes the
opposite view (see also section 3.2). In his analysis a construction like (33e)
is derived from a construction containing a proper noun and a relative
clause modifying this proper noun. The various steps in this derivation,
given in (14), are repeated here for convenience:

(33) a. [det] Burns [det] Burns be poet )
b. [det] Burns WH be poet (relativization, obl) )
c. the Burns who is a poet )
d. the Burns poet (relative reduction, opt) )
e. the poet Burns (by attribute preposing, obl)

A problem with this analysis, recognized by Burton-Roberts himself, is that
at no stage in this derivation is the element poet specified for definiteness
(note in particular that (33c) would be ungrammatical – or at least, highly
questionable – with the definite instead of the indefinite article). The
definite article here is neither generic nor indexical (Burton-Roberts 1975:
399); instead, Burton-Roberts rather cryptically continues, ‘it is triggered
by an underlying specification in the form of relative clauses restrictively
modifying the noun; these modifications may or may not appear at surface
structure, depending on whether they are recoverable or not’. No further
details are, however, provided to account for the presence of the definite
article in these constructions.

Burton-Roberts does, however, answer the question of why the definite
article appears. Thus, he explains, since it is Burns that is being modified, it
is Burns that is being determined. In this respect the proper noun behaves
like any modified name. The construction the poet Burns does not, there-
fore, differ from the expression in (34b), the only difference being the form
of the modifier (adjective versus adjectival noun); nor from the expression
in (34c), except for the form of the head (common noun versus proper
noun). In fact, the definiteness of the apposition is in principle the same as
that of any modified noun phrase (e.g. (34d)).

(34) a. the poetAN BurnsPN
b. the ingeniousA ChomskyPN
c. the ladyAN presidentCN
d. the redA hatCN
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This also explains why close appositions must contain a name, as it is the
form of the head noun which distinguishes them from normal modified noun
phrases. Secondly, Burton-Roberts argues, it accounts for the fact that these
constructions cannot be indefinite: the head, being a name and therefore
inherently definite, requires the definite determiner, thus ruling out such
expressions as *a poet Burns, *a friend John or *an actor Laurence Olivier.
There are, however, two problems with this explanation. First of all, it is

obviously only valid if the proper noun is analysed as the head of the
construction. Secondly, on Burton-Roberts’s line of reasoning, any co-
occurrence of a proper noun and an indefinite determiner should be
impossible. It is true that proper nouns are inherently definite; it is, however,
equally true that on a non-unique use this inherent definiteness can be
overruled. This is clear not only from definite constructions such as (34b),
but also from the acceptability of the indefinite constructions in (35).

(35) a true Forsyte; a triumphant Tony Blair; a confident Burns

There is, therefore, no reason to assume that close appositions cannot be
indefinite. Thus, they appear to be perfectly acceptable on an introductory
use of the proper noun, as, for instance, in examples (36a)–(36c), where the
indefinite article is used, and in (36d), where we find an instance of
indefinite (discourse-introductory) this.

(36) a. I have a friend John who’s in Linguistics with me <ICE-GB:S1A-
032 #294:2:B> (¼ (12a), (19b))

b. He also has to put up with a soppy elder brother Robert who is
forever mooning about some girl or other and a sister Ethel who
has all the brisk no-nonsense superiority of a true Wodehouse gel
<ICE-GB:S2B-026 #14:1:A> (¼ (19a))

c. And supposing I take a value K, and I want to know if F X affects
that value <ICE-GB:S1B-013 #128:1:A>

d. Oh I remember I was talking to this bloke Mark some sort of . . .
this really old friend of mine <ICE-GB:S1A-015 #250:1:B>
(¼ (13))

We may therefore conclude that the presence of a determiner, definite or
indefinite, in close appositions is problematic only in an approach which
conceives of ‘det þ N1’ and N2 as two uniquely referring elements. As
soon as one accepts an underlying structure of the type given in (30a00), the
presence of the determiner is in fact no more surprising than that in any
other noun phrase; nor is its function any different (indicating (un)iden-
tifiability/(un)familiarity).

Given this analysis, what is surprising is, in fact, not so much the
presence of a definite determiner, but rather the requirement that this
determiner should be definite. However, if, as suggested, we let go of this
requirement, close appositions show an even closer resemblance to normal
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noun phrases. Just like in other NPs, (in)definiteness in close appositions is
used by the speaker as a means to indicate the (assumed) identifiability of
the referent for the hearer. By using a definite determiner the speaker
indicates that he assumes the entity referred to to be identifiable for the
hearer (or at least sufficiently so in the given context). In the case of a close
apposition, it is the combination of a proper noun and a descriptive element
which is assumed to make identification possible. Use of an indefinite
determiner, on the other hand, indicates not only unidentifiability of the
referent, but, in addition, unfamiliarity of the hearer with the entity
referred to; as such indefinite close appositions may be expected to be
acceptable only on an introductory use.8

3.3.1.3 Type 2: NP þ det þ N
In explaining the definiteness of close appositions of the type NP þ det þ
N we are faced with a problem of a different order. On the approach
advocated so far, this construction is not regarded as a reversed version of
the construction det þ N þ NP. This means that the two constructions
do not have the same underlying representation, not even at some deeper
level. One important difference is, of course, that in the construction NP þ
det þ N the definite article cannot have scope over both elements of the
apposition. In the preceding section it was suggested that the definite article
(or any determiner) ought to be seen as fulfilling the same function as in
normal noun phrases; i.e. as indicating the assumed identifiability or
familiarity of a referent for the hearer. If, however, the second element is
not regarded as having independent reference, such an explanation is no
longer available.

As pointed out in Keizer (1992), a problem with most theories of defi-
niteness is that they are defined strictly in terms of definite reference. This is
one of the reasons why such theories have never been able to give
a satisfactory explanation of the use of the definite article in so-called
‘non-referential’ noun phrases, such as the predicative elements in example
(37) (e.g. Kuno 1970: 350; Lyons 1977: 185, 472–3; Declerck 1986, 1988).

(37) a. You’re the expert at this <ICE-GB:S1A-020 #108:1:B>
b. My Comic Relief T-shirt’d be the ideal garment <ICE-GB:S1A-

042 #307:1:B>

8 This restriction on their use explains why indefinite close appositions are the exception
rather than the rule. They are not acceptable in those cases where the information provided
by the second noun denotes a concept that is given in the context (as in example (i)) or
where it denotes a unique concept (like a number, as in example (ii)). For a more detailed
account of the restrictions on the use of indefinite determiners in close appositions, the
reader is referred to Keizer (2005a, 2005b).

(i) That man over there is the/*a critic Paul Jones.
(ii) The/*A number seven is my lucky number.
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c. And there were people who believed that Bet-El is the site of a
glorious temple <ICE-GB:S1B-001 #40:1:A>

If, however, definiteness is viewed as having a discourse function, as a
means of indicating the assumed familiarity of an entity for the hearer,
there is no reason why it should apply to referring expressions only. Non-
referential (or property-assigning) elements like the predicative noun
phrases in (37) also introduce discourse entities, namely the properties that
they describe and which are assigned to the referents of the subject NPs.
Just like other discourse entities, these properties can be presented as
familiar or implied in the given context.

Likewise, the second element in close appositions of the structure NP þ
det þ N, although not referring to a particular person or thing, can
nevertheless be presented as containing information familiar to the hearer,
implied in or inferrable from the discourse or from the immediate or larger
situation. In fact, as argued in Keizer (2005a), the function of N2 in these
constructions is typically to provide the hearer with a link between the
proper noun and the discourse context. In order to fulfil such an
‘anchoring’ function (cf. Prince 1981: 236; see also Keizer 1992: 274), the
element det þ N must contain inferrable information.

Consider, for example, the apposition in (38). This sentence is part of a
rather lengthy passage dealing with a change of occupier of Number 10
Downing Street, as Mrs Thatcher moves out, making room for the new
Prime Minister, John Major.

(38) Even Humphrey the Cabinet cat seems affected by the imminent
change of occupier <ICE-GB:S2B-003 #101:1:P>

Now, in all likelihood, the reader is not expected to knowwhoHumphrey is; nor
will (s)he be expected to know of the existence of a Cabinet cat. Nevertheless,
the descriptive information provided in N2, part of which is activated by the
context, provides an unambiguous link between the entity referred to and this
context. At the same time, N2 does not independently refer to this entity;
instead it ascribes a property to the referent of the NP as a whole.

This also accounts for the fact that close appositions of this type cannot
be indefinite, as illustrated in the examples in (39).

(39) a. I have a friend John who’s in Linguistics with me <ICE-GB:S1A-
032 #294:2:B> (¼ (12a), (19b), (36a))

a0. *I have John a friend who’s in Linguistics with me
b. Oh I remember I was talking to this bloke Mark some sort of . . .

this really old friend of mine <ICE-GB:S1A-015 #250:1:B>
b0. *Oh I remember I was talking to Mark this bloke . . .

As argued before, indefinite appositions are used to provide the hearer with
new (unfamiliar, unidentifiable) information. In close apposition of Type 2,
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on the other hand, the function of N2 is to relate the entity referred to by
the apposition as a whole to the discourse. Since these two functions are
incompatible, Type 2 constructions cannot be indefinite.

3.3.1.4 Types 4a and 4b: poss þ N þ NP and poss þ N þ det þ N
Let us finally consider close appositions containing a possessive pronoun or
genitive construction. Some examples of Type 4a are given in examples
(40) and (41) (examples (9) and (11), respectively, repeated here for con-
venience); an example of Type 4b can be found in (40):

(40) a. Well that’s like your friend Ruth who lives with someone <ICE-
GB:S1A-019 #361:1:A>

b. In fact my mate at work Anne was in Scotland about a couple of
months ago and she was just talking about uhm with some friend
of hers about London and it was the first place they said they
went to <ICE-GB:S1A-098 #196:2:B>

(41) a. this was used as a pretext by Mohammed Ali’s successor Abaz
Pasha, to retire him on quarter pay from all active service <ICE-
GB:S2A-026 #31:1:A>

b. It was Britain’s ambassador Sir David Hannay who took on the
thankless job of explaining why Washington and London would
have nothing to do with the proposal from Paris <ICE-GB:S2B-
010 #42:1:B>

(42) He’s an in a very inadequate and dangerous source, to use if we’re
trying to understand, what the ancient Gauls, and their cousins the
Britons and so on were really like <ICE-GB:S2A-022 #45:1:A>

Constructions with a possessive pronoun or a prenominal genitive are
generally considered to be definite (e.g. Hawkins 1978; Woisetschläger
1983), with the possessive pronoun or genitive functioning as a definite
determiner (e.g. Burton-Roberts 1975: 404; Quirk et al. 1985). Burton-
Roberts therefore proposes to analyse possessive close apposition
constructions in the same way as close appositions with the definite article,
despite the fact that the possessive determiner cannot be derived in the
same way as the definite determiner.

As we saw earlier, in Burton-Roberts’s proposal, the poet Burns was
derived from an underlying NP [det] Burns [det] Burns be poet, which
would yield the Burns who is a poet, which in turn might transform into
Burns the poet (see example (14)). The construction my friend John,
however, cannot be derived in a similar way, i.e. from the underlying NP
[det] John [John be friend] which he has: first of all, the underlying sen-
tence, ??He has John, would be semantically marked; secondly, it would
yield the unacceptable intermediate structure *His John who is a friend.
Instead, Burton-Roberts suggests that we ‘differentiate between the two
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features of the determiner, its definiteness on the one hand and its
possessiveness on the other’. This allows him to postulate a different
underlying structure, namely [det] John [John be a friend which he has], in
which case the underlying sentence, He has a friend, is semantically
acceptable, while the intermediate construction The John who is a friend
that he has/of his is syntactically well-formed. Despite this difference
between possessive constructions and constructions with the definite arti-
cle, Burton-Roberts assigns both constructions the same structure, i.e. with
N1 as modifier, the proper noun as head, and with a determiner which has
scope over both.

Acuña-Fariña (1996), who, as we have seen, adopts Burton-Roberts’s
analysis for constructions of the type the poet Burns, proposes a different
analysis for possessive constructions. His analysis is partly inspired by the
different ways in which the two constructions are derived, partly by
semantic considerations. Thus, according to Acuña-Fariña (1996: 49),
‘a mere consideration of the meaning of the construction’ suffices to show
that the possessive pronoun does not have scope over both nominal
elements:

. . . my friend the poet does not refer to a class of friends known as ‘friend
the poet’ or ‘friend-poet’, but rather to ‘a friend of mine, who happens
to be a poet’. In other words, the poet relates to my friend and not just to
friend. (Ibid.)

Acuña-Fariña therefore proposes to analyse these constructions as
consisting of two NPs (my friend þ the poet).
This does not mean, Acuña-Fariña (1996: 50–1) continues, that both

NPs are used referentially, or that both have the same syntactic function
(head of the construction). Instead, Acuña-Fariña concludes that only the
first NP is used to refer, and that ‘the poet is not a referend inside my friend
the poet’ (ibid.: 50). Unlike constructions of the type the poet Burns, Acuña-
Fariña therefore proposes to analyse these constructions as head-modifier
constructions in which the possessive determiner has scope only over the
first noun, and where the second NP (whether a definite description or
a proper noun) has an attributive function.

The alternative I would like to offer contains elements of both these
approaches. I will follow Burton-Roberts in assigning both constructions
the same underlying representation. At the same time, however, I agree
with Acuña-Fariña that in constructions such as my friend the poet, it is the
first noun which functions as the head, with the second element performing
a modifying function. The solution is to analyse both types of construction
as head-modifier constructions and to attribute the difference between them
to the difference in function between a possessive pronoun and the definite
article. Thus, like Burton-Roberts (1975: 104), I believe that it is important
to differentiate between the features of definiteness and possessiveness.
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This will be achieved by analysing the possessive pronoun not as a
determiner (with scope over the NP as a whole), but as a modifier or
specifier of the first noun only. After all, definiteness and possessiveness are
features of a different nature: definiteness is primarily a pragmatic feature,
reflecting a speaker’s assumptions concerning the (un)identifiability of the
referent for the hearer, while possessiveness is a semantic feature, reflecting
a property of the intended referent – or, more accurately, relation between
this referent and some other entity; a relation which may, but need not,
result in the identifiability of the referent. It seems therefore plausible
to assume that these two functions are performed by different types of
linguistic elements.

Differentiating between the features of definiteness and possessiveness in
this way also makes it possible to treat both types of close appositions in a
similar way. Thus, both close appositions with the definite article and those
with a possessive pronoun will be assumed to have the underlying structure
given in (30a00). However, since – unlike, for instance, Spanish or Italian –
English does not allow the definite or indefinite article to be expressed in
the presence of a possessive pronoun, possessive constructions are, in
principle, undetermined for definiteness. This is by no means exceptional,
as it is a feature they have in common with other (non-appositional) pos-
sessive NPs (Keizer 1988: 3). In a sentence like (43a), for instance, the use
of the possessive pronoun my does not convey the speaker’s assumption
that the referent of the NP my brother is uniquely identifiability: the person
referred to may but need not be the speaker’s only brother.9 In either case,
the use of a possessive pronoun is fully acceptable, despite the availability
of unambiguously definite and indefinite constructions (expressions (43a0)
and (43a00), respectively).

(43) a. My brother lives in Amsterdam.
a0. The only brother I have brother lives in Amsterdam.
a00. One of my brothers lives in Amsterdam.

Now, in the case of close appositions, the co-occurrence of a possessive NP
and second, modifying, NP almost invariably restricts the set of potential
referents to one, inwhich case the construction as awholewill be given a definite
interpretation. ForAcuña-Fariña (1996: 51–2), the function of the secondNP is
therefore to specify which individual is referred to by the first NP; as such it
performs the same task as any other restrictive modifier following a possessive
NP. Acuña-Fariña illustrates this by means of the following:

(44) A: His friend popped in this morning.
B: Which friend?

9 Observe that this is typically the case with so-called ‘inherent possessive’ relations, such as
kinship relations and body parts (see also chapter 12). Note, in addition, that it is exactly
this kind of possessive relation which is found in close appositions.
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A: His friend the poet.
from London.
in the White House.
Burns.
with the weird look.
there.

However, the ‘NP þ NP’ analysis proposed by Acuña-Fariña suffers
from the same inconsistency observed in other ‘NP þ NP’ analyses. If a
possessive pronoun is a definite determiner, and if in my friend the poet, my
friend is a referential NP, the referent must be assumed to be identifiable on
the basis of the information given in this NP only. As pointed out before, it
is not logical to suggest that the definiteness of this NP depends on
information which falls outside the scope of the definite determiner (here
the possessive pronoun). Note also that it is exactly for this reason that in
the non-appositional answers in (44) the element his friend is not analysed
as a separate NP; the construction his friend from London, for instance, is
not analysed as consisting of a referential NP his friend and a PP-modifier
from London. There is therefore little reason to assume such an analysis for
the close apposition his friend the poet.

This inconsistency is, however, resolved when definiteness is no longer
conceived of as a feature of the possessive pronoun: in that case the pos-
sessive pronoun has scope over the first noun only, indicating a relation of
possession between a referent with the property ‘friend’ and some other
entity. In combination with the presence of a post-modifying proper noun,
this relation of possession may facilitate the hearer’s identification of the
referent of the construction as a whole; the possessive pronoun, however,
does not serve to indicate this assumed identifiability.

Finally note that not all modifying second elements in possessive close
appositions fulfil the identifying function illustrated in example (44). Consider,
in this respect, the examples in (45). In all these cases, the possessive first
element denotes a unique entity; and even if the hearer cannot be assumed to be
familiar with the referent in question, the addition of the proper noun will not
increase his/her chances of identifying the intended referent.

(45) a. Two-year old Darren had to go into care when his mother Angela
had a mental breakdown <ICE-GB:S2B-038 #106:3:A>

b. Six years ago she stopped teaching and retired with her husband
Ernest to a bungalow high on a hill in a genteel part of town
<ICE-GB:S2B-024 #118:2:A>

That the proper noun does not have an identifying function in these
examples also becomes clear from the unacceptability of (46b) and (46d):

(46) a. His mother Angela.
b. *His mother from London.
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c. *His mother in the White House.
d. *His mother with the weird look.

Instead, the modifying second elements in (45a) and (45b) have a labelling
function, introducing a proper noun into the discourse. In keeping with the
analysis suggested in (30a00), they are not regarded as referential expres-
sions, but as non-referential elements, assigning a property (in this case a
proper noun) to the referent of the close apposition.

3.3.2 Anaphoric relations

This sectionwill consider how the form and use of anaphoric pronouns (definite
versus indefinite) can help us to determine the referential status of the two
elements of close appositions. If we assume that in close appositions the
determiner has scope over two non-referential nominal elements, wemay expect
anaphoric ‘reference’ to these parts to take the form of the indefinite pronoun
one, with the termas awhole functioning as the antecedent of a definite pronoun.

In putting this hypothesis to the test we are, however, faced with two
problems. First, close appositions typically contain a proper noun or some
other uniquely denoting element; since the indefinite pronoun one is
typically used to indicate that two entities share a particular property, it is
not likely to be uniquely denoting. For example, the italicized NPs in (47)
refer to two different objects which share the property ‘car’; this inevitably
means that the element ‘car’ is not uniquely denoting.

(47) A: I’m going to buy a new car tomorrow.
B: What’s wrong with the one you have now?

Secondly, even if we can show that it is both possible and plausible for a
definite pronoun to refer back to a close apposition as a whole, this does not
prove that the pronoun cannot also be interpreted as being coreferential
with one of the two elements only. This section will, therefore, simply
present a plausible account of close appositions and anaphoricity, compa-
tible with the analysis assumed thus far.

3.3.2.1 Types 1a and 1b: det þ N þ N(P)

Consider the examples in (48).

(48) a. I prefer the [name]i Algernon for the baby, but John prefers
another [one]i.

b. ??The [name]i Algernon is an unusual [one]i.

In both examples the indefinite pronoun one takes as its antecedent a
previously mentioned nominal predicate. This is, of course, what the
anaphoric pronoun one normally does: it picks up nominal elements that
are used in an attributive function and applies them to some other entity.
Clearly the anaphoric relation cannot include the determiner: the presence
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of another determiner in the italicized parts in (48) rules out an anaphoric
relation between the pronoun one and the element the name (instead of
name). Both the form of the pronoun and the presence of a determiner
preceding this pronoun thus indicate that the anaphoric relation is one
between predicates rather than between NPs: both antecedent and anaphor
have an attributive rather than a referring function.

Where the antecedent is the apposition as a whole, a definite anaphoric
pronoun is used, with apposition and pronoun both referring to the same
entity.

(49) a. I like the name Algernon, but John doesn’t like it.
b. We gave the baby the name Algernon; is that the name you also

had in mind?

In (49a) and (49b) it will be assumed that the definite pronouns it and that
take as their antecedent not just the element name or the element Algernon,
but the entire constituent the name Algernon. Note, however, that we
cannot prove that the anaphoric pronouns are not coreferential with the
elements the name or Algernon.

Occasionally, it seems to be possible for the second part of the apposition
to function as the antecedent of the indefinite pronoun one. Consider, for
instance, the example in (50a), taken from the corpus. Here, the context
only allows for the second part of the apposition, the element recession, to
function as the antecedent.10

(50) a. The Chancellor did not use the word [recession]i, but his forecasts
show that the country is in onei. <ICE-GB:W2C-008 #79:3>

10 Note that the indexing in example (50a) is somewhat misleading. The anaphoric relation
here exists between two predicates, with the predicate recession functioning as the
antecedent. The pronoun one, however, functions as an NP. The confusion is due to the
fact that in English the pronoun one can function either as an anaphoric predicate (e.g. in a
serious one) or as a complete NP, in which case it seems to be an amalgam of the indefinite
article and the pronoun (although occasionally the combination a one is also used).
Observe that in some cases definite reference to the second element seems possible, as in (i):

(i) The Chancellor did not use the word recession, but he implied that that’s what the
country is going to be in before long.

However, there are circumstances in which the definite anaphoric pronoun which and the
demonstrative pronouns this and that can take non-referential elements as their
antecedent. One such an exception concerns nominal expressions in predicative position,
as in example (ii); another exception concerns those cases where the anaphoric pronoun is
used to refer to a non-specific or generic entity, as illustrated in example (iii). The
example in (i) would fall in the second category.

(ii) a. John is a good friend, which you are not.
b. John is a good friend, and that’s exactly what you are not.

(iii) a. John is a good friend, which is what I need.
b. John is a good friend and those are hard to come by.
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a0. * . . . but his forecasts show that the country is in it.
b. The Chancellor did not use [the word recession]i, but the Prime

Minister did use iti.
b0. The Chancellor didn’t want to use the [word]i recession, but

couldn’t think of a more appropriate onei.

It may therefore be argued that, syntactically speaking, both nominal ele-
ments can function as the antecedent of one, and that it is the semantics of
the predication (for instance, the selection restrictions of the verb) which
determines antecedenthood. Thus, in (50b0), the pronoun one obviously
refers to a word, not to a recession. In both cases, however, only the
indefinite pronoun can be used: the definite pronoun it can be used to refer
to the apposition as a whole, as demonstrated in example (50b), but not to
the second element only, as shown in (50a0).

In constructions of the type the poet Burns neither of the two nominal
elements can easily function as the antecedent of the indefinite pronoun
one; not surprisingly, this is in particular true of the proper noun. Con-
sider, for instance, the examples in (51):

(51) a. A: We saw the opera Turandot last week.
B: I don’t know that one.

b. A: We visited the World War Two battleship Missouri yesterday.
B: I have never been on one; what was it like?

In (51a), the indefinite pronoun one is clearly ‘coreferential’ (or ‘co-
denotational’) with the nominal element opera, while the definite anaphoric
expression that one is coreferential with the construction as a whole; neither
anaphoric expression can be constructed as coreferential with the proper
noun only. In (51b), the indefinite pronoun is used to refer to an uni-
dentifiable entity with the property (World War Two) battleship, while the
pronoun it can be interpreted as coreferential either with the apposition as a
whole or with the event of visiting.

However, as soon as the proper noun is no longer taken to refer
uniquely, use of the indefinite pronoun seems possible, although the result
is likely to be marked:

(52) a. No that’s the poet Burns; I was thinking of the other one.
b. A: The poet Burns is very popular here.

B: Is that the one who wrote ‘Auld Lang Syne’?

In (52a), we find a contrastive use of close appositions. Obviously, the
proper noun Burns does not have a uniquely denoting function here and the
first noun poet and the determiner other serve to distinguish between
different individuals; the indefinite pronoun one takes as its antecedent
the proper noun Burns. Example (52b) is ambiguous as regards the inter-
pretation of one: it can be interpreted as ‘coreferential’ with the first
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element, poet, with the second element, Burns, or with both elements
(poet Burns).11

Although far from conclusive, these observations make it plausible to think
of close appositions as consisting of two non-referential nominal elements.
Depending on the form they take, either element may function as the ante-
cedent of the indefinite pronoun one. Definite anaphoric pronouns can be
used to refer back to the referents of the constructions as a whole. However,
although this seems to be the most plausible interpretation, note that, with the
exception of example (50a), it is difficult to prove that the pronoun is not
anaphoric with an NP consisting of the determiner and the first noun only.

3.3.2.2 Type 2: NP þ det þ N
For constructions of the type NP þ det þ N, examining the use of ana-
phoric pronouns is of little use in determining the referential status of the
respective elements, as it does not seem to be possible for either of the two
nominal elements to function as the antecedent of the indefinite pronoun
one. As for the use of definite anaphoric pronouns, it seems plausible to
interpret them as coreferential with the construction as a whole, rather than
with either of the two parts.

3.3.2.3 Type 3: N þ NP

For the third type of apposition, consisting of a common bare noun fol-
lowed by a proper noun, evidence is again scarce; whatever evidence there
is, however, seems to suggest that neither of the elements introduces its
own discourse entity, only the construction as a whole. Consider the
examples in (53):

(53) a. Mr Smith; Dr Jones; Lord Nelson; Professor Brown
b. Brother George; Soprano Janet Baker; Lawyer Wright

In the examples in (53a), the first element consists of an (institutionalized)
title (see Bell 1988: 329); in (53b) of a descriptive element indicating a
relationship or occupation. As demonstrated in (54), there seems to be
a difference between these two groups as far as the acceptability of ana-
phoric reference to the first element is concerned.

(54) a. *?Dri Jones is a very competent onei.
b. *?Unclei Giles is a very eccentric onei.
c. ??Farmeri Brown is a very successful onei.
d. ?Sopranoi Janet Baker was a very famous onei.

Note that in the case of titles such as Mr, Mrs, Miss and Ms any anaphoric
relation is excluded; the first elements here will be analysed as part of the

11 In addition, the one can be interpreted as referring to a person.
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proper noun. On the whole it seems to be the case that the higher the
descriptive content of the first element, the more the construction
resembles an apposition. As we will see later (section 3.3.3.3), this supports
the view, presented in Quirk et al. (1985: 1319; see also Bell 1988: 329–32),
that the constructions in example (53) represent a gradient from full title
(Mr) to appositional construction (Soprano Janet Baker).
Finally, here, too, anaphoric reference to the construction as a whole is

unproblematic. In that case, the anaphoric pronoun will be definite. This
seems to confirm the suggestion that here, too, neither part of the con-
struction has independent reference, and that it is only the construction as
a whole which functions as a referential element.

3.3.3 Headedness

Finally, let us briefly consider the question of which of the two nominal
elements functions as the head of the construction. As will have become clear
from the discussion so far, there is no consensus on headedness in close
appositions. Various analyses have been proposed, although, apart from
the omissibility test, little is offered by way of evidence (see section 3.2.3).
The purpose of the present section is therefore to try and find out
whether further, more objective, criteria can be found to determine
(semantic and syntactic) headedness in close appositions. At the semantic
level the selection restrictions of the verb will be considered, to see which
of the elements comply with these restrictions, while at the syntactic
level pluralization and subject-verb agreement will used as indicators of
headedness.

3.3.3.1 Headedness in existing theories
In existing discussions of close apposition, headedness is largely deter-
mined on the basis of Jespersen’s (1924: 96) semantic notion of ‘supreme
importance’ of one of the elements (see chapter 2). On the whole,
Jespersen’s definition of headedness seems quite satisfactory in those cases
where the competing elements belong to different syntactic categories (in
a red car, we are clearly referring to a car, not to a colour). It may even be
useful in certain N-N constructions, such as nominal compounds, where
only one of the two elements really defines the entity referred to (e.g.
corkscrew, computer linguist). However, where both parts belong to the same
syntactic category (i.e. noun) and can be used independently to refer to the
entity in question, intuitions about which element is defined and which is
defining prove inadequate.

The same is true for the test often used to establish semantic supremacy:
the omissibility test. As pointed out in 3.2.4, whether or not an element is
omissible cannot always be taken as an indication of headedness, certainly
not without a further specification of what is meant by omissibility. This
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is confirmed by the different conclusions drawn on the basis of these
criteria. Thus, Lee (1952) argues that in constructions of the type det þ N þ
NP, N1 must be the head since ‘the second element is restrictive and is
necessary to limit, or restrict, or define the meaning of the first’. In
other words, in a construction like the poet Burns, the more general element
the poet is modified by the more specific element Burns. The same line of
reasoning is followed by Hawkins (1978: 146–7), who attributes the presence
of the definite article in constructions like the name Algernon to ‘the presence
of a modifier, in this case a nominal modifier’, without which the obstruction
cannot be used as a first mention (#I can’t stand the name).

According to Haugen (1953) and Burton-Roberts (1975), on the other
hand, N1, the descriptive element, should be seen as the modifier. Haugen
bases his claim on the fact that only this part can be omitted. As we have
seen, however, his conclusion is incorrect, as omission of either element
leads to a sentence that is both semantically and syntactically acceptable,
but which, depending on the context, may be infelicitous. For Burton-
Roberts (1975: 397), to say of Burns that it is an attribute of the poet is
highly counterintuitive; in his transformational account, it is the proper
noun which functions as the head, with the descriptive element functioning
as an adjectival noun modifying this head.

Other solutions have been offered, but again with little evidence to
support them. According to Hockett (1955: 101), for instance, one of the
essential characteristics of appositions is the fact that there is no more
justification for taking N1 as the head and N2 as the attribute than for the
reverse, in fact, that there may be reason to regard both elements as
attributes of each other. A similar view is expressed by Sopher (1971: 401,
407–8) and Langacker (2002: 28). Quirk et al. (1985: 1305) simply conclude
that the matter cannot be resolved: ‘When apposition is full apposition
[e.g. my friend Anne], it may not be clear which of the appositives is the
defining one.’

Finally, Acuña-Fariña (1996) proposes different analyses for four
different types of close appositions. Constructions like the poet Burns are
analysed as modifier-head constructions in which the definite determiner
has scope over both nominal elements. Constructions like my friend Burns
and the word enigma, on the other hand, are analysed as head-modifier
constructions consisting of a referential NP (my friend, the word) followed
by a modifying second element. Constructions of the type Burns the poet,
Acuña-Fariña (1996: 38) claims

are best seen as having no constituent structure at all; that is, they are
best seen as individible units, much in the same way in which full
names and nicknames are usually regarded (e.g. Neil Smith or The
Black Prince). We will also briefly suggest that this pattern constitutes
a marginal construction type, and that therefore it cannot effectively
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be described in reference to the systematic behaviour of proper
nouns.

Apart form the theoretical dubiousness of the final claim, it will be clear
that such an approach is utterly unrevealing and unsatisfactory, and fails to
account for the fact that, subject to a number of restrictions, this pattern is
productive and has a variety of meanings and uses.

All in all, the result of these discussions is far from satisfying. This may,
of course, be due to that fact that, in the absence of obvious criteria and
unequivocal tests, there is, indeed, no way of deciding the matter of
headedness in close appositions. Before we come to any such conclusion,
however, let us consider some more possible tests.

3.3.3.2 Semantic considerations
Selection restrictions of the verb are generally taken to hold between a verb
and the head of a noun phrase, and may therefore serve as an indication of
headedness (see chapter 2). In most cases both elements of an apposition are
compatible with the selection restrictions imposed by the verb. In some cases,
however, one of the elements, when used on its own, violates these restrictions
(cf. Aruña-Fariña 1996: 43). Two examples from the corpus are given in (55).

(55) a. I have a friend John who’s in Linguistics with me <ICE-GB:S1A-
032 #294:2:B> (¼ (12a), (19b), (36a), (39a))

b. . . . thus earning the animal the name emperor tamarin. <ICE-GB:
W2B-021 #38:1>

In both examples, it is the first element, the descriptive part of the apposition,
which fulfils the selection restrictions: one can have a friend, but not a person;
one can earn a name, but not a person by that name. In fact, the selection
restrictions test is nothing more than the omissibility test in special circum-
stances. In this case, however, the test does show a difference between the two
elements: whereas N2 in the examples in (55) can be left out, N1 cannot.

What is interesting is that constructions of the type NP þ det þ N
cannot appear in constructions like the ones in (55), even if the descriptive
element is compatible with the selection restrictions of the verb. This may
be taken as an indication that the different types of apposition may differ
with regard to which element functions as the head.

(56) a. *We gave him Algernon the name.
b. * . . . thus earning the animal emperor tamarin the name. <adapted

from ICE-GB:W2B-021 #38:1>

3.3.3.3 Morphosyntactic considerations
On the syntactic front, too, there seems to be little evidence for deter-
mining headedness in close appositions. Nevertheless, two tests may be
worth looking at: those of pluralization and subject-verb agreement.
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3.3.3.3.1 Pluralization
In those cases where a close apposition has plural reference, N1, the
descriptive element, occurs in the plural, while N2, the proper noun or
uniquely describing element, commonly consists of two or more coordi-
nated elements. Some examples are given in (57).

(57) a. their regimental slow march <unclear-word> written by Johann
Valentine Hamm for the Milanova sisters Teresa and Maria <ICE-
GB:S2A-011 #30:1:A>

b. Those who would see this kind of picture in a conventional
linguistics text book would really imagine little Cs and Vs, or
even the words consonant and vowels or little phoneme symbols
written under here <ICE-GB:S2A-030 #81:1:A>

If, as has been suggested in discussions on headedness, the head is the
morphosyntactic locus (Zwicky 1985, 1993; Hudson 1987, 1993), this
seems to suggest that N1 functions as the head of the construction. This
seems to be supported by the fact that in some instances of appositions with
plural reference the descriptive element appears in the plural, while the
proper noun is singular:

(58) the biologists Huxley

Note that appositions of the type N þ det þ NP cannot appear in the
plural:

(59) *Huxley(s) the biologists; *Strauss(es) the composers

This seems to support an analysis of these constructions in which the proper
noun functions as the head: since proper nouns cannot be pluralized (unless
preceded by a determiner, in which case they function as common nouns),
and since the plural marker must attach to the head of a construction,
constructions of the type NP þ det þ N cannot appear in the plural.

The third type of construction, N þ NP, can appear in the plural. As
indicated before, a gradient seems to exist from constructions whose first
element functions as an institutionalized title to those which are more
appositional in nature. The following observations on pluralization seem to
confirm this view.

(60) a. There are two Mr Smiths/Miss Parkers/*?Misters Smith/??Misses
Parker.

b. There are two Dr Smiths/Lord Nelsons/Doctors Smith/Lords
Nelson.

c. There are two Professor Browns/General Wilsons/Professors
Brown/Generals Wilson.

d. I have two uncle Edwards/??cousin Georges/?uncles Edward/cousins
George.
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e. There are two *?farmer Browns/farmers Brown.
f. There are two *critic Paul Jones’s/?critics Paul Jones.

Although opinions may differ as to which is more acceptable in a particular
situation, on the whole the plural forms of N þ NP-constructions do,
indeed, seem to form a scale. As pointed out by Quirk et al. (1985: 313–14),
in the case of titles like Mr, Ms and Mrs, the plural marker is attached to
the proper noun (example (60a)). The same is true forMiss: the formMisses
Parker may be used, but will be considered formal and old-fashioned.
(Note, however, that if contrastive stress falls on the title, the second form,
with the plural marker attached to the title, may be more acceptable.) In the
case of (60b and 60c), both forms seem to be available, the second form
probably being more formal than the first. In examples (60d) and (60e), and
particularly in (60f), the preference is for plurality to be marked on the
descriptive element.

Apparently, with regard to pluralization, too, titles tend to behave as part
of the proper noun, with the name functioning as the head of the com-
pound. In the appositional constructions in (60f), on the other hand, it is
the descriptive element which functions as the (morphosyntactic) head,
resembling in this respect close appositions of the type det þ N þ NP. In
addition, the examples in (60) show that we are by no means dealing with a
clear-cut distinction. Which of the two elements functions as the head
largely depends on the extent to which the two parts together are taken to
form a name. A clear illustration of this can be found with descriptions of
family relationships, where acceptability on the different plural forms varies
within the one and the same category (example (60d)). Where the con-
struction is actually used as a name, i.e. to address the people in question
(e.g. uncle Edward), preference is for the construction as a whole to be
pluralized. If, on the other hand, the first element has a descriptionally
identifying use, added for the sake of the hearer (e.g. cousin George), the
plural marker is more likely to be attached to this descriptive element.

3.3.3.3.2 Subject-verb agreement
In view of the preceding it will not come as a surprise that in det þ N þ
NP-constructions number agreement obtains between the descriptive ele-
ment, N1, and the finite verb. In most cases, the second element will also
show agreement with the verb, since, in the case of a plural N1, N2 usually
consists of two or more coordinated elements (see the examples in (57)).
Occasionally, however, N1 appears in the plural, while N2 does not. As
shown in example (61), it is N1 which in such cases agrees with the verb.

(61) a. The biologists Huxley were both equally brilliant.
b. I have two friends John, who both work for the same company.

More interesting are instances involving a multiple but non-coordinated
proper noun or unique element; here, as shown in the primed examples
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in (62), these elements do not trigger a plural verb when they appear by
themselves in argument position (cf. Aruña-Fariña 1996: 42).

(62) a. I think the uhm words unconditional withdrawal have/*has some
uneasy echoes to some people <ICE-GB:S1B-027 #61:1:E>

a0. ‘Unconditional withdrawal’ has/*have some uneasy echoes to
some people

b. The initials C.S. stand/*stands for Clive Staples
b.0 C.S. stands/*stand for Clive Staples.

This once again suggests that N1 functions as the syntactic head of the
construction, as it is this element which exhibits number agreement with
the verb.12

3.3.4 Summary: underlying representations

If we think of close appositions as one homogeneous category, where each
member has the same internal structure, the evidence for headedness may
seem confusing and inconclusive. However, if we assume that there are
different types of close apposition, we can discern a certain pattern, with
most of the evidence neatly falling into place. The different types of close
apposition can be given the following representations:

(63) � Type 1a: det þ N þ NP-construction
head: descriptive element, N1
the poet Burns [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N-head poet] [N-ModBurns]]]

(64) � Type 1b: det þ N þ N-construction
head: descriptive element, N1
the word recession [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N-head word] [N-Mod recession]]]

(65) � Type 2: NP þ det þ N-construction:
head: proper noun, N1
Burns the poet [NP [ExtN [N-head Burns] [N-Mod the poet]]]

(66) � Type 3: N þ NP-construction
head: descriptive element, N1
if N1 ¼ title, one complex proper noun
a. Lord Nelson [NP [N Lord Nelson]]
b. soprano Janet Baker [NP [ExtN [N-head soprano] [N-Mod Janet

Baker]]]

12 Note finally that in other, related, aspects, too, N1 seems to function as the (syntactic)
head of the apposition. In (i), for instance, it is the descriptive element which agrees in
number with the numeral or quantifier, while in (ii), it is again the plurality of N1 which
licenses use of the expressions together and each other.

(i) I know two/all biologists Huxley.
(ii) The biologists Huxley work together/despise each other.
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(67) � Type 4a: poss þ N þ NP-construction
head: descriptive element, N1
my friend Burns [NP [ExtN [my [N-headfriend]] [N-ModBurns]]]

(68) � Type 4b: poss þ N þ det þ N-construction
head: first descriptive element, N1
my friend the poet [NP [ExtN [my [N-head friend]] [N-Mod the poet]]]

The underlying representations in (63) and (64) reflect the non-referentiality
of both elements and the fact that the determiner has scope over both
elements (which together are represented as forming an extended nominal
predicate, ExtN). The descriptive element is regarded as the head; this
accounts for the fact that definiteness here is expressed through the use of
the definite article. The same holds for the representations in (67) and (68),
except that in these constructions the presence of a possessive pronoun in
the first element blocks the appearance of the definite article.

The representation in (65) reflects the fact that in these constructions the
proper noun functions as the head and that the modifying element is a non-
referential expression specified for definiteness (indicating the identifiable –
familiar, activated, inferrable – status of the modifying element). Since the
head is a proper noun, the definiteness of the construction as a whole is
intrinsic and is not expressed by means of a determiner.

Finally, the structures in (66) represent the examples of this type of
construction at both ends of the scale: that in which an institutionalized
title functions as part of the proper noun (given in (66a)) and that in which
the descriptive element functions as the head in an appositional con-
struction (given in (66b)). In (66a) definiteness is intrinsic; example (66b) is
not specified for definiteness, as there is no assumption on the part of the
speaker that the proper noun/referent in question is, or is not, familiar to
the addressee (see below).

3.4 Conclusion

This chapter has been an attempt at developing a unified and consistent
account of the form and function of close appositions. Criteria for mem-
bership of the category of close apposition were discussed and tested, and a
new definition proposed (section 3.2). Perhaps the most crucial feature of
this new definition is the assumption that neither nominal element of the
apposition has independent reference; instead, all close appositions are
analysed as consisting of two predicating nominals both of which fall within
the scope of a determiner (if present). At the same time, it was established
that, although superficially similar, a distinction can be made between four
main types of close apposition. The discussion of anaphoricity and (in)
definiteness in sections 3.3.1 and 3.3.2, and of (syntactic and semantic)
headedness in section 3.3.3, subsequently provided evidence to support
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this assumption. This eventually resulted in different underlying rep-
resentations for these four subtypes of close construction (section 3.3.4).

A further conclusion to be drawn from this chapter is that even in the
most unified approaches to close apposition conceivable, some construc-
tions will be better examples of the category than others. There are pro-
totypical cases, which behave in the expected manner, fulfilling all, or
almost all, of the conditions for category membership, as well as less
prototypical cases, which lack certain properties of the category and which,
as a result, are much more difficult to classify. Such an approach allows us
to be more tolerant in categorizing constructions as close appositions.
Unlike earlier treatments of close appositions, for instance, the treatment
proposed here does not require a close apposition to be definite; indefinite
constructions, too, it has been argued, can qualify as close appositions. At
the same time, it has to be acknowledged that they are more restricted in
use and as such less prototypical. Likewise, the presence of a proper noun
or uniquely defining element is no longer regarded as a necessary
requirement, making it possible to include constructions like my friend the
poet in the category of close appositions. Even the presence of a descriptive
element may not always be required. As we have seen, however, some
constructions failing this criterion (constructions with institutionalized
titles, such as Mr Brown or Dr Jones) tend to be so far removed from the
prototypical close apposition that it may be more plausible to exclude them
from the category (e.g. sections 3.3.3.3 and 3.3.4).

Nor are the criteria for membership chosen at random. In fact, the
whole point of using an apposition consists in the fact that through a
combination of two nominal elements one can produce a referring
expression which is felicitous in a given context. In their most optimal
form, close appositions contain a uniquely defining and a descriptive
element which together allow for unequivocal identification of the inten-
ded referent. Failure to fulfil one of these requirements will result in a less
prototypical instance of close apposition; it may, however, still be the most
felicitous form given the discourse context and the intention of the
speaker. In a more general sense, this means that the choice to use a close
apposition is not arbitrary: within a given discourse situation, it is the most
efficient linguistic means at the speaker’s disposal to refer to, introduce
and/or describe a particular discourse entity.
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4 Appositions with of

4.1 Introduction

This chapter is concerned with a number of constructions containing two
nominal elements separated by the element of. In particular, it deals with
what will be referred to as ‘appositional of-constructions’, exemplified in (1).
Since, however, these constructions are superficially quite similar to a number
of other construction types (illustrated in (2)–(4)), these latter constructions
will also be included in the discussion, with the aim of showing that on closer
examination these constructions turn out to be markedly different.1

A detailed discussion of all aspects of these constructions is not feasible
within the scope of this chapter. Instead, it focuses on three crucial aspects:
(1) the question of which element functions as the head of the construction;
(2) the status of the second nominal element; and (3) the status of the
element of. Not surprisingly, of primary interest are constructions which
have proved problematic (or challenging) with respect to determining
which element functions as the head, and where, as a result, different
analyses have been proposed. Examples of such constructions can be found
in (1).

(1) a. the Borough of Islington
b. the principle of uniformity
c. the role of president

Despite a superficial similarity, these constructions are different from
those in (2)–(3), which are generally analysed as left-headed constructions,

1 Constructions consisting of two nominal elements linked by of are so numerous
and diverse that it is impossible to discuss all of them in this chapter. Some of
the constructions that will not be dealt with in this study are the so-called ‘happiest of men’-
construction (the best of friends, the easiest of periods) and postgenitive constructions
(an opera of Verdi’s, a friend of my brother’s). Also excluded from discussion will be
figurative expressions where the first noun does not (only) have a quantifying
function (the thick jungle of ice, a cat’s cradle of inquiries or a bog of pragmatics). For a
discussion of of-binominals (that fool of a doctor), see chapter 5; so-called ‘pseudo-partitive
constructions’ (a number of people, a box of chocolates) are discussed in chapter 6. For a
discussion of the difference between of-complements and of-modifiers, see chapter 10; for a
discussion of possessive of-constructions in relation to the genitive, see chapter 12.
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containing a prepositional of-phrase modifying or complementing the
preceding head noun.

(2) a. a sigh of contentment
b. a hoarder of books
c. a boat of fibreglass

(3) a. the mosaics of Venice
b. the cover of that book
c. the writer of this book
d. the production of penicillin
e. the cheering of the crowd
f. a picture of me

The examples in (3) are usually analysed quite straightforwardly as containing a
nominal head followedby a prepositional phrase containing a referential (specific
or non-specific)NP.The relation between the head and theNP contained in the
PP is usually characterized as one of ‘possession’ (in a broad, socio-cultural/
biological sense). The examples in (2) are slightly different, as here the second
nominal element does not have a referential function. Instead, themodifying PP
serves to specify or restrict the denotation of the first element: the two elements
together can almost be regarded as assigning one compound property.
The constructions in example (4) are partitive constructions; the

semantic relation between the two parts is one of subset-set or of part-
whole. The first element takes the form of a numeral or quantifier. As in (2)
and (3), the first noun will be regarded as the head, while the second
NP will be assumed to be referential.

(4) a. one of my friends
b. some of the cheese
c. any of his ideas

Although the constructions in (2)–(4) are not the main concern of this
chapter, a brief description will be given to allow comparison between these
constructions and the appositional constructions in (1). Discussion of the
‘left-headed’ constructions illustrated in (2)–(4) is presented in section 4.2.
The constructions in (3) will be dealt with very briefly in section 4.2.1, the
partitive constructions in (4) in section 4.2.2. Constructions of the type given
in (2) are described in 4.3. Section 4.4 then focuses on the more controversial
constructions given in (1). Section 4.5 presents some conclusions.

4.2 of-constructions with referring embedded NPs

4.2.1 NPs with of-modifiers and of-complements

The first type of left-headed construction to be discussed in this section is
that illustrated in example (3) above. In these constructions a lexical
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nominal head is followed by a PP introduced by the preposition of followed
by a referential NP. The PP can function either as a modifier or as a
complement of the head. As demonstrated elsewhere (chapter 10), the
distinction between modifiers and complements is not always easy to make:
although several tests have been proposed to distinguish between the two
functions, it may still be difficult to determine the exact status of the PP.
However, since it is the purpose of this section to distinguish the left-
headed constructions in example (3) from the problematic cases given in
(1), as a starting point for the discussion in section 4.4., it will suffice to use
fairly straightforward examples.

When the of-PP functions as a modifier, the construction is no different
from similar constructions with other prepositions, with the preposition
reflecting the semantic relation between the head noun and the modifying
NP. Some examples are given in (5).

(5) a. the mosaics of Venice
b. the mosaics in Venice (location)
c. the mosaics from Venice (source)
d. the mosaics for Venice (beneficiary)

The preposition of can be used to express a number of semantic relations
between the head and the NP contained in the prepositional phrase, many
of which can be captured by Seiler’s (1983a: 4; 1983b: 90) bio-cultural
definition of the term ‘possession’, according to which ‘[i]t is the rela-
tionship between a human being and his kinsmen, his body parts, his
material belongings, his cultural and intellectual products’. The most
straightforward relation of possession is, no doubt, that between a person
and his/her material belongings (example (6a)); a somewhat less straight-
forward example of material belonging, exemplified in (6b), involves the
possession of an ‘intellectual product’.

(6) a. the clothes of Miriam’s nieces
b. the first words of Yeats

The possessor, however, need not be human: institutions, towns,
countries and the world as a whole, consisting as they do of people, can also
act as possessors (the mosaics of Venice, the problems of the world). Moreover,
of is, of course, often used to indicate a temporal relation (the particular
coalition of this time, the monarchies of the seventeenth century), as well as
characterization or type (research of this kind, dance of this nature). For a
more complete specification of the many relations indicated by of, see e.g.
Quirk et al. (1985: 703) and Lindstromberg (1998).

In those cases where the relation indicated by of is one of kinship or
(body) part, the of-PP usually functions as a complement of the head. The
head in these constructions is a (derived or non-derived) relational noun;
i.e. a noun which semantically requires a complement (e.g. Fillmore 1968,
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Löbner 1985; for a more detailed discussion, see chapter 10, section
10.2.2). As Löbner (1985: 292) puts it, ‘relational nouns describe objects in
a certain relationship to others’; they can only be used meaningfully if
complemented by one (or more) argument(s). The element of is not
regarded as indicating possession; it may even be analysed as a purely
grammatical (linking) device, lacking any semantic content.2 Some exam-
ples from the corpus are given in (7) and (8). As can be seen from the
examples in (7c) and (8c), these nouns behave in the same way when used
non-literally.

(7) a. the son of Aaron
b. mother of John the Evangelist
c. (necessity is) the mother of invention

(8) a. the skull of St Thomas
b. the foot of an attractive girl
c. one leg of the tripartite system

Also included in the category of relational nouns are nouns which denote
parts or (physical or abstract) features of entities and which cannot
be felicitously used without (implicit or explicit) reference to these entities;
examples: colour, size, altitude; middle, front, top; basis, details, stage; and
feature, quality, nature, extent, scope, purpose. Apart from these non-derived
relational nouns, there are a large number of derived nouns which require
the presence of one or more argument(s), including deverbal nouns
(destruction, growth, cessation), nominalizations ((the) destroying, growing,
cheering), person nouns (destroyer, hoarder) and deadjectival nouns (saint-
liness, weakness; ability, stupidity). A special category of relational noun
is that of the so-called ‘picture nouns’ (e.g. De Wit 1998, 129–35), which
derive their name from the fact that they denote a concrete object depicting
or representing some other object (drawing, painting, shot, poster, statue).

What all these noun-complement and noun-modifier constructions have
in common is that determining the head of the construction is quite
unproblematic. It is always the first noun which fulfils all (or nearly all) the
criteria (syntactic and semantic) for headedness. Thus it is always the first
noun which denotes the referent of the NP as a whole and which complies
with the selection restrictions of the verb. Moreover, it is this element
which determines the number of the NP and which exhibits number
agreement with the determiner and, in those cases where it functions as the
subject, with the finite verb. The PP functions to provide (optional or
obligatory) extra information about this referent (by linking it to some

2 Complements can, of course, also be introduced by other prepositions. In that case we are
typically dealing with a derived noun which has inherited the preposition from the original
verb or adjective (his belief in God, an addiction to danger). For further discussion of the
status of these prepositions, see chapter 10.
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other entity), typically with a view to anchoring this referent in the
discourse and/or facilitating identification.

The difference between noun-complement and noun-modifier con-
structions concerns the function of the PP (modification versus com-
plementation), as well as the status of the preposition of (as a lexical
element indicating a relation of possession or as a semantically empty,
functional preposition). In both cases, however, this element and the fol-
lowing NP are regarded as forming one constituent.

These differences and similarities are reflected in the following underlying
representations:

(9) a. the mosaics of Venice
a0. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N mosaics] [PP [P of] [NP [N Venice]]Poss]]]

(10) a. the production of penicillin
a0. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N production] [PP [Pof] [NP [N penicillin]]Pat]]]
b. the cheering of the crowd
b0. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N cheering] [PP [P of] [NP [Det the] [N

crowd]]Agent]]]
c. the father of the bride
c0. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N father] [PP [P of] [NP [Det the ]

[N bride]]Ref]]]

4.2.2 Partitive NPs

Since the 1960s, partitive constructions have proved a popular subject of
research, in particular in logico-semantic studies and (early) generative
linguistics, but more recently also in pragmatic and discourse-oriented
studies of language. The large body of research on partitives addresses
many different aspects of the partitive construction, such as the form and
function of the first element, the (syntactic and semantic) constraints on the
second nominal element, the status of the element of, the overall analysis of
the constructions, their distribution, the discourse function of the second
element, etc. This subsection, however, will focus on those aspects which
are relevant in the present chapter, i.e. the question of headedness and the
status of the second nominal element.

In partitive constructions the first element typically denotes a member or
subset of the set referred to by the second element and typically consists of
a numeral or quantifier. Some examples are given in (11):

(11) a. Well a uh ask one of the stallholders down Chapel Street <ICE-GB:
S1A-010 #25:1:A>

b. Many of our colleges are larger than most universities and should
receive their own local supply of brochures and videos. <ICE-
GB:W1B-026 #30:3>
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c. He introduced him to two of his wives. <ICE-GB:W2B-
004 #13:1>

As will be clear from these examples, the first element depends for its
denotation on the second element; in example (11a), for instance, the
phrase one of the stallholders refers to a single individual who is member of a
set of stallholders down Chapel Street. The relation between the two parts
of a partitive can also be one of part-whole. In such mass partitives, the first
element denotes a part of the entity or substance referred to in the second
element. Examples can be found in (12).

(12) a. Estimates of actual depletion vary widely but it is true that
Central America has lost most of its tropical forest since the post
war period. <ICE-GB:W1A-013 #72:2>

b. Uhm we believe that we can account for half of the energy
transport that that previous uh set of measurements uh show
takes place by motions in the atmosphere. <ICE-GB:S2A-043
#78:1:A>

Partitive constructions have been analysed in a variety of ways (see e.g.
Stockwell, Schachter and Partee 1973: 114–22; Hoeksema 1996). Most of
these assume that partitives are left-headed constructions with an implied
(or deleted) N1 (e.g. Stockwell et al. 1973; Jackendoff 1977; Selkirk 1977;
Reed 1991; Abbott 1996), since it is N1 which determines both the number
and the indefiniteness of the overall referent. Moreover, it has been shown
that relative clauses such as those in (13) are ambiguous due to the fact that
the relative pronoun which can take either the implied first noun as its
antecedent (in which case two of the eggs I bought were broken) or the
embedded NP (in which case I did not necessarily buy any broken eggs)
(see Stockwell, Schachter and Partee 1973: 116).

(13) I bought some of the eggs, two of which were broken.

Such an analysis is further supported by the fact that in some cases N1 is
expressed in the form of the pronoun one:3

(14) a. This is the only one of the six sections which isn’t directly critical of
Israel <ICE-GB:S2A-036 #25:1:A>

b. Every one of the primates mentioned so far is protected, yet chimps,
orangs and gibbons are all still traded.<ICE-GB:W2B-021#16:1>

c. Failure to comply with any one of the following regulations may result
in such suspension or withdrawal. <ICE-GB:W2D-006 #11:1>

3 Similar constructions are possible with the quantifiers each and (n)either, as well as with
no, which merges with the pronoun one to form none. For a detailed (if early) overview, see
Stockwell et al. (1973: 114–22).
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Where some of the left-headed analyses differ is in the way the second
part of the partitive is analysed. Some accounts (e.g. Selkirk 1977) propose
a structure in which the second part takes the form of a PP, headed by the
preposition of. An alternative analysis is offered by Jackendoff (1977:
110–11), who does not analyse of as a preposition heading a PP, but rather
as a purely syntactic element linking the PRO head noun and the following
NP. The two structures can be represented as in (15):

(15) a. [NP [Det] [N’ [N PRO] [PP of NP]]]
b. [NP [Quant] [N’ [N PRO] [of] [NP]]]

Yet another left-headed analysis is offered by Huddleston and Pullum
(2002: 411–12), who analyse these constructions as fused-head construc-
tions, in which the head combines with the determiner (numeral or
quantifier) to form a fused Det-Head category, realized by the determiner,
which functions at the same time as the determiner in a ‘determiner-
nominal head’ construction, and as the head of the overall NP (itself a
head-complement construction). Note that here, too, the left-most element
functions as the head of the construction.

Not all analyses of partitives, however, assume a left-headed structure.
Keenan and Stavi (1986), for instance, take partitives to consist of a
complex determiner (det1 þ of þ det2) followed by a head noun (see also
Chomsky 1970). In other words, in a partitive construction like one of the
boys, the sequence one of the is analysed as a complex determiner with the
features [þplural] and [þdef ] (Keenan and Stavi 1986: 287–8). On such an
approach, however, the second element is not an NP; as such, it cannot
account for the fact that N2 can take an NP as its antecedent (one of them;
many of whom). Moreover, it incorrectly predicts that overall reference of a
construction like one of the boys is plural and definite. Nor can it explain the
presence of one in some partitives (e.g. every one of the boys). Finally, it
cannot account for the fact that recursivity is allowed, as in He gave me
half of each of the three pizzas. In what follows I will therefore adopt the
left-headed approach to partitives, according to which partitives consist
of a head noun N1 (usually implied) followed by a PP containing a
referential NP.

Another question addressed in virtually every available account of par-
titive constructions is that of which nouns (or NPs, depending on the
analysis) can, and which cannot, appear as N2. Early transformation
accounts (e.g. Selkirk 1977; Jackendoff 1977: 111–14), for instance, sought
to exclude ungrammatical partitive constructions like the ones in (16) from
the grammar (from Selkirk 1977: 294–5).

(16) a. *many of objections
b. *three of some men
c. *many of all women
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d. *two of too many acquaintances
e. *several of twenty of his roses that were sick (OK with stress on

several)
f. *three of nine planets of the solar system
g. *few of many questions

This resulted in a Partitive (Recursion) Constraint, which stated that the
embedded NP in a partitive must be definite, i.e. determined by the definite
article, a demonstrative or a possessive (but not by an indefinite article, null
determiner, numeral or quantifier) (Selkirk 1977: 294–6; see also Barwise and
Cooper 1981: 184; Ladusaw 1982: 281; Keenan and Stavi 1986: 287–9).

It soon appeared, however, that counterexamples were not hard to find.
Thus, there are plenty of cases where the second element can contain an
indefinite article, a quantifier or a numeral. Examples from the corpus can
be found in (17), (18) and (19), respectively.

(17) a. That the object is one of a class commonly or even universally found
is alien to the theory of property rights <ICE-GB:S2B-046
#73:1:A>

b. He had come to inaugurate one of a series of international cultural
festivals of India, but was also afforded the honour of addressing
both Houses of Congress. <ICE-GB:W2B-011 #47:1>

(18) a. Uhm, so universality is one of several possible interpretations
assuming we’ve grown out of counting features which I hope to
God we have by now <ICE-GB:S1B-012 #103:1:B>

b. Let me then ask the first of a few questions <ICE-GB:S2B-047
#31:1:A>

(19) a. and then another gap of over a minute to Keki Rosberg’s Peugeot
with forty-nine of eighty-three laps completed <ICE-GB:S2A-013
#182:5:A>

b. Her cottage was one of three small terraces that had originally been
labourers’ cottages for one of the local farms. <ICE-GB:W2F-
009 #9:1>

What all the indefinite embedded NPs in these examples have in common
is that they have specific reference. This resulted in a revised Partitive
Constraint, requiring the embedded NP to be specific rather than definite
(e.g. Ladusaw 1982).

Naturally, this begs the question of what exactly is meant by a specific
reference. According to a widely accepted, largely pragmatic, definition of
specificity (e.g. Partee 1972; Stockwell et al. 1973: 92; Lyons 1977: 188;
Fodor 1977; Selkirk 1977; see also Fodor and Sags 1982: 380), specific
reference requires reference to a particular individual or group the speaker
has in mind, while non-specific nouns denote any individual or group
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answering the description given. In other words, whereas the specific noun
phrases can be paraphrased as ‘a particular X’, non-specific noun phrases
can best be paraphrased as ‘some X or other’. In more (logico-)semantic
approaches (Bach 1968: 106–7; Jackendoff 1972: 279–95; Partee 1972: 415–
16), this difference has been reformulated in terms of scope, with specific
noun phrases having wide scope and non-specific ones having narrow scope
(or, alternatively, with specific noun phrases operating outside and non-
specific noun phrases operating within the scope of the verb; Jackendoff
1972: 281–4).

According to all these definitions of specificity, the embedded NPs in
examples (17)–(19) are indeed specific. Nevertheless, there appear to be
partitive constructions where the embedded NP does not have specific
reference, but which are still acceptable within a given context. Abbott
(1996) provides the following examples:

(20) a. I know you have too many acquaintances, but you only need to
bring two of them. Two of too many acquaintances is still only two.

b. I haven’t looked closely at the response pattern, but I’m sure that
each student only answered few of many questions they might have
been able to get with a little thought.

Here, Abbott (1996: 41) argues, the ‘outer group’ (referent set of the
embedded NP) need not exist, nor need it be specific. Instead, she con-
tinues, ‘[a]ll that is needed is that some reason must be provided for the
mentioning of the outer group. All that is needed is sufficient prepositional
or contextual material to explain the relevance of the embedded NP.’ The
example in (20b), however, does not seem to prove this point, as the
embedded NP can easily be conceived of as having specific reference:
the speaker may be expected to mention some of these questions should she
be required to do so. In example (20a), on the other hand, the second
occurrence of the NP too many acquaintances cannot be interpreted as
referring to any specific group of acquaintances: unlike the preceding
clause (where the definite pronoun them is anaphoric with the specific NP
too many acquaintances in the first part of the sentence), the second sentence
is clearly a generic statement, and the full embedded NP both non-
anaphoric and non-specific.

In order to account for these cases, I would like to suggest that rather
than specific, the embedded NP of a partitive construction must be
referential. Only if the preposition is followed by a referential NP, referring
either to an evoked or inferrable discourse entity or introducing a new
entity into the discourse, are we dealing with a partitive construction.
Observe that such an approach allows for both specific and non-specific
embedded NPs, as reference can be made to an entity even if this entity
does not exist in the real world and even if the speaker does not have a
specific, identifiable, individual or group of individuals in mind.
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Thus the first occurrence of the expression too many acquaintances in
example (20a) introduces (at least) two discourse entities into the mental
model built up by the discourse participants during the conversation: the
group denoted by the description (either a particular group identifiable by
the speaker or any group answering the description) and the composite
meaning of the description itself. Both can therefore be assumed to be
evoked or familiar: them in the partitive two of them refers back to the
group; too many acquaintances in the expression two of too many acquain-
tances takes up the denotation.4

This approach also allows us to account for the unacceptability of
constructions with embedded elements without any determiner, as here the
second element can only be given a non-referential interpretation:

(21) a. *two of men
b. *all of wormy apples
c. *most of cheese from the Netherlands

As pointed out by Abbott (1996), these seem to be the only examples which
are unacceptable in any context. That non-referring expressions cannot
appear as the embedded element of a partitive can be accounted for on
pragmatic grounds, as it only makes sense to introduce a subset of a larger
set if the hearer can be assumed to have (or be able to infer) a mental
representation of this larger set. Where the second element is non-
referring, this condition is not met. No discourse entity (mental or
otherwise) is referred to by the second elements in (21a)–(21c), nor is a new
referent set being introduced into the discourse.

Just like the head-modifier and head-complement constructions dis-
cussed in section 4.2.1, partitives will be analysed as left-headed con-
structions, consisting of a head noun followed by a PP. In the case of
partitives, however, the relation between the first noun and the PP is one of
subset-set or part-whole. These constructions further differ from the ones
in (9) and (10) in that the head is left unexpressed and that the first noun is
invariably preceded by a numeral or quantifier. They can, therefore, be
represented as in (22).

(22) a. one of the stallholders
a0. [NP[Num one] [ExtN[N e] [PP[P of] [NP[Det the] [N stallholders]]Ref]]]
b. most of his plays
b0. [NP [Q most ] [ExtN [N e] [PP [P of] [NP [Det his ] [N plays]]Ref]]]

4 This approach coincides to some extent with Reed’s (1988, 1991) pragmatic account,
according to which the discourse function of partitives is to introduce (or evoke) subgroups
of existing discourse groups: it is not enough for the embedded NP to be plural, definite
and specific; in addition, its referent set must be evoked in the discourse.
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4.3 of-constructions with non-referring embedded NPs:
qualifying of-constructions

A different left-headed construction from the ones discussed in the pre-
vious section are those containing qualifying of-phrases (see (2) above).
First of all, the of-phrases in these constructions fulfil a different function:
rather than anchoring or identifying the entity denoted by the head noun
through modification or complementation, they qualify its denotation.
Instead of answering questions like Whose NP? or Which NP?, they answer
the question What kind of N? In terms of reference, they also differ from
the constructions discussed in section 4.2 in that the second element is
non-referential and typically takes the form of a mass noun or a bare plural.
As can be seen from the examples in (23), they may occur in constructions
with non-relational heads (example (23a)) as well as in constructions with
relational (basic or derived) nouns (example (23b)).

(23) a. a book of comics; a novel of suspense; a work of feminist theology;
clichés of tribute; a word of gratitude; a linguist of far greater
eminence; a moment of prophecy; a mother of three; a head of
department

b. a writer of novels (a novelist); a collector of stamps (a stamp
collector)

In all these examples the second elements are non-referring: they do not
refer back to existing discourse entities, nor do they introduce entities into
the discourse. In other words, rather than having two separate (sets of)
entities, one referred to by the construction as a whole and one by the NP
embedded in the PP, what we have is one set or entity. Thus, an expression
like a book of comics does not describe a particular entity as a ‘book’, such
that it is ‘of comics’; it simply describes the referent as a ‘book of comics’,
the status of the second element being (almost) similar to that of the
incorporated element in a nominal compound (a ‘comics book’). Inde-
pendent reference to the second element, whether by means of a definite or
indefinite pronoun, is therefore not possible (see Keizer 1992: 321–4).5

Also included in this class are constructions of the type illustrated in
(24), where the of-phrase indicates the material the referent is made of (or
the components it is made up of).

5 Sometimes it may seem as though reference is made to the second (non-referring) part of
the construction, as in example (i):

(i) My brother is a writer of detective novels. They are quite good, actually.

On closer consideration, however, it turns out that the definite pronoun they does not have
an explicit antecedent in the preceding discourse. Nevertheless, the reference is acceptable
because the hearer can infer the intended referent on the basis of a combination of textual
information and his/her general knowledge.
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( 24 ) a. a boat of fibreglass
b. a frieze of happy and skipping children
c. a diet of bread and water

Note, however, that these constructions may, in some cases, be difficult
to distinguish from pseudo-partitive constructions, i.e. constructions with a
quantificational first noun (see chapter 6). It may even be claimed that both
interpretations (the qualifying interpretation (made-of ) and quantificational
interpretation (number/amount-of)) are in principle available. Consider in
this respect example (25), which may be interpreted as meaning that a
certain diet, consisting of a particular type of medication, can have the
effect described (qualifying reading); or as meaning that this effect is
the result of specific medication, given in certain amounts and at certain
frequencies (measure reading).

(25) A daily diet of ‘in-feed’ medication allows animals to be crammed
together in sheds under conditions that invite diseases. <ICE-GB:
W2B-027 #13:1>

Some additional examples are given in (26), all of which, out of context,
allow for either reading.

(26) a. a pane of glass
b. a block of stone
c. a flash of lightning
d. a coating of milk chocolate
e. a whiff of Chanel

Observe that these examples seem to represent a kind of gradient.
Although each of these examples allows both a qualifying and a measure
interpretation, they differ with regard to the reading they prefer. Thus,
example (26a) easily allows for the qualifying reading (‘pane made of
glass’), while (26e) seems to prefer the measure reading, quantifying the
smell of Chanel as faint and short-lasting. As these paraphrases make clear,
on the qualifying interpretation it is N1 that determines the reference of
the construction and, as such, functions as the semantic head, while on the
measure interpretation N2 functions as the semantic head.

In sum, qualifying left-headed of-constructions differ from the other
left-headed constructions discussed in this section in that the PP does not
contain an NP (referring element) but only a non-referring (composite)
nominal element, which typically takes the form of a mass noun or a bare
plural. Thus, N2 does not serve to refer to an existing discourse entity, nor
does it introduce a new entity into the discourse. It does, of course, have a
denotation, but this denotation is not conceptualized independently from
N1. Instead, what we have is one meaning element, with the two nominal
elements together having one composite denotation. Thus, an expression
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like a book of comics does not assign two properties to the referent, that of
‘book’ and ‘of comics’; it simply describes the referent as a ‘book of comics’.
As such it can be regarded as only one stage removed from incorporation
(a ‘comics book’, ‘gratitude word’ etc.). In (27) this is reflected in the
bracketing: rather than forming an Extended Predicate together with the
head noun, the PP here restricts N1 within the Nominal Predicate; within
this composite predicate, however, N1 still functions as the head:

(27) a. a book of comics
a0. [NP [Det a ] [N book [PP [P of] [N comics]]]]
b. a word of gratitude
b0. [NP [Det a ] [N word [PP [P of] [N gratitude]]]]

4.4 of-appositions

Determining the head of the of-constructions dealt with so far has turned
out to be relatively unproblematic. This, however, is not true for every type
of N1-of-N2 constructions. One such construction where it may not be
clear which of the two nominal elements functions as the head is the
appositional of-construction, some examples of which are given in (28).

(28) a. the job of Foreign Minister
b. the city of San Francisco
c. the principle of open architecture

Like the head-qualifier constructions discussed in the previous section,
neither of the two nominal elements of the examples in (28) will be
regarded as having independent reference. The element linking the two
nominals can only be of. What makes them interesting is that the semantic
relation between the two elements can be described in two ways, depending
on which of the two nominals is taken as the starting point. Thus, it has
been claimed (Den Dikken 1995; Aarts 1998) that N1 predicates over N2
(‘San Francisco is a city’); conversely, it could be claimed (for some of the
subtypes at least) that N2 specifies N1 (‘The city is San Francisco’; see e.g.
Quirk et al. 1985: 1284).

Unfortunately, as in so many linguistic discussions, matters are con-
siderably complicated by a confusing use of terminology (a confusion to
which the present discussion, I realize, is quite likely to add). Thus Quirk
et al. (1985: 1284) refer to such constructions as in (28) as ‘appositions with
of-phrases’, where the of-phrase ‘is not a regular postmodifier’. In what
follows these constructions will be referred to as ‘of-appositions’.

4.4.1 The form of of-appositions

As can be seen from the example in (28), of-appositions with of come in two
varieties, depending on the kind of noun used as the second element: N2
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can be a proper noun (e.g. the city of San Francisco, the month of December)
or a common noun, typically singular and abstract (the ideal of neutrality,
the technique of dehydration).

Let us first consider of-appositions with an N2 in the form of a geographical
name. These constructions occur quite frequently and allow for a whole range
of designations in the position of N1. Some examples are given in (29).

(29) a. When Julius Caesar set up his military colony in the town of Arles
he created a little Rome <ICE-GB:S2B-027 #18:1:A>

b. The USA is also accused of exporting acid rain from industrial
centres in the north-east (especially the Ohio Valley), across the
Canadian border into the province of Ontario. <ICE-GB:W2A-
030 #82:1>

c. The continued growth of population in the continent of Latin
America will be a result of relatively low levels of fertility and a
‘young’ age structure. <ICE-GB:W2B-018 #3:1>

As shown in example (30), it is quite common for N1 to be modified. As a
matter of fact, this may be one of the reasons for using the construction:
where modification of a proper noun is usually not acceptable, the addition
of a common noun makes premodification unproblematic.

(30) a. In a reference to the Hindu claim over a mosque in the northern
holy town of Iodia he asked whether religious faith could be placed
above the constitution and whether India was heading towards
becoming a theocratic state <ICE-GB:S2B-006 #52:1:E>

b. on the railways the Leningrad metro shiftworkers in factories in
steel mills and most tellingly of all in the once docile republic of
Byelorussia <ICE-GB:S2B-040 #52:2:A>

Proper nouns also occur in constructions with non-geographical referents,
as shown by the examples in (31). Although in isolation both examples would
allow for a possessive reading as well (‘Diana’s figure’; ‘the pseudonym used
by Dermot O’Brien’), the contexts clearly show that such a reading is not
intended: in (31a) reference is made to a character in a play; in (31b) the
preposition under shows that Dermot O’Brien is the pseudonym.

(31) a. And so the the the joke is that you’re seeing uh this, uh figure of
Diana uhm just at the point where she’s putting her shift on
<ICE-GB:S1B-014 #171:1:A>

b. And one must also remember that uh the same Arnold Bax has
written poetry and I think plays under the pseudonym of Dermot
O’Brien <ICE-GB:S1B-032 #114:1:C>

It may be interesting to compare these constructions to the corresponding
close appositions, i.e. to appositional constructions without the element of.
Consider for this purpose the examples in (32). Observe that in (32a) and
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(32b) use of the corresponding close appositions (the name Duck Street and
the name ‘dowager’s hump’) would have been equally acceptable, whereas in
(32c) and (32d), such substitution would lead to an undesired result.

(32) a. They didn’t know how [...] how the name (of) Duck Street
originated and I told them <ICE-GB:S1A-028 #279:1:A>

b. It is probably no coincidence that the typical bent spine of
osteoporosis has been given the name (of) ‘dowager’s hump’.
<ICE-GB:W2B-022 #15:1>

c. To those doubters President Rafsanjani invoked the name #(of)
Switzerland <ICE-GB:S2B-001 #22:1:B>

d. A long-lived scar on the American psyche second only I suspect
to the one marked Vietnam bore the name #(of) Iran <ICE-GB:
S2B-034 #101:1:A>

In (32c) and (32d) replacement of the of-apposition with the close appo-
sition is syntactically acceptable, but changes the effect of the utterance.
The reason for this seems to be that, at least in these two examples, it is not
primarily the name in question that is being referred to; instead the
intention of the speaker is clearly to refer to the country in question as well.
What this means is that in (32c) and (32d) we may not be dealing with
appositions at all. After all, in appositions (with or without of) neither of
the two elements is assumed to have independent reference; if, therefore,
reference is made to the countries Switzerland and Iran, the constructions
in question cannot be of-appositions, but must be possessive constructions
instead (referring to the name ‘belonging’ to the country Switzerland/
Iran). The reason for the confusion is that both name and country take the
same form (the name of Switzerland being Switzerland). Unlike of-appo-
sitions, however, use of a possessive construction allows the speaker to refer
to both the name (by means of the construction as a whole) and to the
country (by means of the embedded NP). Note that the example in (32a),
and possibly even in (32b), could be analysed along similar lines. However,
as here there is no reason to assume that independent reference of N2 is
intended, the appositive interpretation remains preferable.

Where N2 is a common noun, it may take various forms. In most cases it
appears as a bare nominal, usually abstract, as in the examples in (33).

(33) a. In Mexico’s biggest children’s hospital mothers are being taught
the technique of oral rehydration <ICE-GB:S2B-022 #129:2:A>

b. The IBM PC was designed around the principle of open architecture.
<ICE-GB:W2B-036 #41:1>

In addition, N2 can take the form of a singular count noun, as in the
examples in (34). Note that here, too, a bare noun is used, even though the
nouns in question usually require the presence of a determiner. The lack of
a determiner, however, confirms the non-referential status of these nouns,
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as the bare form is typically used in non-referential contexts (e.g. in the
case of primary or secondary predicates: He is Foreign Secretary; They
appointed him spokesman).

(34) a. She claimed that the new Prime Minister Jim Callaghan had
offered his predecessor the job of Foreign Secretary in his gov-
ernment <ICE-GB:S1B-040 #4:1:A>

b. One of his predecessors, Mr Cecil Parkinson, had the role of
spokesman during the Falklands war and made a success of it.
<ICE-GB:W2E-005 #24:1>

Occasionally, N2 appears as a bare plural (example (35a)), and it may
even take the form of a singular count noun with a determiner (examples
(35b) and (35c)). Observe, however, that the definite phrase the heroic
warrior in (35b) can only be interpreted as denoting an abstract entity: it
does not refer to a (specific or non-specific) individual, but designates an
ideal, a mental construct combining the most prominent properties of all
heroic warriors. Similarly, in (35) no reference is made to a particular
commission, nor to a non-specific or generic entity of that description.
Instead, reference is made to a vehicle, the description a Royal Commission
serving to further specify this vehicle. In other words, despite the presence
of a determiner in the second element of the constructions in (35b) and
(35c), these elements do not have independent reference, and do as such
not merit the status of NP.

(35) a. All three types of theory are explored routinely through the
medium of computer programs when their expected consequences
are too complex to generate otherwise. <ICE-GB:W2A-035
#25:1>

b. The 1914–18 war destroyed the ideal of the heroic warrior, but it
also established a particular role for the soldier-writer. <ICE-
GB:W2A-009 #3:1>

c. It is right that Mr Baker has chosen the vehicle of a Royal Com-
mission to do the necessary work of examining the structures of
that justice . . . <ICE-GB:W2E-007 #95:3>

4.4.2 Headedness

In this section the criteria for headedness listed in chapter 2 will be applied
to of-appositions to see which of the two nominal elements should be
regarded as the head of the construction.

4.4.2.1 Semantic criteria
4.4.2.1.1 Obligatoriness/omissibility
It is often claimed that in a construction like the city of Rome both elements
can replace the entire construction. From both a syntactic and a semantic
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point of view, this is obviously true: since both the city of Rome and Rome
are nominal constructions, the resulting sentence is syntactically correct;
since both can be used to refer to the same entity, the resulting sentence is
also semantically acceptable. The same is true if we replace the construc-
tion by the first element: the city, too, is a nominal expression, and since
Rome is a city we can refer to it by the phrase the city. It is therefore only at
the pragmatic, or discourse, level that differences may emerge.

Consider the examples in (36). In all these examples, replacement of the
entire phrase by the first element is only felicitous when the hearer can be
assumed to know which city is meant; if this is not the case (as is obviously
the case in (36d)), reference will not be successful.

(36) a. (The city of S. F. seems to have so many things sorted out -
transport (electric buses & a subway), clean air, comprehensive
recycling programme, well designed & maintained parks etc. but
the one real problem is the number of homeless people begging
on the streets. <ICE-GB:W1B-011 #51:2>

b. But when he began to address his central theme of Mrs Thatcher
and Europe, he spared nothing in offering a forceful condemna-
tion of her performance. <ICE-GB:W2E-005 #47:3>

c. And many of these earthquakes are caused by a rupture along a
single fault San Andreas which runs through Southern California
and in fact exits into the Pacific Ocean through the city of San
Francisco itself <ICE-GB:S2A-025 #60:1:A>

d. this table and her kitchen were in a hot, foreign city, the city of
Alexandria. <ICE-GB:W2F-020 #114:1>

Reference could be argued to be successful if the construction is replaced
by the second element, which, being a proper noun, has unique reference.
In both (36a) and (36b), however, the first element has a disambiguating
function: in (36a) it indicates that reference is made to the authorities of
San Francisco rather than to the city itself, its inhabitants etc., while in
(36b) it makes clear that to address is here to be interpreted as ‘to talk about’
rather than ‘to talk to’, i.e. that the referent is an abstract notion rather than
an individual or continent. In (36c), the function of N1 is not merely to
predicate a property of San Francisco, but, in addition, to emphasize the
fact that the fault referred to actually runs through a city (note also the
use of itself ). In (36d), the presence of the element the city seems
wholly redundant – syntactically, semantically, as well as pragmatically. It
does, however, have a stylistic function: both in terms of rhythm and in
terms of building up suspense, the first element obviously has a role to
play. What the examples in (36) show, therefore, is that there are
many levels of omissibility/obligatoriness, and that it can only be usefully
applied as a criterion for headedness if we restrict ourselves to a particular
level.
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Aswe are dealing with semantic criteria, let us confine ourselves to semantic
obligatoriness and briefly consider caseswhere the of-apposition is an indefinite
or quantified expression. Here, it turns out, omitting one of the two nominal
elements may lead to semantic differences. Consider the examples in (37).
Examples (37a) and (37a0) show that, if the first noun is omitted, for the resulting
construction to be syntactically correct (though possibly marked), the second
nounmust bepluralized; the overall reference, however,will remain the same. If
the second noun is left out, on the other hand, the remaining sentence is fully
grammatical, while the semantic interpretation changes radically.

(37) a. There are several cities of Amsterdam in the world.
a0. ?There are several Amsterdam*(s) in the world.
a00. #There are several cities in the world.

4.4.2.1.2 Semantic selection
Since the two elements of of-appositions can be used to refer to the same
(type of) entity, both parts normally satisfy the selection restrictions imposed
by the verb. In some cases, however, the type of referent of the entire
construction does not correspond to the type of referent N2 is normally
used to refer to. In the examples given in (32), for instance, the noun Duck
Street normally refers to a street, dowager’s hump to a hump, and Iran and
Switzerland to the respective countries; here, however, the of-constructions
as a whole refer to names. Leaving out the first noun may, therefore, result
either in a semantically odd construction or in a change of meaning.

Moreover, semantic anomaly may arise in certain idiomatic expressions,
such as the expressions to write under a pseudonym, someone by the name of
and in the role of in (38), which require the use of a certain N1. Note that
omission of N2 will make identification of the referent impossible.

(38) a. And one must also remember that uh the same Arnold Bax has
written poetry and I think plays under the pseudonym of Dermot
O’Brien <ICE-GB:S1B-032 #114:1:C>

b. In eleven hundred and seventy-seven a young shepherd by the
name of Benese was commanded by the voice of an angel <ICE-
GB:S2B-027 #70:1:A>

c. We are now at the pre-trial stage, with Mr Nathan in his role of the
Observer’s principal weekend lawyer. <ICE-GB:W2B-015 #62:1>

4.4.2.1.3 Number of reference
In most of-appositions, the two elements show number agreement. In the
case of two plural elements, the second element is always a coordinated
construction. Some examples are given in (39).

(39) a. It may be that Saddam Hussein had intended to strike at the
oilfields of Saudi Arabia’s eastern al Hasa region, containing the
oil cities of Hofuf and Dhahran. <ICE-GB:W2E-001 #44:3>

The structural approach78



b. The Yemen might have joined battle to recapture the Saudi
provinces of Jaizan, Asir and Najran, which Ibn Saud took when
building what is now Saudi Arabia. <ICE-GB:W2E-001 #46:3>

In addition, it is possible for a plural N1 to be combined with a singular
N2, as illustrated in the examples in (40) (cf. example (37)). In that case the
second noun is a proper noun which does not denote a unique entity. Since
the reference of the construction as a whole is plural, N1 cannot be left out;
as shown in the primed examples, use of N2 alone requires the proper noun
to appear in the plural, which yields an acceptable but marked expression.
Clearly, then, it is the number of the first noun which corresponds to the
number of the overall reference of the construction (see further under
syntactic criteria, 4.4.2.2).

(40) a. There are several cities of Amsterdam in the world.
a0. ?There are several Amsterdams in the world.
b. Both the City and State of New York are on the East Coast.
b0. ?Both New Yorks are on the East Coast.

Finally, a singular N1 can be followed by a coordinated N2, as illustrated
in example (41a). As we are dealing with only one role, here, too, overall
reference appears to be determined by N1. However, as can be seen from
examples (41b) and (41c), coordination at the level of denotation does not
necessarily result in plural reference: where the two predicates are assigned
to a single referent, the result is a singular construction. Therefore, con-
structions such as the one in (41a) do not allow us to draw any conclusions
concerning which of the two nouns determines the number of overall
reference of the construction.

(41) a. Frankish rule could not be aided by manipulation of the Principes
Princeps, as he wasn’t in a position to assert his authority over the
lower levels of society, despite the fact he was successful in his role
of military leader and negotiator. <ICE-GB:W1A-003 #80:1>

b. This military leader and negotiator was very successful.
c. He was a successful military leader and negotiator.

In sum, we can only conclude that the semantic evidence, such as it is,
does not convincingly point to one of the two elements as the head. As
pointed out by Zwicky (1985: 11), obligatoriness is not a perfect guide to
headedness, as results are clearly equivocal; this turns out to be true even if
we restrict ourselves to a particular (narrow) application of this notion. As for
the other criteria, there seems to be a slight bias in favour of N1 as the head.

4.4.2.2 Syntactic criteria
4.4.2.2.1 Subject-Verb agreement
We saw in the previous section that it is possible for the two nominal
parts of an of-apposition to differ in number. In the case of a subject
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of-apposition with a plural N1 and a singular N2, agreement is between
the verb and the first noun. Some examples are given in example (42)
(cf. examples (37) and (40)).

(42) a. There are several cities of Amsterdam in the world.
b. Both the City and State of New York are on the East Coast.

Where a singular N1 is combined with a coordinated N2, the verb once
again agrees with the first noun. As pointed out in the previous section,
however, coordination in these cases does not necessarily imply plural
reference. This is once again shown in example (43a0), where a coordinated
subject co-occurs with a singular verb. We may therefore conclude that in
(43a) both nominal elements are singular. That it is possible for a coor-
dinated N2 to have a plural interpretation is shown in (43b), where both
N1 and the verb appear in the plural.

(43) a. The Borough of Chelsea and Kensington is a very wealthy one.
a0. Chelsea and Kensington is a wealthy borough.
b. The Boroughs of Chelsea and Kensington are very wealthy.

4.4.2.2.2 Morphosyntactic locus
To establish the morphosyntactic locus of of-appositions, we will again
consider cases of pluralization and coordination. Consider once more the
examples in (44) (cf. examples (37), (40) and (43)). Examples (44a) and (44a0)
clearly show that it is the first noun which is marked for plural. If the first
noun is omitted the result is an ungrammatical construction, whereas leaving
out the second noun leads to a syntactically fully acceptable sentence.

(44) a. There are several cities of Amsterdam in the world.
a0. There are several cities/*Amsterdam in the world.
b. The role of military leader and negotiator is a demanding one.
b0. The roles of military leader and negotiator are both very

demanding.

The examples in (44b) and (44b0) also show that N1 is the morphosyntactic
locus.HereN2 can be given either a singular or a plural interpretation; in either
case it is the first noun which indicates the number of the overall reference.

4.4.2.2.3 Determinant of concord
In order to establish which of the two elements functions as the determi-
nant of concord, let us begin by considering constructions containing a
quantifier and a demonstrative determiner. The examples in (45) show that
quantifiers and demonstratives must agree in number with the first noun.

(45) a. I have visited several/these cities of Amsterdam.
a0. I have visited every/this city of Amsterdam.
a00. *I have visited every/this cities of Amsterdam.
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As a second means of establishing which of the two elements determines
concord, let us consider some examples with the anaphoric element each
other, which requires a plural antecedent.

(46) a. The roles of military leader and negotiator are irreconcilable with
each other.

a0. *The role of military leader and negotiator are/is irreconcilable
with each other.

The examples in (46) demonstrate that only N1 can function as the
antecedent of each other. Whereas the construction in (46a) is correct,
example (46a0) shows that although (as noted before, see example (41)) N2
here can be given a singular (combined) and a plural (distributive) inter-
pretation, the anaphor each other requires a plural N1. This means that, all
in all, the syntactic evidence points quite consistently to N1 as the head of
the construction.

4.4.2.3 Pragmatic criteria
Let us finally consider the question of which of the two elements can be
seen as introducing a new entity into the discourse. For this purpose we
will look at the possibilities of pronominalization. Since our assumption is
that the construction as a whole is (or at least can be) referential, whereas
the two nominal elements are non-referring, we will consider both definite
and indefinite pronouns.

In example (47a), the definite pronoun is coreferential with the of-
construction as a whole: it cannot be interpreted as referring to any other city
but Rome; it can only refer to Rome the city. In (47b), on the other hand, the
indefinite pronoun one can only be regarded as coreferential (or rather co-
denotational) with the first noun city; this is confirmed by the fact that in
(47b0), where the first noun appears in the plural, the pronoun also takes the
plural form. The fact that the indefinite pronoun is used shows that we are
dealing with a non-referring element: what is introduced into the discourse is
not a city, but the property ‘city’ (i.e. the denotation of the noun city).

(47) a. I have visited [the city of Rome]i. Iti is beautiful.
b. The [city]i of Rome is a beautiful onei.
b0. The [cities]i of Rome and Florence are beautiful onesi.

6

6 It is interesting to note that the pronoun one can only be interpreted as taking N1 as its
antecedent when the former is used in predicate position in a copular sentence. When used
as an argument, it will take the complex denotation city of Amsterdam as its antecedent:

(i) A: The [city of Amsterdam]i is in the Netherlands.
B: There is onei in Arkansas as well.

This fits in well with the view that the first noun functions as a predicate of the second.
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The indefinite pronoun one cannot, however, take the second noun as its
antecedent. Being indefinite, one can only take as its antecedent predicates
which can be assigned to more than one entity; Rome, as a proper noun, is
therefore excluded.7 This means that, as far as the second noun is con-
cerned, pronominalization does not provide us with any evidence as to the
referentiality of the second element; the examples in (47b) and (47b0),
however, seem to suggest that N1 functions as the head of the construction.

4.4.3 Underlying representation

On the whole, the evidence for headedness provided in the preceding
sections seems to point quite convincingly in the direction of N1 as the
head of the construction, with N2 serving as a further specification of the
head. It is true that the outcome of the semantic tests is equivocal, but even
here the evidence seems to be in favour of N1. I will therefore propose to
give these constructions the underlying representation in (48). Note that
N2 is analysed as a nominal predicate, not as an NP; note also that the
element of is represented not as a preposition, heading a PP, but as a
linking element, a functional element without semantic content, inserted as
a syntactic means of indicating a relation of specification between the two
nominal elements.

(48) a. the city of Rome
a0. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N-head city] [LE of] [N-Mod Rome]]]
b. his role of military leader and negotiator
b0. [NP [Det his] [ExtN [N-head role] [LE of] [ExtN [[[A military]

[N leader]] and [N negotiator]]]]]

4.5 Conclusion

All the constructions dealt with in this chapter consist of two nominal
elements separated by the element of. Despite this superficial similarity,
however, these constructions have been shown to differ on a number of
accounts, such as the status of the second nominal element (referential or
non-referential), status of the element of (preposition or linking element)
and the relation between the two elements (modification, complementation,
qualification or specification). What they all have in common, however, is
the fact that N1 is analysed as the head of the construction. This resulted in
the following underlying representations, reflecting both the differences
and the similarities between these types of construction:

7 It is true that proper nouns can function as the antecedent for the indefinite pronoun one if
their reference is not unique (I know two Katherines; a tall one and a short one). Of-
appositions, however, do not allow for this use of proper nouns (as evidenced by the fact
that the proper noun can never appear in the plural in these constructions).
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(49) Head-modifier constructions
a. the mosaics of Venice
a0. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N mosaics] [PP [P of] [NP [N Venice]]Poss]]]

(50) Head-complement constructions
a. the production of penicillin
a0. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N production] [PP [P of] [NP [N penicillin]]Pat]]]
b. the father of the bride
b0. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N father] [PP [P of] [NP [Det the ] [Nbride]]]Ref]]

(51) Partitive constructions
a. one of the stallholders
a0. [NP [Num one] [ExtN [N e] [PP [P of] [NP [Det the] [N stallholders]]Ref]]]
b. most of his plays
b0. [NP [Q most ] [ExtN [N e] [PP [P of] [NP [Det his ] [N plays]]Ref]]]

(52) Head-qualifier constructions
a. a book of comics
a0. [NP [Det a ] [N book [PP [P of] [N comics]]]]
b. a word of gratitude
b0. [NP [Det a ] [N word [PP [P of] [N gratitude]]]]

(53) of-appositions
a. the city of Rome
a0. [NP [Det the ] [ExtN [N-head city] [LE of] [N Rome]]]
b. his role of military leader and negotiator
b0. [NP [Det his ] [ExtN [N-head role] [LE of] [ExtN [[[A military]

[N leader]] and [N negotiator]]]]]

In (49) the of-phrase is a regular PP, modifying a basic (non-derived,
non-relational) noun. Semantically, the relation between head and modifier
can be characterized as that of possession (though evidently in a broad
sense).

In (50) the PP is used as a complement, its presence required by the
semantics of the (relational) head. The PP is typically introduced by the
element of, which, despite its ‘bleached’ meaning, is still analysed as a
preposition. In the case of a deverbal head, the relation between head and
complement is similar to that between the original verb and its complement
(e.g. patient, agent); in the case of basic or deadjectival heads, the relation
(typically one of kinship, part-whole or attribute-whole) is referred to as
Ref(erence).

In (51) we find the underlying representation for partitive constructions.
Here, too, the PP is assumed to function as a complement, the relation
between the two elements being one of subset-set or part-whole. The head
in these constructions is an implied noun preceded by a numeral or
quantifier.
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Example (52) gives the underlying representation for qualifying of-
constructions, which differ from the preceding types in that the nominal
element contained in the of-PP is non-referring (ExtN rather than NP).
This non-referring element typically takes the form of a mass noun or a
bare plural.

Appositional of-constructions, finally, are represented in example (53).
These constructions have tended to be rather problematic as far as head-
edness is concerned. On the basis of the semantic, syntactic and pragmatic
evidence provided, these of-appositions have been analysed as left-headed
constructions: the first noun functions as the head, the second as an
(extended) nominal element specifying the head. Moreover, the element of
and N2 do not form a constituent; instead of is analysed as a separate
element with a purely syntactic linking function.
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5 Binominals

5.1 Introduction

This chapter is concerned with N1-of-N2 constructions of the type a fool of
a doctor, which, following Aarts (1998), are referred to as binominal NPs
(or simply binominals). After a general description of binominal NPs in
section 5.2, the focus of interest is again on the internal structure of these
constructions, and in particular on the question of which of the two nouns
functions as the head of the construction (section 5.3). Conclusions and
underlying presentations are given in section 5.4.

5.2 General characterization

Binominal NPs can take a variety of forms. Some examples are given in (1)
(from Aarts 1998: 118).

(1) a. a hell of a problem
b. that plonker of a plumber
c. her nitwit of a husband
d. those fools of doctors1

e. a wonder of a city
f. that idiot of a prime minister
g. some rotten little fig of a human being
h. a colourless mouse of a woman

The ICE-GB corpus contains only indefinite binominals, some examples
of which are given in (2). In the discussion use will be made of additional
examples from the Internet.

1 According to Quirk et al. (1985: 1285), expressions with a plural N1 (their N2) are
highly marginal. Napoli (1989: 212) claims that plural constructions are acceptable in
British English but not in American English. Aarts (1998) treats these forms as fully
acceptable, except in idiomatic expressions (*two hells of problems). In what follows, these
constructions will be treated as acceptable, though obviously not (equally so) for all
speakers of English.
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(2) a. But uhm anyway I’m uh I’m just about uh seeing the light at the
other side at the moment but it’s taken me a hell of a long time
<ICE-GB:S1A-096 #31:1:B>

b. Well he had an absolute beast of a ball<ICE-GB:S1A-095#48:1:A>
c. The second Alistair was a large, impressive man, with a square face, a

blunt nose and a slit of a mouth, contradicted by large brown eyes
which appeared to be good naturedly looking into the future.<ICE-
GB:W2F-017 num;62:1>

d. Then they’ll be like rats in a pit until he makes sense, and you gave
him one hell of a beating. <ICE-GB:W2F-015#64:1>

Section 5.2.1 discusses some of the semantic features of these con-
structions; subsequently, section 5.2.2 deals with their formal and syntactic
properties.

5.2.1 Semantic features

According to Quirk et al. (1985: 1284–5), constructions of this kind allow
for a paraphrase in the form of a copular sentence, i.e. with a predicate
relation between the two nouns:

(3) a. fool of a policeman - the policeman is a fool
b. her nitwit of a husband - her husband is a nitwit
c. that idiot of a prime minister - the prime minister is an idiot

Napoli (1989: 222), too, notes that N1 ‘acts as a predicate to the NP
introduced by of, which acts as its subject role player’, and adds that the
semantic relations between the two elements are the same as those in other
predicational constructions. Moreover, there must be a matching of
selection restrictions between the two nominals that mirrors the restrictions
in copular sentences (*this building is a nitwit: *this nitwit of a building) and
the two elements must match for semantic gender and number (*a prince of
a woman, *a prince of people; Napoli 1989: 223).

The predicative nature of the first noun is also reflected in the fact that
in many cases the first noun together with the element of and the second
determiner (N1 þ of þ a) corresponds to an adjective, as shown in example
(4) (Quirk et al. 1985: 1285).

(4) a. a fool of a policeman - a foolish policeman
b. that idiot of a prime minister - that idiotic prime minister
c. a devil of a row - a devilish row

With regard to N1, Aarts (1998: 121) notes that it is invariably evaluative
(hence *a teacher of a husband ), and that the construction as a whole is
often, but not necessarily, insulting. Moreover, constructions of this kind
are often figurative (based on a simile or metaphor: an angel of a girl ), but
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may be literal (that miser of a manager). When they are figurative, they are
either idiomatic (e.g. a hell of a problem) or fresh; the former are usually
fixed, cannot be pluralized and accept only intensifying adjectives, not
descriptive ones (e.g. an absolute/*savage beast of a party; Aarts 1998:
121–2). These observations strongly suggest that it is N2 which determines
the overall reference (Quirk et al. 1985: 1285; Napoli 1989: 224; Aarts 1998:
124); this issue will be discussed in more detail in section 5.3.

Den Dikken (2006: 162–5), finally, draws attention to the fact (also
noticed by Napoli (1989)) that binominal constructions come in two types,
illustrated in (5) (Den Dikken 2006: 162):

(5) a. a jewel of a village
b. an idiot of a doctor

The first type, given in (5a), Den Dikken calls the Comparative Qua-
litative Binominal Noun Phrase, as its function is to draw a comparison
between the referent (the village referred to) and the property described by
the first noun (‘jewel’). In the Attributive Qualitative Binominal Noun
Phrase in (5b), on the other hand, a property (‘idiot’) is ascribed to the
referent ‘in his or her capacity as a doctor’. These two interpretations, Den
Dikken argues, involve crucially different relationships between the
predicate (N1) and its subject (N2). He therefore proposes different ana-
lyses for these two constructions.2 Den Dikken emphasizes, however,
that both types of binominal noun phrase ‘are characterized by the fact that
the first noun ascribes a property to the noun that follows it’, and that,
as such, it is always N1 which functions as the predicate (Den Dikken
2006: 164).

Although I agree that the distinction between the two types of binominal
construction is an important one, which ought to be reflected in underlying
representation, I am not sure that it is justified to assume two completely
different underlying structures. Instead, on the basis of the many simila-
rities between the two constructions, I would like to propose two very
similar underlying representations, whereby the difference in interpreta-
tion will be accounted for in terms of a difference in the scope of the
predicative noun. I will return to this matter in section 5.4.

2 In Den Dikken’s (2006) proposal, the comparative binominal construction has an
underlying predicate-complement structure, whereby the predicate, through a rule of
predicate inversion, ends up preceding the subject in linear order. They can, as such, best
be compared to other, more obvious, predicate-complement constructions like a village like
a jewel (cf. Bennis, Corver and Den Dikken. (1998) for a similar account of the Dutch
(comparative) binominal construction). Attributive binominal constructions, on the other
hand, Den Dikken regards as specifier-predicate constructions, underlyingly similar to
constructions like an idiot as a doctor; these do not involve predicate inversion.
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5.2.2 Syntactic and formal features

This section is concerned with the syntactic and formal properties of the
various elements of binominals, starting with the two determiners, then
moving on to the two nominal elements and ending with a brief discussion
of the element of. This leads to a comparison of two radically different
analyses of these constructions, proposed by Napoli (1989) and Aarts
(1998), respectively.

5.2.2.1 The first determiner (Det1)
In most cases, the first determiner is the indefinite article; Det1 may,
however, also take the form of a possessive or a demonstrative pronoun, the
indefinite element one, and, occasionally, the definite article or a quantifier
(see also section 5.3.5.1).

When Det1 is a possessive pronoun, the pronoun notionally determines
the second noun, as shown by the paraphrase in (6a0) (Quirk et al. 1985:
1285). As further evidence for this view, Aarts (1998: 131) mentions the
ungrammaticality of (6a00), where one and the same element is marked
twice for the possessive.

(6) a. her nitwit of a husband
a0. her husband is a nitwit
a00. *her nitwit of a husband of hers

Demonstrative pronouns may have their usual anaphoric function when
used in a binominal NP, as shown in (7a). In addition, use of that is
perfectly acceptable when the binominal is a first-mention, as in (7b); note
that the intended referent here is inferrable from the context.

(7) a. ‘That would have been all right,’ he went on, ‘but, just as he was
about to throw the dynamite, the fish swam away and what do you
think that idiot of a boy did? (http://www.shoarns.com/Birds
BeastsandRelatives.html)

b. Many years ago I was singing in school, and that idiot of a
principal got so mad at me that he yelled ‘I wish you’d get lost and
spent the rest of your life singing to the walls’ (http://www.
rheindrache.de/spukschloss-en.htm)

Binominals also allow for the use of this, both in its usual, anaphoric use,
and in its ‘introductory’ use. An example of the former can be found in
(8a), where the binominal refers back to a previously introduced discourse
entity. In (8b), on the other hand, the binominal introduces a new entity
into the discourse.

(8) a. Nemesis - the name this idiot of a filmmaker is hiding behind - gets
it totally wrong from the start, then, as he should be looking to
evoke subjectivity through images as did Jorg Buttgereit with his
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masterful SCHRAMM. (http://www.rumourmachine.com/
Reviews/Noelie_new.htm)

b. A few of us were admiring one of the guy’s new pocket knife.
While one guy had it open and holding it up, this idiot of a
supervisor, trying to be a smartass, grabbed onto the blade. He
startled the guy holding it and he brought the knife down. The
idiot got a nice slash on his palm and had to have stitches. Good
leader material. (http://www.iworkwithfools.com/item-189.
html)

When the indefinite determiner one is used in a binominal construction,
it typically has a reinforcing function, strengthening the evaluative force of
the first noun. This is illustrated in example (9a). As shown in example
(9a0), one can have the same function in regular NPs, where it can be used
to intensify the evaluative force of a premodifying adjective. In some cases,
it is possible to use one in constructions without a premodifier; in that case,
one is heavily emphasized and the evaluative modifier is clearly implied
(example (9a00)).

(9) a. Then they’ll be like rats in a pit until he makes sense, and you
gave him one hell of a beating. <ICE-GB:W2F-015 #64:1>

a0. . . . and you gave him one tremendous beating.
a00. . . . and you gave him one beating.

The definite article can be used when the binominal is used to refer to
some identifiable entity. In (10a), for instance, the fellow in question has
just been mentioned. Like regular NPs, however, binominal NPs can also
have a non-referring (property-assigning) function (example (10b); Napoli
1989: 211, example from Andrew Radford; see also Aarts 1998: 120).
In addition, the definite article can be found in idiomatic expressions
(example (10c)).

(10) a. When I heard her dismiss the footman, I stepped up to him and
asked him, what little lady that was? and held a little chat with
him about what a pretty child it was with her, and how genteel
and well-carriaged the lady, the eldest, would be: how womanish,
and how grave; and the fool of a fellow told me presently who she
was . . . (Daniel Defoe, Moll Flanders, ch. 52)

b. He lied to us, the crook of a chairman!
c. There’s going to be the hell/devil of a row (Anthony Powell, A

dance to the music of time, part 3, pp. 451, 462)

Occasionally, quantifiers can be found in binominals, in particular in
combination with a singular first noun, as shown in example (11).

(11) a. So the EPA and the NPS suffer the first because the Con-
servatives would be happy if every national forest was open to
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logging interests and each and every jewel of a national park was
ready for privatization. (http://champy.mindsay.com/?entry¼15)

b. Any fool of a manager can maximise this year’s profits by taking
costs out of the business which flow directly to the bottom line.
(www.afsd.com.au/article/invesco/inves15a.htm)

5.2.2.2 The second determiner (Det2)
In most accounts (Quirk et al. 1985; Napoli 1989; Aarts 1998) it is assumed
that Det2 can only be the indefinite article, except when N2 is plural, in
which case a bare plural is used.3

(12) a. a fool of a/*the/*those policeman
b. those wretches of (*the/*these) boys

5.2.2.3 The first noun (N1)
As we have seen, the first noun is predominantly singular, although for
some (British) speakers a plural is acceptable. The two nouns must,
however, agree in number (but see discussion in Sections 5 .3.3 .1 and
5 .3.3 .3).

(13) a. a fool of a policeman
b. ?those fools of policemen
c. those Chinese chopsticks of knitting needles (Dickens; see Austin

1980: 360)

Where Det1 takes the form of a quantifier, pluralization of the first noun
generally yields questionable results. Some examples are given in (14a).
Again, however, judgements seem to vary: to some speakers only the
singular forms are acceptable (notably American speakers of English), while
to others (notably British speakers) the plural forms are (more or less)
acceptable (see also Napoli 1989: 211).

(14) a. ??We discovered some/two absolute jewels of islands. (BE)
b. ??Over the years we have had many/several gems of cen-

terfielders. (BE)
c. ??They have two horrid little monsters of children. (BE)

As can be seen from the examples in (15), N1 can be a proper name (Aarts
1998: 121). These examples once more stress the non-referential nature of
N1, since clearly no reference is made to the persons denoted by the proper
names.

3 The reason for this restriction may be that in the case of a definite second determiner a
possessive interpretation seems to be preferred. According to Austin (1980: 363–4), for
instance, the instances in (i) are at least are ambiguous between a binominal and a regular
(possessive) interpretation.

(i) that decorated maelstrom and death-trap of the Quattro Canti
(ii) the Sodom apple of this vile village
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(15) a. a Miss Havisham of a piano
b. a Kate Moss of a wine

As far as intonation is concerned, it is N1 which receives primary stress.
This is not surprising, since it is this element which typically provides the
most salient information. According to Napoli (1989: 226), this can be seen
as evidence that N1 must be the head, since ‘the head N receives the stress
peak’; a claim she attributes, amongst others, to Bolinger (1958). Bolinger,
however, made this claim about ‘adjective-noun’ constructions, explaining
the tendency for the primary stress to fall on the noun by assuming that ‘in
the nature of things nouns are less predictable than attributes’ (Bolinger
1958: 6). This seems to be confirmed by the fact that ‘precisely those
adjectives (and other modifiers) which are most like nouns, i.e. lack the
comparison [in terms of predictability], are the ones most readily stressed’
(ibid.), e.g. the legal profession, the printer’s trade, military equipment. Since
in binominals the modifier (whether N1 or N2) actually is a noun, the
difference in predictability disappears altogether, which means that there is
even less reason to assume that stress can be used as an indicator of
headedness.

Moreover, stress patterns are clearly influenced by the informational
status of an element within a particular construction. Thus, it is true that,
on a neutral reading, nouns receive primary stress in modifier-head con-
structions such as a red car or the available books. Where the modifier
follows the noun, however, stress patterns typically change, as the post-
nominal modifier will now be assumed to have more saliency: in the books
available or the people present, it is clearly the postnominal modifier which is
stressed. The same is true for constructions with a complement or modifier
PP. Thus Napoli herself points to the difference in stress pattern between
binominal constructions and regular NPs with postnominal of-phrases: as
shown in example (16), in the former stress falls on the first noun, whereas
in the latter it is N2 which (on a non-contrastive and non-emphatic
reading) receives primary stress:

(16) a. a FOOL of a doctor
b. a son of the DOCTOR (head-complement)
c. a watch of GOLD (head-modifier)

Clearly, in (16b) and (16c) it is not the head of the NP which receives
primary stress, but the noun contained in the complement and modifier,
respectively. In other words, the stress pattern in (16a) may just as well be
taken as evidence that the second noun is the head.

5.2.2.4 The second noun (N2)
There are very few restrictions on the type and form of the second noun.
Although N2 is typically a count noun, it may also take the form of a
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proper name (examples (17 a) and (17 b)). Mass nouns, on the other hand,
are excluded. 4

( 17 ) a. that creep of a James
b. that clever little wretch of a Rebecca (Austin 1960 : 361 )

5 .2.2 .5 Both nouns
With regard to modification, both nouns exhibit similar behaviour. As
shown in (18 a), both nouns allow premodification. When the modifiers
preceding N1 has an intensifying function, it will be interpreted as having
scope over N1 only (e.g. (18 a)); if its function is descriptive, it may have
scope over the construction as a whole (e.g. (18 b)).

( 18 ) a. that great fool of a young doctor
b. a crescent-shaped jewel of a South Sea island (Ibid.)

Neither of the two nouns can, however, be postmodified, irrespective of
the form of the postmodifier (PP or clause). For N1 this is shown in
examples ( 19a) and ( 19 b). Any postmodifier following N2 will be inter-
preted as having scope over the entire construction (example ( 19 c)).

( 19 ) a. *that creep in the English department of a teacher
b. *that creep who is always following me of a teacher
c. *this creep of [a teacher who is always following me]

As can be seen in ( 20 a), N1 cannot be followed by a complement either,
while constructions with a complement following N2 are marginally
acceptable (example ( 20 b)). When the complement or modifier can be
regarded as forming a single lexical item with the noun, the resulting
constructions are acceptable (examples ( 20c) and (20 d)).

( 20 ) a. *that purveyor of rubbish of a chairman (Napoli 1989 : 220)
b. ?? this creep of a teacher of physics (Ibid.)
c. that sun-of-a-gun of a chairman (Ibid.)
d. that sun-of-a gun of a brother-in-law

5 .2.2 .6 The element of
Any discussion of the status of the element of leads directly to the question
of how binominal constructions should be analysed. There are two basic
options: either of is regarded as a preposition, in which case the of-phrase is
analysed as a PP modifying or complementing N1, or it is not regarded as a
preposition, in which case it may be seen as part of a complex premodifier.5

4 When the second noun is a mass noun (a jewel of glass), a qualifying reading will be
triggered (see chapter 4, section 4. 3).

5 These, at least, are the two options that are most relevant to the present discussion, as they
are more or less compatible with the more semantico-pragmatic approach adopted here.
Other interesting proposals do, however, exist. Kayne (1994a), for instance, analyses
binominal constructions as small clauses in underlying representation, with of acting as a
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Quirk et al. (1985: 1285) classify of as a preposition and the of-phrase as
prepositional postmodifier, though not a regular one, since it is the second
rather than the first noun which functions as the notional head of the con-
struction (see also section 5.3). Napoli (1989), too, analyses the of-phrase as
a PP, which leads her to propose the internal configuration given in (21).

(21) [N0 0 [spec a] [N0 [N crook] [PP [P of] [NP a chairman]]]]

This representation reflects Napoli’s assumption that the element of and the
second noun must form a constituent, although she, too, has to admit that
evidence for such a position is scarce (Napoli 1989: 215). In addition, the
configuration in (21) reflects Napoli’s belief that N1 functions as the (syn-
tactic) head of the construction, with the PP acting as an argument of this
noun. The issue of headedness will be discussed in more detail in section 5.3.

An entirely different approach is advocated by Aarts (1998), who
proposes the following analysis of binominal constructions:

(22) Det1 [þ N1 þ of þ Det2] þ N2

Obviously, in this approach the string ‘of þ Det2 þ N2’ does not form a
constituent and, consequently, the element of does not function as the head
of a PP. Instead the string ‘N1 þ of þ Det2’ is seen as one complex
element, with the semantic function of a premodifier.

Clearly, then, the question of how to analyse the element of is closely related
to the question of headedness. It will also be clear that the proposals by Napoli
(1989) and Aarts (1998) differ crucially on the question of which of the two
nouns is to be regarded as the head: whereas in the former analysis N1 is the
head and the following PP a complement, the latter analysis assumes N2 to be
the head,with the preceding ‘N1þ ofþDet2’ sequence acting as a premodifier.
The following section will consider the semantic, syntactic and pragmatic
evidence available for determining headedness in binominal constructions.

5.3 Headedness

5.3.1 Introduction

From the earliest accounts onward, linguists have been considerably
puzzled by the question of which of the two nouns functions as the head of

‘prepositional determiner’. In this approach, as in Napoli’s, the element of forms one
constituent with the following determiner and noun.

Another movement account, as we have seen, is given by Den Dikken (1995, 2006), who
also adopts a small clause analysis. In a highly original proposal, Den Dikken analyses the
element of as a ‘nominal copula’ (the counterpart of the clausal copula be). The small clause
thus consists of a predicate (N1), its subject (N2) and the meaningless element of, which
functions as a Relator between the two nouns. This Relator is, in fact, the head of the small
clause (or Relator Phrase), in which N1 (the Predicate) can be base-generated either as the
complement (in comparative binominal phrases) or as the specifier (in attributive
binominal phrases; Den Dikken 2006: 162–6, see also section 5.2.1).
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a binominal construction. This confusion is largely due to the fact that
the exact relation between the two nominal elements has proved diffi-
cult to define. Poutsma’s (1926) account of binominal constructions is a
case in point. On the one hand, Poutsma describes binominals as
constructions in which of ‘is of a merely constructional force’, appearing
‘before nouns indicating the form, department or respect as to which
the person or thing indicated by a preceding noun is distinguished’
(Poutsma 1926: 769). Accordingly, he proposes to paraphrase the phrase
He was the greatest traveller of a prince as ‘He was the greatest traveller
as princes go’ or ‘He was the greatest traveller in the person of a
prince’. Both the description and the paraphrases clearly suggest an
analysis in which the first noun is the head and the second noun (part
of) a modifier. Poutsma subsequently observes, however, that ‘[t]he
idiom is common only when from a semantic point of view the noun in
the of-adjunct represents the notion qualified, that of the preceding
noun the qualifying notion’ (ibid.: 770). Thus, he continues, the
expression that fool of a man is almost identical to that foolish man. In
that case, however, it is clearly the first noun which modifies the
second.

Kruisinga and Erades (1932) evade the question of headedness by
characterizing binominals as appositional constructions, with ‘neither ele-
ment clearly dominating over the other’. Elsewhere, however, Kruisinga
(1925: 302) maintains that in some constructions of this type ‘the first noun
is clearly the adjunct’ (e.g. a duck of a child), while in other cases the first
noun seems to be the headword (as in a magnificent figure of a man). It is
obvious, then, that intuitions concerning the semantic relation between the
two nominal parts can hardly be considered reliable.

In more recent discussions of headedness in binominal constructions,
attempts have been made to find linguistic evidence, both semantic and
syntactic, to determine headedness in these constructions. The result,
however, is still equivocal, as, generally speaking, three approaches have
emerged. First of all, there are those who propose an underlying structure
in which N1 functions as the head (Abney 1987). Since, as we will see,
syntactic evidence is scarce, the assumption that N1 functions as the head
is largely based on an assumption of formal mimicry: since the element of
normally functions as a preposition, heading a PP complement or modifier,
it is taken to do so in binominals as well. Additional evidence is derived
from modification and extraposition data.

A somewhat different approach is advocated by Napoli (1989). She,
too, proposes an underlying structure of binominal noun phrases with N1
as the head and N2 as part of a PP-complement (see example (21)). At the
same time, however, she recognizes that N2 functions as the semantic head
of the construction (cf. Quirk et al.’s 1985 ‘notional head’), with N1
functioning as a predicate of N2. In other words, we have a double-headed
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approach, with N1 functioning as the syntactic head and N2 as the
semantic head.6

Aarts (1998) rejects the idea of double-headedness in binominals,
arguing on the basis of the criteria for headedness put forward by Zwicky
(1985) for an analysis with N2 functioning as the syntactic and semantic
head of these constructions.7

Rather than discussing all these proposals in detail, the following sec-
tions will apply the various criteria for headedness given in chapter 2 to
binominal constructions. This will allow us to conclude which of the
existing proposals is best supported by the evidence.

5.3.2 Semantic criteria

Semantic selection is really the only semantic criteria that is in some way
relevant to these constructions. Since this is directly related to the question
of obligatoriness and omissibility, these issues are discussed together.

Since there is a predication relation between the two nouns of a
binominal construction, one may expect it to be possible for either element
to be used independently to describe the referent of the entire construction.
Consequently, it will, in most cases, be possible to leave out either nominal
part of the construction without affecting the semantic acceptability of the
construction. This is illustrated in (23).

(23) a. We should have fired that plonker of a plumber.
a0. We should have fired that plonker/that plumber.
b. She doesn’t want to talk to this idiot of a prime minister.
b0. She doesn’t want to talk to this idiot/this prime minister.

As pointed out before, binominal constructions often have a metaphorical
use. In that case, it is the second noun which satisfies the selection
restrictions of the verb, while the first noun is used figuratively. This
means that on a literal use only N2 can replace the construction as a whole.

6 McCawley (1988) even goes so far as to assign these constructions two underlying
structures: one in which N2 is analysed as the head and N1 as an adjectival noun, while the
element of and the second determiner are ignored, and one in which N1 is represented
as the head and of as a preposition heading a postnominal PP. The first of these
representations reflects the semantic function of the first noun as modifying the second
noun; the second reflects the syntactic structure of the construction, corresponding to that
of a regular head-modifier NP. McCawley then sets out to show that the acceptability of
these constructions depends ‘on the possibility of assigning both structures to a particular
example’: if both structures can be used to represent the example in question, the noun has
successfully ‘mimicked’ the adjective construction (McCawley 1988: 740–3).

7 For Dutch, which has a similar (though not identical) binominal construction, this
construction has been discussed extensively. Here, too, headedness has been a central
issue. For analyses taking N1 as the head, see De Groot (1964), Van Caspel (1970), Van Es
and Van Caspel (1973) and Everaert (1992); Paardekooper (1956, 1971) analyses N2 as
the head.

Binominals 95



(24) a. Imet a colourless littlemouse of awoman yesterday (cf.Aarts1998: 118).
a0. I met a woman/*a colourless little mouse yesterday. [literal]
b. I was referred to some shrinking violet of a civil servant. (cf. Aarts

1998: 132)
b0. I was referred to some civil servant/*some shrinking violet. [literal]

Note, however, that on a literal interpretation the binominals in (24a) and
(24b) are, of course, also unacceptable, while on a figurative reading (24a0)
and (24b0) may be perfectly acceptable. Thus, provided that a metaphorical
interpretation is available, N1 can be used to replace the entire construc-
tion. In some cases, especially those where N2 does not contain salient
information, use of N1 will even be more appropriate than use of N2,
whose informational content will be implied. This is illustrated in examples
(25a0) and (25b0).

(25) a. I detest that rotten little fig of a human being. (cf. Aarts 1998: 118)
a0. I detest that rotten little fig/??that human being.
b. She is usually described as a colourless mouse of a woman.
b0. She is usually described as a colourless mouse/??a woman.

Nevertheless it is clear that in a binominal construction it is the second
noun which determines overall reference. This clearly suggests that N2
functions as the semantic head of the construction, with N1 fulfilling a
predicative (modifying) function.

5.3.3 Syntactic criteria

5.3.3.1 Subject-verb agreement and morphosyntactic locus
Not all the syntactic criteria for headedness are applicable to binominal
constructions. Thus, the most often used criteria for syntactic headedness,
subject-verb agreement and establishing the morphosyntactic locus are
largely irrelevant: since the two nominal parts typically agree in number,
both parts show number agreement with the verb; similarly, as plurality is
marked on both nominal elements, it is not possible to use this as a test for
determining syntactic headedness.

The only conceivable combination of a plural and a singular noun would
be a binominal construction containing a collective noun, i.e. a noun
allowing for a plural interpretation without being inflected (see also Bennis,
Corver and Den Dikken 1998: 96–99). As shown in example (26), such
constructions are, indeed, possible. An additional example is given in (27a).

(26) a. At about half ten the next morning, I stood on the deck of the
Adventure, fixing the rigging up proper and trying to sort out the
yardarm which those fools of a crew had made a mighty mess of.
(http://dead-men.com/fanfic_memories06.php)
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(27) a. Those prejudiced fools of a jury were/*was totally unreliable.
a0. The jury were/was a bunch of prejudiced fools.
a00. That jury *?were/was totally unreliable.

Now, although it is true that, in some contexts, these formally singular
nouns may agree with a plural verb (as shown in example (27a0)), such a
combination would lead to a highly questionable result when preceded by a
demonstrative determiner, as shown in example (27a00). These facts seem to
provide some evidence that in examples like those in (26) and (27a), N1
functions as the syntactic head of the construction.

5.3.3.2 Extraposition of the of-phrase and topicalization of N2
Most of the syntactic evidence for headedness in binominal NPs comes
from data concerning extraposition and topicalization. Napoli (1989: 221)
argues that the ‘of þ NP’ strings resemble complements in that neither
allows extraposition from the NP. The example she gives is one where a
patient complement (of the city) is extracted from a definite NP (examples
(28a) and (28a0)). Examples (28b) and (28b0), involving extraction from an
indefinite NP, are used by Radford (1988: 191) to show that PP adjuncts
(like with long hair) can be extraposed from their heads more freely than
PP-complements (of Physics).

(28) a. John analyzed the destruction of the city over the summer.
a0. *John analyzed the destruction over the summer of the city.
b. A student came to see me yesterday with long hair.
b0. *A student came to see me yesterday of Physics.

As shown in (29), the ‘of þ NP’-string in a binominal construction does
not allow extraposition either (see also Abney 1987: 297; Aarts 1998: 134).

(29) a. I read that atrocity of an article over the summer.
a0. *I read that atrocity over the summer of an article.
b. A monster of a machine was delivered.
b0. *A monster was delivered of a machine.

Napoli’s argument is, however, flawed in two ways. Firstly, the fact that
the ‘of þ N2’ string in binominals cannot be extraposed does not prove that
they are complements; it may, for instance, simply be due to the fact that this
string does not form a constituent. Secondly, the examples below, taken from
the corpus, show that complements can be extracted from regular NPs.

(30) a. and I don’t want to <unclear-words> because uhm Doctor
<word> has looked at the notes this morning and can’t find uhm
any evidence in the notes of a fractured dislocation of the spine at the
C five level <ICE-GB:S1B-068 #159:2:D>

b. I mean have you got an example in mind of a text grammar
<ICE-GB:S1A-024 #99:1:A>
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c. So there’s a lot of manipulation going on of the audience’s sense of
the happening uh of this play <ICE-GB:S1B- 019 #6 :1:A>

d. A review is conducted of the methods currently available to determine
manoeuvring characteristics . <ICE-GB:W2A-039 # 5:1 >

The examples in (31 ) s how t hat in similar contexts t he ‘of þ N2’- stri ng of
binomin al NPs cannot b e extra posed ( for more detail ed discu ssion o f t he
c ircumstances that al low extraposition of PPs, s ee chap ter 10, section 10.2.3.3;
chapter 11, section 11 .4.2.2).

(31) a. *We couldn’t find any whiz in the whole college of a lecturer.
b. *We have a jewel in mind of an island.
c. *There was a devil going on of a row.
d. *An absolute beast was being given of a party.

This clearly shows that, although extraposition of the ‘of þ N2’-string is
clearly impossible, this does not necessarily mean that this string functions
as a PP-complement.

As further proof for regarding the first noun of a binominal as the
syntactic head of a head-complement construction N1, Napoli (1989: 225)
mentions the fact that the NP following of cannot be extracted from the PP:

(32) *Who/What did he marry a flower of ?

This, according to Napoli, is what we would expect. Recall that in Napoli’s
analysis N2 is regarded as the semantic head of the construction. Since the
head of a phrase cannot be separated from the rest of that phrase, Napoli
argues, the fact that N2 cannot be extracted has thus been accounted for.
Now, apart from the fact that extraction data are used one moment as
evidence for syntactic headedness (of N1; see extraposition), and the next
as proof of semantic headedness (of N2), the assumption that NPs cannot
be extracted from PP-complements does not seem to be correct either.
Thus, according to Radford (1988: 191), extraction of this kind is possible
in the case of a PP-complement, a feature which sets them apart from PP-
adjuncts, which do not freely allow topicalization of the NP. The examples
he uses are given in (33).

(33) a. What branch of physics are you a student of?
b. *What kind of hair are you a student with?

That this kind of topicalization is, indeed, not possible with binominal
constructions is further shown in example (34). The ungrammaticality of
these examples cannot, however, be used as evidence of an analysis of
binominals as head-complement constructions with N1 functioning as the
syntactic head and N2 as the semantic head.

(34) a. *What (kind of politician) do we have an idiot of?
b. *What was there a hell of?
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c. *What (part of the face) does he have a slit of?
d. *What did you have a beast of?

An alterative explanation for the unacceptability of the examples in (29),
(31), (32) and (34) is offered by Aarts (1998), who proposes an analysis of
binominal constructions with N2 as the (semantic and syntactic) head and
the ‘N1 þ of þ Det2’-string as a complex premodifier:

(35) Det1 [þ N1 þ of þ Det2] þ N2

On this analysis the fact that neither extraposition of ‘of þ Det2 þ N2’ nor
topicalization of ‘Det2 þ N2’ is possible can simply be accounted for by the
fact that these strings do not form constituents. (For further discussion of
this proposal, see section 5.3.5.)

5.3.3.3 Determinant of concord
As pointed out before, there are not many cases where the two nominals
differ in (syntactic) number. Some examples, however, were given of
binominal constructions combining a plural N1 and a singular collective
N2; these examples are repeated for convenience as example (36) (¼(26)
and (27a)).

(36) a. . . . which those fools of a crew had made a mighty mess of.
b. Those prejudiced fools of a jury were totally unreliable.

From the point of view of concord between head and determiner, these
examples are interesting, because, despite the fact that the collective nouns
functioning as N2 may be interpreted as having plural reference and,
consequently, may take a plural verb, they cannot co-occur with a plural
determiner:

(37) a. which *those crew had made a mighty mess of.
b. *Those jury are just a bunch of prejudiced idiots.

In other words, syntactically speaking, the plural determiners in exam-
ples (36a) and (36b) show number concord with N1 (see also section
5.3.5.1).

5.3.4 Pragmatic criteria

This section considers the possibilities of pronominalization (by means of
definite and indefinite anaphoric pronouns) of the two parts of binominal
constructions, as a means of establishing which of the two can most
plausibly be regarded as the head of the construction.

The examples in (38) show that, not surprisingly, both a definite and an
indefinite pronoun can be used to refer back to the binominal expression as
a whole.
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( 38 ) a. We employed [a plonker of a plumber]i to do the bathroom.

i Hei really made a mess of things.
ii I’m afraid we employed onei, too, for our kitchen.

b. We had a beast of a partyi yesterday.

i Iti lasted all through the night.
ii We had onei, too.

As shown in example (39 ), the indefinite pronoun one can also take the
second noun only as its antecedent. Note that the first noun cannot be
interpreted as the antecedent of one.

( 39 ) a. A: We employed a plonker of a [ plumber]i to do the bathroom.
B: We had quite a good [ one]i really.

b. We had an absolute beast of a [party ]i; the next [ one] i won’t be so
good, I’m sure.

If we take it that the indefinite pronoun takes as its antecedent the head of
an expression, this means that it is N2 which functions as the head of a
binominal construction.

Secondly, the indefinite pronoun one can be used to replace the second
element; again this is not possible with the first noun. This is shown in
examples ( 40) and ( 41), respectively.

( 40 ) a. This is a masterpiece. It’s a live recording too, isn’t it? Whoever
the [drummer]i is, he’s a hell of a [ one]i. (http://www.downbeat.
com/default.asp?sect ¼stories&subsect ¼story_detail&sid¼664)

b. I have a [working paper]i on the subject–a really long beast of a
[ one]i–online: How land-use and transportation models work.
(http://www.geosimulation.org/geosim/ )

( 41 ) A: He had a [hell]i of a time getting from one part of the country to
the other.

B: *I had (a) onei of a row because I refused to even try.

The unacceptability of (41 B) can be accounted for in two ways. Firstly, it
may be taken as evidence that we are dealing with a head-complement
(rather than a head-modifier) construction, since it is often assumed that in
head-complement constructions the head cannot be replaced by one.
However, as pointed out in chapter 10 (section 10 .2.3 .3), this claim is far
too strong. Moreover, it is difficult to see any independent reason for
analysing the ‘of þ NP’ string as a complement PP. The second expla-
nation is, of course, that N1 does not function as the head of the
construction. The examples given in (40) clearly support the latter view.
On the whole, we can therefore conclude that the behaviour of binominal
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constructions with regard to pronominalization can best be accounted for
by assuming N2 to be the head of the construction.

5.3.5 Additional evidence

This section discusses some further evidence used in defending the
various views on headedness in binominal constructions outlined earlier
(section 5.3.1).

5.3.5.1 Specification and premodification
As pointed out by Quirk et al. (1985: 1285; see also Napoli 1989: 212 and
Aarts 1998: 131), the possessive determiner in a binominal construction
notionally (i.e. semantically) specifies the second noun. This is also clear
from the fact that, since one and the same element cannot be marked twice
for the possessive, the second noun in these constructions cannot have its
own possessive postmodifier. Examples can be found in (42) (¼ (6)).

(42) a. her nitwit of a husband
a0. her husband is a nitwit
a00. *her nitwit of a husband of hers

This may be taken to suggest that generally speaking the first determiner
specifies the second noun rather than the first. Such a view is supported by
the fact that where N2 is a proper name, the first determiner cannot be
indefinite, whereas the second determiner, as in all binominal construc-
tions, must be indefinite. This seems to indicate that whereas the first
determiner specifies the second noun, the second determiner does not.

(43) a. *a creep of a James
b. *an angel of a Rebecca

For binominal constructions with a demonstrative determiner, however,
the opposite seems to be true: here Det1 seems to specify N1, both syn-
tactically and semantically. Thus, as shown in example (36) (repeated here
as (44)), in constructions with a plural N1 and a singular (collective) N2,
there is number agreement between Det1 and N1:

(44) a. . . . which those fools of a crew had made a mighty mess of.
b. Those prejudiced fools of a jury were totally unreliable.

Where the binominal is used anaphorically, as in example (45a) (¼ (7a)), it
looks as though the demonstrative can be taken to specify either noun, i.e.
both that idiot and that boy can be used to refer back to the referent of
italicized he. Closer examination, however, shows that use of the latter is
unlikely – in that case the definite article would have been preferred (the boy).
With the first noun, however, both the demonstrative and the definite article
seem to be fully acceptable. This may suggest that the identifiability of the
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referent, signalled by the definiteness of the determiner, does not depend on
the demonstrative function that typically has in regular NPs. Instead, that in
binominal NPs seems to have another function: the pragmatic function of
intensifying the evaluative judgement given by the speaker.

(45) a. ‘That would have been all right,’ he went on, ‘but, just as he was
about to throw the dynamite, the fish swam away and what do you
think that idiot of a boy did?’ (http://www.shoarns.com/Birds
BeastsandRelatives.html)

b. Many years ago I was singing in school, and that idiot of a
principal got so mad at me that he yelled ‘I wish you’d get lost and
spent the rest of your life singing to the walls’ (http://www.
rheindrache.de/spukschloss-en.htm)

c. But that did not solve his problem, his mother’s birthday was
next week, he had counted on Arsenal beating Manchester and if
that idiot of a referee had not awarded that idiotic penalty, Arsenal
would have won and he would have a comfortable amount of
money to spend and he would not be there counting and
recounting (http://faiblefaible.jag-minns.com/id495.htm).

Examples (45b) and (45c) seem to confirm this interpretation. In these
examples the identity of the entities referred to by means of the binominal
are inferrable from the context. Observe, however, that with regular NPs
such inferrability is indicated by the definite article, not by a demonstrative
determiner. Again, it seems that it is the definiteness of the construction
which signals the inferrability/identifiability of the referent (again, use of
the would have been enough to convey this); the function of that is to
strengthen the force of the speaker’s judgement. Note, however, that this
particular use of that can also be found in regular NPs with evaluative
adjectives (that idiotic boy; that idiotic principal/referee). This can best be
accounted for by assuming that the ‘N1 þ of þ a’-string functions as a
modifier of the second noun.

Finally, as pointed out before (see discussion of example (9)), use of the
indefinite determiner one in a binominal may serve a similar function. An
additional example is given in (46). In (46a), one does not have its typical
numerical meaning; instead, it has a reinforcing function, strengthening the
evaluative force of the modifying first noun. Like that in the previous
examples, one can also have this function in regular NPs, where it can
strengthen the force of an adjectival modifier (example (46b)).

(46) a. Loudest. This is one beast of a system. Whether you like your
music loud or louder, the Mustang GT audio system is designed
to deliver mucho ear-blistering musico directly to your supplicat-
ing eardrums. (http://www.edmunds.com/reviews/list/top10/
103387/article.html)
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b. This is one powerful system that will turn heads on the drag strip.
(http://truckworld.tenmagazines.com/ipg.ten-sid-42-bid-0-lid-
596-lpid-18498)

On the whole, then, evidence seems to suggest that N2 functions as the
syntactic and semantic head of the constructions, at least where the first
determiner takes the form of an article, a possessive pronoun or the indefinite
determiner one. For constructions with a demonstrative determiner, results
are more equivocal. We have seen that in the examples discussed the
determiner that fulfils two functions: that of indicating the identifiability of
the referent, which seems to apply to the second noun, and that of rein-
forcing the speaker’s evaluative judgement, which clearly applies to the first
noun. This in itself is not a problem, as that may perform these same two
functions with regular NPs containing an evaluative adjective; as such it
seems to confirm an analysis with N2 as the head and the ‘N1 þ of þ a’-
string as a modifier. What cannot be accounted for, however, is the number
agreement between Det1 and N1 in example (44).

5.3.5.2 Syntactic mimicry
The analysis proposed by Aarts (1998), with the second noun functioning
as the head and the ‘N1 þ of þ a’-string as a complex premodifier fits in
well with McCawley’s (1988: 741) notion of syntactic mimicry. Thus,
McCawley points out, the noun bitch in (47a0) and (47b0) can be said to
‘mimic’ the regular adjective difficult in (47a) and (47b), in the sense that
both serve semantically as modifiers of problem and both precede the
modified noun (cf. Ross’s 1973 ‘adjectival nouns’). The presence in (47b0)
of a preposition and an additional indefinite article McCawley explains by
assuming that they ‘serve to put the A[djectival] N[oun] into a surface
configuration such as a noun permits’.8

(47) a. This sentence is difficult to translate.
a0. This is a difficult problem.
b. This sentence is a bitch to translate.
b0. This is a bitch of a problem.

8 McCawley (1988: 741) describes adjectival nouns (ANs) as follows:

An AN has a meaning of a type that is normally expressed by an adjective but
nonetheless belongs to the lexical category N. The expression a bitch of a problem can
be viewed as a compromise between the semantic and the syntactic demands of the
AN bitch, in that [112b0] can be viewed as having both a structure in which bitch is
treated as an A and the second of and the a are ignored . . . , and one in which bitch is
treated as a N, of as a P and both a’s as articles.

In the analysis presented here, however, there is no need for a separate category of AN,
nor to ‘ignore’ the second of and the a, as bitch in these constructions is seen as a noun that
is part of a complex modifier containing also the elements of and a.
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5.3.5.3 Quantifying binominals
Consider the example in (48):

(48) a. . . . to give you a careers interview they’d charge you twenty-five
pounds but there’s a hell of a lot of information Tony could just
get by just standing at the counter you know and saying what do
you think <ICE-GB:S1A-079 #98:1:A>

b. Well it’s it’s going to save us a hell of a lot of time because we can
take all the details off the computer <ICE-GB:S1B-080
#28:1:A>

In both examples, the first noun hell clearly predicates over the following
noun lot, the proper paraphrase being something like an awful lot of
information/time. At the same time, it is generally acknowledged that in
constructions like a lot of information/time, the nouns information and time
function as the head and the phrase a lot of as a complex quantifier, best
paraphrased as much. This obviously prevents an analysis in which hell
predicates over a lot of information. Instead, it is the binominal phrase a hell
of a lot which functions as an (even more) complex quantifier of N2:
although not functioning as the head of a nominal expression, the noun lot
still has certain nominal properties. First of all, there is the presence of the
determiner a and the element of; secondly, there is the possibility of
(intensifying) premodification (as in an awful lot of ). Now, in a construc-
tion like a hell of a lot of time, lot is premodified not by an adjective, but by
the complex modifier hell of a. This means that the underlying repre-
sentation of these constructions would look something like the following:

(49) [QP [Q-BN a [[MP hell of a] lot] of ] [NP information]]

where a hell of a lot of functions as a binominal quantifier (Q-BN) speci-
fying the head noun information, and where this quantifier contains a
modifying phrase (MP) hell of a, modifying the element lot.

5.3.5.4 Postmodification
Further evidence for the analysis of binominal constructions comes from
postmodification. According to Napoli (1989: 220–7), the construction in
(50a0) is excluded on account of the fact that complements (e.g. of
a chairman) come closer to the head than modifiers (e.g. of unspeakable
stupidity).

(50) a. a crook of a chairman of unspeakable stupidity
a.0 *a crook of unspeakable stupidity of a chairman

However, Napoli’s judgement on (50a0) is really quite severe: given the right
intonation (strong emphasis on unspeakable stupidity), the construction might
be acceptable. Moreover, Napoli has to admit that in regular NPs the order
head-modifier-complement seems to be acceptable, as shown in (51).
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(51) a. the bombing of the German city of Dresden in 1945
a0. the bombing in 1945 of the German city of Dresden

Consequently, the most one can say is that both constructions favour a
particular word order, preferring the element that is most closely related to
the head (semantically speaking) also to be in the position closest to the
head. In both cases, however, either of the two word orders is available,
since other factors, too, may play a role in determining the order of the two
PPs (e.g. complexity, length and focality, as well as semantic plausibility
and interpretability; see chapter 11 for details).

However, if we opt for an approach in which N2 is regarded as the head of
a binominal NP, the constructions in (50) will not be analysed as head-
complement constructions; the difference in acceptability between them can
therefore not be accounted for in these terms. The reason that (50a0) is
questionable is simply that we have here a long and complex modifier (crook
of unspeakable stupidity of a), which, particularly as it tends to be focal as well,
is preferably not placed in pre-head position. However, since we are once
again dealing with a tendency here, rather than a hard-and-fast rule, and
since other factors, too, may play a role, the non-preferred order may be
acceptable to varying degrees. Consider in this respect the examples in (52).

(52) a. that destroyer of education of a minister
b. this manipulator of people of a mayor
c. that stick in the mud of a date
d. that son of a gun of a chairman
e. my true defender in need of a husband
f. this huge web of lies of a defense
g. ? an impenetrable block of granite of a manager
h. ??a whopper of unknown proportions of a lie

As shown in (52a) and (52b), binominal constructions with complex
modifier phrases are acceptable when the modifier itself takes the form of a
head-complement structure (Aarts 1998: 134). The reason for this is that
the deverbal nouns destroyer and manipulator require an argument; as such
the relation between the two elements is sufficiently close to be interpreted
as one (modifying) unit. The same holds, as pointed out by Napoli (1989:
220), for frequently used combinations, such as stick in the mud and son of a
gun in (52c) and (52d). These combinations can, in fact, be seen as single
lexical items, and are as such fully acceptable in pre-head position. The
same is true for less lexicalized combinations, as shown in (52e) and (52f).
The constructions in (52g) and (52h) constitute two less acceptable
examples: here the modifiers are more complex, as well as lengthy, focal
and not lexicalized.

A final factor in accepting these constructions may be that reversing the
order between the two PPs would disrupt the semantic relation between the
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elements within the modifying phrase, change the scope relations within the
construction and thus lead to an unintended (non-binominal) interpretation.

5.3.5.5 Coordination
Finally, an analysis of binominal constructions in which N2 is regarded as
the head and the string ‘N1 þ of þ a’ as a modifier can also account for the
fact that coordinated structures like those in (53) are unacceptable: since
the first of-string is not a prepositional phrase (not even a constituent), it
cannot be coordinated with another prepositional phrase.

(53) a. *a crook of a chairman and of unspeakable stupidity
b. *a box of a room and of small dimensions

5.4 Conclusion

It will be clear from the discussion in previous sections that an analysis in
which N2 functions as the head of a binominal construction is believed to
be most in accordance with the facts. It has been shown to have both more
descriptive and more explanatory power than N1 or two-headed approa-
ches. In particular, it is more efficient than other proposals in that it
assumes one and the same element to function as the semantic, syntactic
and pragmatic head of the construction. Finally, it is the most intuitively
appealing of the various approaches in that it directly translates a semantic
predicate-subject relation into a modifier-head relation. This means that
headedness can still be seen as essentially a semantico-pragmatic notion,
supported by formal and discourse evidence, instead of an independent
syntactic notion without a semantic or pragmatic basis.

Some examples of the proposed analysis of binominal constructions are
given in (54) to (56). In (54), we find a fairly straightforward example of a
comparative binominal construction. The Extended Noun (ExtN) contains
two nouns each ascribing a property to the intended referent: N2 char-
acterizes the overall referent as a city, while N1 describes this city meta-
phorically as a wonder.

(54) a. a wonder of a city
a0.[NP [Det a] [ExtN [MP wonder of a] [N-head city]]]

Somewhat more complicated examples of comparative binominals can be
found in (55). The underlying construction in (55a) contains two ExtNs.
The embedded ExtN gives two properties of the referent: while N2 allows
us to identify the type of entity referred to (an island), N2 compares this
island to a jewel. The outer ExtN further describes this jewel of an island
as crescent-shaped.

(55) a. a crescent-shaped jewel of an island
a0.[NP [Det a] [ExtN [A crescent-shaped] [ExtN [MP jewel of an]
[N-head island]]]]
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b. an absolute jewel of a crescent-shaped island
b0. [NP [Det a] [ExtN [ExtMP [A absolute] [MP jewel of a]]

[ExtN [A crescent-shaped] [N-head island]]]]

In (55b), we again find two ExtNs. Here the embedded ExtN tells us that
we are dealing with an island that is crescent-shaped, while the outer ExtN
further qualifies this crescent-shaped island as an absolute jewel. Note that
the bracketing reflects the fact that the adjective absolute modifies (inten-
sifies) the property ‘jewel’; it does not ascribe a property to the overall
referent.

Finally, example (56) gives the underlying representation of an attri-
butive binominal construction. This representation closely resembles that
for comparative binominals, except that the ExtN consists of one (complex)
property. Thus, the expression in (56a) does not qualify the referent as
doctor and a fool; instead it assigns only one property: ‘fool of a doctor’. In
other words, the MP fool of a does not modify the referent, but the
property described by N2. This results in the attributive interpretation,
according to which the property described by N1 evaluates the professional
ability of the referent; not the referent him- or herself.9

(56) a. a fool of a doctor
a0. [NP [Det a] [ExtN [[MP fool of a] [N-head doctor]]]]

Note that such behaviour is by no means restricted to binominals. We
can, for instance, draw a straightforward comparison with the simpler NP
the poor doctor. Like the binominal in (56a), this NP is ambiguous: we are
dealing either with a doctor who is poor (as opposed to rich), or with a
person who is a lousy doctor. Once again, the difference can best be
accounted for in terms of the scope of the adjective: on the first reading it
assigns a property to the referent of the entire NP; on the second it
modifies the head of the NP only.10

Finally, it needs to be mentioned that of all the semantic, syntactic and
pragmatic evidence presented in this section, there is only one bit which

9 As pointed out by Den Dikken (2006: 164), the construction in (56a) is, in fact,
ambiguous between a comparative and an attributive reading. The context may, however,
serve a disambiguating function (examples from Den Dikken (2006: ibid.)):

(i) That idiot of a doctor prescribed me the wrong medicine (attributive)
(ii) That idiot of a doctor just wrecked my car (comparative)

10 Functional Grammar (Dik 1997a, 1997b) and its successor Functional Discourse
Grammar (Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2006) provide an elegant means of representing the
difference between the two readings. In these models the referent and the properties
assigned to this referent are symbolized by different variables: an x-variable for the entity
referred to, an f-variable for the properties assigned to this entity. Both variables allow for
modification. The adjective poor can thus function as a modifier of the x-variable,
resulting in the first reading, or as a modifier of the f-variable, resulting in the second
reading (see Hengeveld, to appear).

Binominals 107



does not seem to fit in with the analysis proposed. Recall that in our
discussion of the syntactic evidence, the examples in (57) were used to
show that in the (rare) cases where one might find two nominals differing
in (syntactic) number, it is N1 which shows number agreement with the
determiner and the verb (see discussion of examples (26)–(27), (36)–(37)
and (44)).

(57) a. At about half ten the next morning, I stood on the deck of the
Adventure, fixing the rigging up proper and trying to sort out the
yardarm which those fools of a crew had made a mighty mess of.
(http://dead-men.com/fanfic_memories06.php)

b. Those prejudiced fools of a jury were/*was totally unreliable.
c. *That prejudiced fools of a jury were/was totally unreliable

What is interesting, however, is that where, in a regular NP, a collective
noun like jury is used in combination with a plural verb, not only is it
impossible to use a plural demonstrative determiner, but use of a singular
demonstrative does not seem to be fully acceptable either. Use of the
definite article, unmarked for plural or singular, on the other hand, is
acceptable:

(58) a. The/*?That/*Those jury were a bunch of prejudiced fools.
b. The/*?That/*Those jury were totally unreliable.

This suggests that rather than the incompatibility of a plural determiner
and a singular noun, it is the nature of the demonstrative which excludes
these examples. This, in turn, may be related to the fact, pointed out in
section 5.3.3, that in binominal constructions the demonstrative determiner
has two functions, one of which, expressing assumed identifiability of the
referent, applies to the second noun, the other, reinforcing the speaker’s
subjective evaluation, to the first. Since the whole point of using a
binominal expression is to express this evaluative judgement, number
agreement between Det1 and N1 may be interpreted as a way of expressing
this crucial pragmatic relation. This may also explain why the plural
demonstratives are acceptable in binominal constructions, but not in reg-
ular NPs.

All in all, the conclusion seems justified that binominal NPs form a fairly
homogeneous group and that one and the same overall analysis, with N2 as
the head of the construction and N1 as part of a complex modifier, can be
applied to all the subtypes discussed in this chapter. Slightly problematic
cases like (57) merely confirm what we found in previous sections – that
there are always constructions that fail to meet all the requirements for
category membership. This does not mean that we have to abandon our
general analysis; nor does it mean that the constructions in question are not
binominal NPs – it simply means that these constructions constitute non-
prototypical members of the category of binominal NPs.
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6 Pseudo-partitive constructions

6.1 Introduction

This chapter deals with yet another type of NP consisting of two nominal
elements separated by the element of: the pseudo-partitives (Selkirk 1977).
Different types have been distinguished on the basis of the function of the
first noun (see e.g. Vos 1999 for Dutch); these types are illustrated in (1).

(1) Quantifier-noun constructions: a number of people
Measure-noun constructions: a pint of beer
Container-noun constructions: a box of chocolates
Part-noun constructions: a piece of cake
Collection-noun constructions: a herd of elephants

Section 6.2 provides a general characterization of the category of pseudo-
partitives, indicating how the examples in (1) differ from similar nominal
expressions, in particular partitive constructions. Section 6.3 describes the
different subtypes in more detail. Subsequently, section 6.4 deals with
headedness in these constructions. Finally, section 6.5 presents some
overall conclusions as well as a proposal for the representation of the
different subtypes.

6.2 General characterization

Since Selkirk’s (1977) and Jackendoff ’s (1977) contributions to the dis-
cussion of the structure of noun phrases, it has generally been assumed
that, despite a superficial similarity between partitives and pseudo-
partitives, the two constructions form different categories (see also
Ladusaw 1982; Matheson 1990; Abbott 1996; Vos 1999). One of the
reasons for regarding pseudo-partitives as a separate class was that con-
structions like the ones in (2) are not subject to the partitive constraint,
which rules out a null determiner in the partitive phrase; nor are they
subject to the revised partitive constraint, according to which the
embedded NP must be specific.
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( 2) a. a number of objections
b. three pounds of stew meat
c. a bushel of apples
d. loads of time

Although, as pointed out in chapter 4 (section 4 .2.2), the partitive con-
straint has come under attack (e.g. Abbott 1996), the fact remains that not
only do these constructions allow non-specific bare embedded NPs, they
actually exclude specific referential NPs containing a (definite) determiner,
as shown in (3) (Jackendoff 1977: 124).

(3) a. John’s rather large number of (*those) objections
b. Fred’s substantial quantity of (*that) wine1

A second difference between partitives and pseudo-partitives concerns
their behaviour with regard to extraposition. Thus, whereas the of-phrase
of a partitive construction can be extraposed, this is not possible in pseudo-
partitives:

(4) a. A lot has been eaten of *?(the) leftover turkey
b. Only a handful were asked of *?(those) questions concerning elec-

tromagnetism.
c. He gave a rather large number to Mary of *?(his) books by famous

authors

As shown by Akmajian and Lehrer (1976), partitives and pseudo-partitives
also behave differently with regard to the extraposition of complement PPs
from the second nominal element. They use the examples in (5) to show
that complement PPs cannot be extraposed from the embedded NP of a
partitive (as shown in examples (5a) and (5b)), while extraposition from a
simple noun phrase (such as the quantified NP in (5c)) is fully acceptable.
The fact that extraposition is also possible in (5d) suggests that the con-
struction a number of stories should be viewed as a simple noun phrase.

(5) a. *A number of the stories soon appeared about Watergate.
b. *A review of a new book came out yesterday about French cooking.
c. Many stories soon appeared about Watergate.
d. A number of stories soon appeared about Watergate.

Thirdly, pseudo-partitives differ from partitives with regard to the
interpretation of relative clauses (e.g. Jackendoff 1977: 122). Consider the
sentences in (6).

1 It is, of course, possible to say a large number of those objections and a substantial quantity of
that wine; it will be argued, however, that these are to be regarded as head-complement
constructions rather than as pseudo-partitive constructions.
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(6) a. She bought him a number of those daffodils, two of which were
faded.

b. She bought him a number of daffodils, two of which were faded.

Example (6a) is ambiguous in the sense that the relative pronoun can take
as its antecedent either the noun number or the noun daffodils, a structural
ambiguity which leads to two different interpretations. In (6b), on the other
hand, the restrictive clause can only restrict the noun number. Once again,
this points to a structural difference between partitives and pseudo-
partitives.

As a final argument, Selkirk (1977) mentions the fact that in pseudo-
partitives the element of may sometimes be absent, as in the case of dozen in
example (7).

(7) a. She bought him a dozen (*of) daffodils.
b. She bought him a dozen *(of) those daffodils.

On the basis of these facts, Selkirk (1977) concludes that, unlike parti-
tives, pseudo-partitives are simple noun phrases with a complex NP-
modifier (a number of, a dozen of etc.) functioning as a sort of quantifier
(see also Akmajian and Lehrer 1976). Jackendoff (1977: 120) proposes a
somewhat different analysis, according to which pseudo-partitives are
basically a combination of two nominal elements with of functioning as a
grammatical formative ([NP[NP a bunch] [of] [N 0 men]]). What both pro-
posals have in common, however, is that (i) the second noun functions as
the head of the construction; and (ii) the element of and the second nominal
element do not form one constituent.

Each of the differences observed can be accounted for by assuming that,
unlike in partitives, the second noun in a pseudo-partitive construction
does not form an embedded NP, i.e. that the second nominal element is not
an independently referring expression. Thus, the lack of a determiner can
be accounted for by assuming that the first noun, together with its
determiner and the element of, functions as a complex determiner. Simi-
larly, such an analysis explains why extraposition of the second nominal
element is not allowed, while it also explains why only the construction as a
whole can function as the antecedent of a non-restrictive relative clause.
Likewise, the occasional absence of the element of confirms the view that
the element of here does not function as a preposition.

It seems therefore plausible to analyse pseudo-partitives as simple NPs
headed by the second noun, with the first noun being part of a complex
determiner (or quantifier). In section 6.4 this hypothesis will be tested by
applying a large number of syntactic, semantic and pragmatic tests. As we
will see, however, matters are considerably more complicated than they
appear, one of the reasons being that pseudo-partitive constructions do not
form a homogeneous category. Instead, it appears that the various subtypes
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distinguished in (1) above not only differ with regard to the exact function
of the first noun, but also in their formal behaviour (cf. Van Riemsdijk
1998, Vos 1999 for Dutch). Section 6.3 therefore briefly discusses these
different subtypes.

6.3 Types of pseudo-partitive constructions

In her discussion of pseudo-partitive constructions, Selkirk’s (1977) mea-
sure phrases all contain nouns such as number, pound, bushel and box, which
typically (though not necessarily) appear as the first noun in pseudo-
partitive constructions. In discussing Dutch direct partitive constructions
(comparable to pseudo-partitives constructions, but without the element
of ), Vos (1999) distinguishes six categories of these constructions on the
basis of the (function of) the first noun (see also Van Riemsdijk 1998). In
the present section, this classification is applied to English examples from
the corpus. In sections 6.3.1–6.3.5 a brief description is given of the first
five of these subtypes: quantifier nouns (number, couple), measure nouns
(pound, pint), container nouns (box, bottle), part nouns (piece, slice) and
collection nouns (herd, bunch). The sixth type, that of kind nouns (kind,
sort) is regarded as a slightly different construction and is discussed in
chapter 7.

6.3.1 Quantifier nouns

Semantically, it makes sense to analyse quantifier nouns as part of a
complex quantifier. They do not indicate an exact number or amount, but
can be paraphrased by means of such simple quantifiers as many/much, few,
some, several, etc. Two types of quantifier noun can be distinguished. The
first type can only have a quantificational function and cannot co-occur
with the definite article (examples (8a) and (8b)). The second type of
quantifier noun can also have a purely quantificational function (example
(9a)); in addition, however, they can be used referentially, in which case N1
functions as the semantic head of the construction (e.g. example (9b)).

(8) a. There were a/*the lot of idiots on the road weren’t there <ICE-
GB:S1A-019 #148:1:C>

b. The coal trade provided a/*the great deal of work for Londoners
<ICE-GB:S2B-022 #47:1:A>2

(9) a. A number of members of staff have the same problem <ICE-GB:
S1A-059 #249:1:B>

2 Even typical quantifier nouns like lot and deal can, of course, co-occur with the definite
article; in that case they function as fully lexical nouns heading a referential construction.
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b. The true number of vacant posts was one thousand four hundred
<ICE-GB:S2B-017 #61:1:B>

6.3.2 Measure nouns

Measure nouns may serve to indicate precise measures, such as inch, pint,
ton(ne), acre, (cubic/square) metre or pound, as well as imprecise ones, such
as amount, gulp, pile, dose, load or percentage. Quirk et al. (1985: 249)
distinguish different kinds of measure nouns, indicating length, area,
volume and weight. Examples from the corpus are given in (10). There
are, however, numerous other units of measurements, such as electrical
power, time or money; examples can be found in (11). An example of an
unspecified measure indication is given in (12).

(10) a. We can’t eat a lot of Welsh or Scottish lamb because it’s radio-
active – as is much of the milk supply, 20 miles of Cumbrian coast
and the Irish Sea. <ICE-GB:W2B-014 #25:1>

b. The MacIntosh home . . . was a large Victorian stone house,
enclosed in one and a half acres of ground. <ICE-GB:W2F-017
#59:1>

c. his little animal had recently been fed and, together with the fruit
and everything else, the keeper had thrown a small handful of
mealworms onto the floor of the outdoor enclosure. <ICE-GB:
W2B-021 #41:1>

d. Now he came up with a figure of twenty thousand tons of supplies
<ICE-GB:S1B-038 #97:1:A>

(11) a. About 300,000 billion watts of heat is transported in this
way . . . <ICE-GB:W2B-025 #38:1>

b. After twenty-nine years of marriage, she takes it for granted that
Will doesn’t care what she looks like at breakfast time; doesn’t
even notice. <ICE-GB:W2F-019 #10:1>

c. and is this connected with the HSC’s bid for a further seven
million pounds of funding <ICE-GB:S1B-055 #17:1:D>

(12) If any seal is found to be leaking a large amount of fluid, all of the seals
should be replaced as a safety measure.<ICE-GB:W2D-018#128:1>

Even within their (syntactic, semantic and discourse) context, some of
these constructions are ambiguous between two readings. Example (12), for
instance, could be given either a purely quantificational reading (‘much’) or
a measure reading (‘a certain amount’).

6.3.3 Container nouns

In pseudo-partitive constructions with container nouns, N1 serves to
restrict overall reference of the construction by limiting reference to the
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amount the object denoted by N1 can contain. Examples of container
nouns are glass, bucket, tin, packet, bag, barrel, bottle, box, cup, pot, table-
spoon; some examples from the corpus are given in (13).

(13) a. A glass of wine would make me incapable, but not drunk.
<ICE-GB:W2B-001 #51:1>

b. She would be drenched with a bucket of water, fall through a trap
door, get blown up, or find herself shot from a cannon.
<ICE-GB:W2B-010 #56:1>

c. Put the onions into the bowl and chop finely, and add the tin
of tomatoes through the feed-tube with the motor running.
<ICE-GB:W2D-020 #98:1>

Despite the fact that the first nouns in the constructions in (13) denote an
object, they are not used to refer to this object, but instead serve to indicate
a certain amount of the substance (examples (13a) and (13b)) or a subset of
the set (example (13c)) denoted by the second noun.

In other contexts, the construction as a whole can be used to refer to the
object denoted by the first noun (Vos’s (1999) ‘referential reading’). Some
examples are given in (14). Here the italicized phrases, which can be
paraphrased as ‘N1 filled with N2’, are not pseudo-partitives, but (left-
headed) qualifying constructions (see chapter 4, section 4.3).

(14) a. Add the tomato and onion mixture then bring to the boil before
adding the contents of the tin of beans. <ICE-GB:W2D-020
#101:1>

b. The widow had merely unpacked the parcels of cannabis when they
arrived at her home from Kenya . . . <ICE-GB:W2B-020 #62:1>

Various ambiguities may again arise. Thus, even in clear instances of
pseudo-partitive constructions, ambiguity may arise between a container
reading and a purely quantificational reading. An example can be found in
(15a), where the noun crates can be interpreted either as a container noun
(indicating a quantity of beer measured in crates), or as a measure noun
(merely indicating a very large quantity). In other cases, ambiguity may
arise between a quantifying and a referential reading. In (15b), for instance,
the most likely interpretation of bag is that of indicating a large number; in
(15c), on the other hand, the italicized phrase is most likely to receive a
referential interpretation (‘a rucksack filled with clothes’).

(15) a. We’ll have to to buy go out Saturday and buy some punch fluid, and
we we have to get crates of beer in <ICE-GB:S1A-030 #180:1:B>

b. A: How many uh are there. Are there a bag of letters.
B: I don’t think so.No.Notmany<ICE-GB:S1A-010#128-#132>

c. It’s now known they took a rucksack of clothes with them <ICE-GB:
S2B-009#43:1:D>
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6.3.4 Part nouns

Like container nouns, part nouns indicate an amount of the substance
indicated by the second noun. Examples are bit, block, bulb, loaf, nugget,
part, piece, sheet, slice and strip. In some cases the amount indicated is fairly
specific (e.g. the examples in (16a) and (16b)); often, however, the measure
indication is imprecise, as in example (16c).

(16) a. There can’t be many other countries for example where the retail
price of a loaf of bread is lower than the wholesale cost of the
ingredients from which it’s made <ICE-GB:S2B-039 #15:1:A>

b. . . . then one large onion followed by the maggots in the doughnuts
followed by another double slammer followed by a bulb of garlic fol-
lowed by a couple of green chillies <ICE-GB:S1B-079#196:1:A>

c. There’s a piece of plaster’s come off the ceiling <ICE-GB:S1B-071
#262:1:C>

Here, too, ambiguities may arise. First of all, it may not always be easy to
establish whether a construction is a part-noun pseudo-partitive or a left-
headed qualifying construction. Although in many cases the difference may
be clear (e.g. a nugget of gold vs a chain of gold ), there may be situations
where the two readings come close. Consider the constructions in (17).

(17) a. Well I’d rather that than when you look round at a close friend of
yours and you see a great globule of wax in their ear <ICE-GB:
S1A-080 #80:1:B>

b. Before that, engineers used ruling pens looking like adjustable
forceps, the blob of ink being kept in its place by a miracle
meniscus of surface tension. <ICE-GB:W2D-016 #86:1>

c. The membrane is then quite easily removed by forceps from that
petri dish into another one on which we’ve laid a layer of collagen
<ICE-GB:S2A-058 #136:3:A>

In these examples the first noun evokes a physical object, with a specific form
or shape, consisting of N2; N1 can therefore be regarded as having a refer-
ential rather than a quantifying function. At the same time, however, the
construction as a whole can be interpreted as referring to a certain amount of
the substance indicated by N2, rather than to the object denoted by N1.

6.3.5 Collection nouns

The final group of N1s that can appear in pseudo-partitive constructions is
that of the collection nouns.3 These nouns, such as clique, circle, batch,

3 It is important not to confuse the category of collection nouns, used as first nouns in a
pseudo-partitive construction, with the more general class of ‘collective’ nouns (i.e. nouns
like government, army, group, flock, university; e.g. Quirk et al. 1985: 316), which may be
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team , group , crowd, bunch , series , pair , party and army, serve to indicate a
subset of the set denoted by N2:

( 18 ) a. Only a tiny clique of military intelligence chiefs and right-wing
politicians shared the secret. <ICE-GB:W2 C-010 #10 :1>

b. . . .  she’s got a little circle of friends that she absolutely clings to
but I’m not terribly sure that they’re the best thing for her
<ICE-GB:S 1A-054 #180 :1:B>

c. William clashes regularly with the army of dotty spinsters in the
community . . .  <ICE-GB:S2 B-026 #84 :1 :A>

As shown in (19 ), nouns which can be used as collection nouns (e.g. series in
example ( 19 a)) may also have a purely quantificational function, simply
indicating a large number of things (example (19 b)).

( 19 ) a. This was a spectacular series of military operations , which included
not only the rapid overrunning of Gaul, but also included the first
Roman operations across the Rhine into Germany, . . .  <ICE-
GB:S2A-022 # 36:1 :A>

b. but I ’m bound to say there are a whole series of things that one has
to consider when one’s examining matters to do with the leadership of
the Conservative Party <ICE-GB:S1 B-043 # 8:1:B >

6 .4 Headedness

This section addresses the question of headedness in pseudo-partitive
constructions, applying the various criteria given in chapter 2 to the five
types of pseudo-partitive constructions distinguished in the pre vio us section.
First, however, section 6 .4.1 provides a brief outline of previous analyses of
pseudo-partitives.

6.4.1 Existing analyses

As we have seen, earlier generative accounts of pseudo-partitive con-
structions in English (Akmajian and Lehrer 1976, Selkirk 1977, Jackendoff
1977) analyse N2 as the head, with N1 functioning as (part of ) a quanti-
fying expression. A similar proposal for Swedish has been made by Delsing
(1991), who analyses N2 as the head and N1 as a pseudo-quantifier. Studies
of comparable constructions in other languages, however, show that there is
a whole range of conceivable analyses (see Vos 1999: 23, 29-48). For Dutch,
for instance, N1 has been analysed as the head, with the PP functioning
either as a modifier (Blom 1977, Wiers 1978) or as a complement (Van Gestel

given a plural interpretation (and which, in some respects, may behave syntactically like
plurals). It is probably justified to say that collection nouns form a subclass of collective
nouns: as we will see, all collection nouns are also collective nouns; not all collective nouns,
however, can be used as collection nouns (e.g. university, institute, gentry).
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1986). The latter analysis has also been proposed for German (Bhatt 1990). A
different account of the German construction can be found in Löbel (1989,
1990), who analyses both N1 and N2 as base-generated, with N1 functioning
as a [þN] instantiation of the quantifier. More recent discussions of the
construction in Dutch have treated N1 as a specifier (Coppen 1991, 1992;
Vos 1993).

The most detailed discussion of pseudo-partitives, again for Dutch, can
be found in Vos (1999). In this treatment, presented within a framework of
‘extended projection theory’, different uses of the construction are given
different analyses. Thus, Vos basically distinguishes two kinds of Dutch
pseudo-partitive construction (her ‘direct partitive constructions’), which
differ, semantically as well as syntactically, with regard to headedness. In
the first type, N2 is the syntactic and semantic head, with N1, a functional
noun, fulfilling a quantifying function. The first noun in these purely
quantificational constructions is either a quantifier or a measure noun. In
the second type, N1 is a lexical noun functioning as the syntactic head of
the construction. It still, however, fulfils a quantifying function with regard
to the second noun, which functions as the semantic head. These lexical (or
semi-lexical, Van Riemsdijk 1998) nouns, which can also function as the
head of a referential construction (where N1 functions as the syntactic and
semantic head), can take the form of a part, container or collection noun, as
well as, again, a measure noun. The following sections will consider the
semantic, syntactic, as well as some pragmatic evidence for such an analysis
of English pseudo-partitives.

6.4.2 Semantic criteria

6.4.2.1 Obligatoriness/omissibility
In this section we look at the semantic obligatoriness of the two elements of
pseudo-partitive constructions.4 As shown in example (20), N1 cannot be
used independently to replace the construction as a whole, irrespective of
the type of pseudo-partitive we are dealing with. This is first of all due to
the fact that the N1s in these examples have too little semantic content to
function independently. Secondly, whatever semantic content they may
have may not allow for reference to the (type of ) entity referred to by the
construction as a whole. N2, on the other hand, can be used independently
to refer to the same (type of) entity (although the truth conditions of the
assertion may change). This fits in well with the assumption that N1 in
these constructions is part of a complex quantifier, while N2 functions as
the head.

4 Cases where N2 is absent but implied, i.e. recoverable from the context, will not be
discussed here; for a discussion of the possibility and felicitousness of ellipsis – i.e.
pragmatic omissibility – see section 6.4.5 below.
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(20) Quantifier nouns
a. The coal trade provided a great deal *(of work)/(a great deal of)

work for Londoners <ICE-GB:S2B-022 #47:1:A>
Measure nouns
b. his little animal had recently been fed and, together with the fruit

and everything else, the keeper had thrown a small handful *(of
mealworms)/(a small handful of) mealworms onto the floor of the
outdoor enclosure. <ICE-GB:W2B-021 #41:1>

Container nouns
c. Put the onions into the bowl and chop finely, and add the tin *(of

tomatoes)/the *(tin of) tomatoes through the feed-tube with the
motor running. <ICE-GB:W2D-020 #98:1>

Part nouns
d. He he arrives in the morning with six bag nine even baguettes, uh

a whole brie two lots *(of paté)/(two lots of) paté, and a tub of
marge <ICE-GB:S1A-005 #230:1:B>

Collection nouns
e. I mean she’s throwing herself into school at the moment and she

had she’s got a little circle *(of friends that she absolutely clings to)/
(a little circle of) friends that she absolutely clings to but I ’m not
terribly sure that they’re the best thing for her <ICE-GB:S1A-
054 #180:1:B>

As expected, when the first noun is a lexical noun denoting a container, it can
be used on its own to refer to this container rather than to its contents. In
that case, we are dealing with a referential (qualifying) rather than a pseudo-
partitive construction. This is illustrated in example (21) (cf. (20c)).

(21) Add the tomato and onion mixture then bring to the boil before
adding the contents of the tin of beans. <ICE-GB:W2D-020
#101:1>

6.4.2.2 Semantic selection
The criterion of semantic selection is not unrelated to that of (semantic)
obligatoriness: as can be seen from the examples given in the preceding
section, one important reason one of the two nouns cannot be omitted is
that the remaining noun violates the selection restrictions of the verb. In
many cases, both nouns in a pseudo-partitive construction fulfill the
selection restrictions of the verb. However, as pointed out by, amongst
others, Akmajian and Lehrer (1976) and Selkirk (1977), there are cases
where one of the nouns violates the selection restrictions of the verb.
Examples of such a clash are clearest and most frequent in constructions
with container nouns, where the verb may be semantically compatible with
either the container (N1, examples (22a) and (22b)) or the contents of the
container (N2, examples (22a0) and (22b0)).
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(22) Container nouns
a. A cup of sugar smashed on the floor.
a0. A cup of sugar was strewn on the floor.
b. He broke a bottle of wine.
b0. He drank a bottle of wine.

It is not difficult to see why it is container noun constructions that typically
exhibit this kind of behaviour. Of the different types of N1 to appear in
pseudo-partitive constructions, container nouns, denoting physical objects,
have the highest degree of lexical content and are as such easier to use in a
referential way. Moreover, since the container noun and the second noun
in these constructions typically denote physical entities of different kinds,
usually only one of them complies with the semantic selection restrictions
of the verb. An example from the corpus is given in (23a), where it is
obviously N2 which satisfies the selection restrictions of the verb. In
example (23b) (¼21), on the other hand, the first noun is used referentially,
denoting the referent of the construction as a whole.

(23) a. A glass of wine would make me incapable, but not drunk. <ICE-
GB:W2B-001 #51:1>

b. Add the tomato and onion mixture then bring to the boil before
adding the contents of the tin of beans.<ICE-GB:W2D-020#101:1>

However, although the referential interpretation is perhaps less easily
available in constructions with the other types of noun, examples can be
found. As pointed out in section 6.3.1, some quantifier nouns, such as
number, can be used both quantificationally and referentially. Examples of
the two uses are given in (24a) and (24a0): in (24a) it is the second noun
which complies with the selection restrictions of the verb (numbers do not
have memories, people do), while in (24a0) it is clearly the first noun.

(24) Quantifier nouns
a. Uh a number of people uh have memories of the Second World

War . . . <ICE-GB:S1B-027 #63:1:E>
a0. The true number of vacant posts was one thousand four hundred

<ICE-GB:S2B-017 #61:1:B> (¼ (9b))
Measure nouns
b. If any seal is found to be leaking a large amount of fluid, all of the

seals should be replaced as a safety measure. <ICE-GB:W2D-
018 #128:1>

b0. Do you vary the amount of time <ICE-GB:S1A-057 #178:1:A>
Part nouns
c. The membrane is then quite easily removed by forceps from that

petri dish into another one on which we’ve laid a layer of collagen
<ICE-GB:S2A-058 #136:3:A>
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c 0  . Then a second layer of magneto-inductive heads is grown on top for
digital recording. <ICE-GB:W2B- 038 # 62 :1>

The same is true for the measure nouns. In example (24 b) it is not the
measure noun amount , but the noun fluid which complies with the selection
restrictions of the verb leak, while in ( 24 b0 ) the opposite is true for the verb
vary (at least on the intended reading). Although the difference is not as
obvious, a similar claim can be made of the part noun constructions in ( 24 c)
and ( 24 c0  ): in ( 24 c) it could be claimed that it is the N2, collagen , rather
than N1, layer , which fulfills the selection restrictions of the verb; in (24 c 0  )
the opposite seems to be the case. Since in collection noun constructions
both nouns denote the same type of entity, the selection restrictions of the
verb cannot be used as a means to establish which of the two nouns in these
constructions functions as the (semantic) head.

Together the two semantic criteria for headedness, obligatoriness and
semantic selection, show that, irrespective of the type of head noun used,
pseudo-partitive constructions differ from referential constructions in that
it is the second noun which functions as the semantic head of the
construction.

6 .4.3 Syntactic criteria

6 .4.3 .1 Subject-verb agreement
Despite the fact that number agreement between subject and verb is the
criterion most consistently relied on by linguists to determine which noun
functions as the head of a construction, closer examination of this test
shows that its outcome is by no means unequivocal (see also section
2 .2.2 .1). If we assume that syntactic verb agreement is determined by the
head of the subject NP, the two constructions in (25a) and (25a0)
are headed by N1 and N2, respectively (Akmajian and Lehrer 1976; Selkirk
1977). Note that in these examples the selection restrictions of the verb
also play a role, biasing our judgement as to what must be the head. In
neutral contexts, however, pseudo-partitives behave in the same way
(example (25b)).

(25) a. The herd of large African elephants was larger than I thought.
a0. The herd of large African elephants were stampeding toward us.
b. An assortment of responses to those questions of yours were/was

considered.

Naturally, the test is only applicable to constructions in which N1 and N2
differ in number combining either a singular N1 and a plural N2 (possible
in constructions with quantifier, measure, container and collection nouns),
or plural N1 and a singular N2 (in constructions with measure, container
and part nouns).

The structural approach120



6.4.3.1.1 Quantifier nouns
Where N1 is a quantifier noun like lot or number, the verb always shows
plural agreement with N2. Some examples are given in (26).

(26) Quantifier nouns
a. a lot of men describe women as bitchy <ICE-GB:S1A-037

#207:1:B>
b. A number of filter samples were collected on the 2 days of the

experiment; . . . <ICE-GB:W2A-029 #75:1>

Observe that in those cases where the noun number is used referentially, i.e.
as the semantic head of the construction, the verb appears in the singular:

(27) The number of work permits issued to Hong Kong nationals during
the twelve-month period ending on the thirtieth of June nineteen
ninety was eight hundred and sixty-eight <ICE-GB:S1B-059
#29:1:H>

6.4.3.1.2 Measure nouns
In measure noun constructions with a singular N1 and a plural N2, number
agreement between N2 and the verb seems to be the rule (examples (28a)
and (28b)); the verb can, however also appear in the singular (example
(28c)). In addition, agreement between N1 and the verb can be found in
constructions where the first noun is used referentially, as (semantic) head
of the construction (example (29)).

(28) Measure nouns
a. We need to remember that the vast majority of forces in this

country carry out their responsibilities in an efficient and sensible
manner <ICE-GB:S2B-031 #62:2:A>

b. In the south-east and parts of the west of the USA, a large
percentage of municipal water-supplies come from ground-water.
<ICE-GB:W2B-024 #68:1>

c. The majority of new infections is in African homosexuals. (Life, The
Observer Magazine, 3 June 2001, p. 24)

(29) The percentage of graduates has greatly increased and the variety of
backgrounds of the officers ensures a representative spread of the
community as a whole <ICE-GB:S2B-031 #74:2:A>

Where a plural N1 is combined with a singular N2, the verb typically
exhibits agreement with N1. Some examples are given in (30), where N1 is
perceived of as denoting a set of separate units. It is, however, possible for
the verb to appear in the singular, as shown in example (31). This does not
mean that N2 determines concord with the verb here, but rather that,
unlike in (30), the syntactically plural first noun is (semantically) seen as
one collective whole (see also concluding section below).
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(30) a. No significant amounts of aerosol were observed above 900 m.
<ICE-GB:W2A-029 #67:1>

b. . . . nearly two million tons of crude have already been pumped into
the sea spreading over three hundred and fifty square miles
<ICE-GB:S2B-018 #24:1:A>

(31) a. . . . for instance uh in East Anglia uhm eighty miles of uh bridle way
has just been formed through an arrangement between sixty
different farms <ICE-GB:S1B-037 #103:1:B>

b. Ten years of Mrs Thatcher has wiped out the democratically
elected metropolitan councils and effectively taken away most of
the powers of local government. <ICE-GB:W2B-014 #36:1>

Where the measure noun can be regarded as indicating either one collective
whole or a number of smaller quantities, as in (32a), both a singular and a plural
verb are acceptable. In other cases, such as example (32b), use of a plural verb
results in a highly questionable sentence; one explanation for this may be that it
is more difficult to conceive of a measuring unit like watt as a separate entity.

(32) a. . . . nearly two million tons of crude has/have already been pumped
into the sea . . . (adapted from <ICE-GB:S2B-018 #24:1:A>)

b. About 300,000 billion watts of heat is/*?are transported in this
way . . . (adapted from <ICE-GB:W2B-025 #38:1>)

6.4.3.1.3 Container nouns
Like measure-noun constructions, container-noun pseudo-partitives allow
a singular N1 to be combined with a plural N2 (example (33a)) and the
other way round (example (33b)). As can be seen from these examples,
number agreement obtains between N1 and the verb. The same is true, of
course, of constructions with a referentially used N1, as shown in (34).

(33) Container nouns
a. This box of chocolates was made by attendees of the Gourmet

Continental Chocolates class. (http://www.richres.com/
cont.htm)

b. The bottles of milk were placed by the bed of each overnight guest
with cookies as part of a ‘turn-down’ service. (http://www.
antiquebottles.com/southeast/mar03.html)

(34) a. I mean when I was spending other people’s money I used to go
out take people out to expensive lunches you know and bottles of
champagne were opened <ICE-GB:S1B-042 #200:2:B>

b. A group of older women, taking orders from the woman in the
wheelchair, tried in the wind to anchor a tablecloth onto a trestle
table under which crates of beer were stacked. <ICE-GB:W2F-
018 #100:1>
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6.4.3.1.4 Part nouns
In part noun constructions N2, indicating a mass or substance, always
appears in the singular. N1 can appear in the plural; in that case, it is N1
which shows number agreement with the verb. Some examples are given
in (35).

(35) Part nouns
a. And there the infra-orbital wound was debrided, small pieces of

cartilage were removed <ICE-GB:S2A-062 #64:1:A>
b. There were flakes of plaster fallen from the ceiling on to the floor.

<ICE-GB:W2F-005 #95:1>

This means that number agreement between subject and verb cannot be
used to distinguish pseudo-partitive constructions from constructions
where N1 is used referentially, as in (36).

(36) a. There are two layers of glass with a three millimetre gap in
between them <ICE-GB:S2A-055 #17:1:A>

b. Individual sheets of papyrus were made by arranging first one layer
of parallel strips laid down side by side, just touching one another
or very slightly overlapping and then a second similar <ICE-GB:
S2A-048 #56:1:A>

6.4.3.1.5 Collection nouns
In collection noun constructions a singular N1 can co-occur with a plural
N2. In that case, the verb may agree in number with either noun. In (37),
for instance, the verb is in the plural, exhibiting number agreement with
N2; in (38), the verb appears in the singular and agrees with N1. This
seems to suggest that in pseudo-partitive constructions with a collection
noun the syntactic head of the construction can be either N1 or N2.

(37) a. Meanwhile the main group of runners come down the centre of the
track <ICE-GB:S2A-006 #130:3:A>

b. Both Philips and Matsushita are now making DCC chip sets and
the first batch of Philips chips were ready to mount on a single
board inside the stand-alone deck unit in time for CES at Las
Vegas. <ICE-GB:W2B-038 #77:1>

(38) a. A series of changes occurs which are histologically described as
Wallerian degeneration. <ICE-GB:W2A-026 #75:1>

b. At the same time we have to recognise that every year a fresh
cohort of young people embarks upon employment . . . <ICE-GB:
S2A-031 #17:1:A>

As pointed out by Akmajian and Lehrer (1976: 410), however, the noun
triggering agreement on the verb need not be the semantic head of the
construction. In (39a), for instance, the singular N2, wine, is the semantic
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head, satisfying the selection restrictions of the verb ferment; it is the plural
N1, however, which triggers number agreement on the verb. The same
contrast can be found in (39b), where the semantic head is in the plural
(sardines), while the verb appears in the singular, showing agreement with
N1 (tin).

(39) a. Two bottles of wine are/*is fermenting.
b. This tin of sardines has/*have gone bad.

6.4.3.1.6 Conclusion
In pseudo-partitives with a quantifier, container and part noun subject-
verb agreement unequivocally singles out one noun as the head of the
construction: with quantifier constructions, this is N2, with container and
part noun constructions, it is N1. These latter cases may be seen as pro-
blematic, as it was established that in pseudo-partitives N2 is always the
semantic head. This may lead one to conclude, with Akmajian and Lehrer
(1976: 410), that subject-verb agreement is simply not a suitable test for
headedness in pseudo-partitive constructions. Alternatively, the results of
this test may be taken to support an approach in which it is possible for
pseudo-partitives to have two heads: a semantic head (N2) and a syntactic
head (N1).

Matters are, however, further complicated by the fact that in con-
structions with a measure or collection noun the case for headedness seems
to be undecided. Let us have another look at the relevant constructions.
The crucial cases are those constructions where it looks as though in one
and the same construction it can be either the first or the second noun
which triggers agreement on the verb. For collection nouns some examples
are given in (40): in these constructions N1 is singular and N2 plural, while
the verb may be either plural (examples (40a) and (40b)) or singular
(examples (40a0) and (40b0)).

(40) a. Meanwhile the main group of runners come down the centre of the
track <ICE-GB:S2A-006 #130:3:A>

a0. . . . this more developed group of Third World countries has caught
up with the West, . . . <ICE-GB:W1A-014 #11:1>

b. a series of biochemical reactions take place during the normal
production of energy from these substrates <ICE-GB:S2A-053
#20:1:A>

b0. A series of changes occurs which are histologically described as
Wallerian degeneration. <ICE-GB:W2A-026 #75:1>

On the basis of these facts, one might conclude that in some cases it is N1
which triggers agreement on the verb, while in other cases it is N2. There
may, however, be an alternative explanation, based on the fact that the N1s
in these constructions are collective nouns and, as such, may take either a
singular or a plural verb, depending on their interpretation (collectively or
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as a set of individual entities). It is important to realize that these nouns
exhibit the same behaviour in regular noun phrases (examples (41a) and
(41b)). In fact, when we look at the list of collective nouns allowing both
a singular and a plural interpretation given in Quirk et al. (1985: 316),
we find that many of these nouns are typically used in pseudo-partitive
constructions (e.g. group, team, gang, clan, class, army, flock, audience,
party, etc.).

(41) a. At 60 rpm there was no difference in efficiency between the two
groups; at higher speeds the FT group was more efficient. <ICE-
GB:W2A-024 #87:1>

b. The Cannes group have tabled theirs <ICE-GB:S1B-053
#9:1:B>

This might then also account for the behaviour of measure noun con-
structions with a singular N1 and a plural N2: although N1 is formally
singular, it may still be in concord with the plural verb, since a collective
reading is available. Examples were given in (28a) and (28b), repeated here
for convenience:

(42) a. We need to remember that the vast majority of forces in this
country carry out their responsibilities in an efficient and sensible
manner <ICE-GB:S2B-031 #62:2:A>

b. In the south-east and parts of the west of the USA, a large
percentage of municipal water-supplies come from ground-water.
<ICE-GB:W2B-024 #68:1>

A similar argument could be used in the case of measure noun construc-
tions with a plural N1 and a singular N2. We saw that here, too, the verb
can appear either in the plural (as in example (43) (¼ (30)) or in the
singular (example (44) (¼ (31))):

(43) a. No significant amounts of aerosol were observed above 900 m.
<ICE-GB:W2A-029 #67:1>

b. . . . nearly two million tons of crude have already been pumped into
the sea spreading over three hundred and fifty square miles
<ICE-GB:S2B-018 #24:1:A>

(44) a. . . . for instance uh in East Anglia uhm eighty miles of uh bridle way
has just been formed through an arrangement between sixty
different farms <ICE-GB:S1B-037 #103:1:B>

b. Ten years of Mrs Thatcher has wiped out the democratically
elected metropolitan councils and effectively taken away most of
the powers of local government. <ICE-GB:W2B-014 #36:1>

As pointed out earlier, it is quite plausible to assume that the first nouns in
(44) are given a singular (collective) interpretation; especially as in regular
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NPs, too, these nouns would receive a singular interpretation (examples
( 45 a) and ( 45 b)).

( 45 ) a. Eighty miles is quite a distance.
b. Ten years is quite a long period.

It may therefore be argued that in pseudo-partitives with measure and
collection nouns, even where the verb shows formal agreement with N2, it
may nevertheless be N1 that determines number concord with the verb. In
that case, the subject-verb agreement test simply cannot be relied on as an
indicator of (syntactic) headedness. This means that the picture that
emerges is less complete but more consistent: in quantifier noun con-
structions the semantic head N2 functions also as the syntactic head, while
in container and part constructions N1 shows agreement with the verb,
while N2 functions as the semantic head.

6.4.3.2 Morphosyntactic locus
As we have seen in the previous section, in constructions with quantifier,
measure and container nouns both N1 and N2 can appear in the singular
and the plural. Consequently, it is not possible to determine the mor-
phosyntactic locus in these constructions on the basis of pluralization only.
Part and collection noun constructions are more interesting in this respect,
since the second noun is invariable: in part noun constructions N2, a mass
noun, is always in the singular, while in collection noun constructions N2 is
invariably plural. Since in both types of construction N1 can appear either
in the singular or in the plural (see examples (46)), this noun may be
regarded as the morphosyntactic locus.

(46) a. Well can’t you buy a piece of glass somewhere <ICE-GB:S1A-007
#48:1:B>

a0. Like I once described it, to be allowed to enter, to dance amongst
your pieces of broken Chinese porcelain. <ICE-GB:W1B-007
#138:4>

b. Another important group of organisms present in anaerobic ponds
are the sulphate-reducing bacteria. <ICE-GB:W2A-021 #57:1>

b0. Several groups of research workers are developing robotic systems
for this purpose. <ICE-GB:W2A-033 #3:1>

6.4.3.3 Extraposition of PP
Akmajian and Lehrer (1976) noted a difference between regular head-
complement constructions and pseudo-partitive constructions with regard
to PP-extraposition (see also Jackendoff 1977; Selkirk 1977):

(47) a. A review of a new book about French cooking came out yesterday.
b. A review came out yesterday of a new book about French cooking.
c. *A review of a book came out yesterday about French cooking.
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(48) a. A number of stories about Watergate soon appeared.
b. *A number soon appeared of stories about Watergate.
c. A number of stories soon appeared about Watergate.

On the basis of the examples in (47), Akmajian and Lehrer (1976: 396)
concluded that ‘no element may be extraposed more than one cycle up
from the cycle containing it’; thus in (47b) the complement PP of a new
book about French cooking can be extraposed, but not the more deeply
embedded element about French cooking. Although the sentences in (48b)
and (48c) may seem to constitute counterexamples, Akmajian and Lehrer
(1976) argued that their behaviour can be accounted for by assuming that
number here does not function as the head of the larger NP, but that instead
a number of functions as an (optional) quantifier specifying the element
stories about Watergate. In that case the PP about Watergate can be extra-
posed, while of stories about Watergate, which on this analysis does not even
form a constituent, cannot.

Extraposition thus seems to offer a fairly reliable operational test for
headedness: if extraposition of the of-string is possible, we are dealing with
a head-complement construction; if the of-string cannot be extraposed, N2
must be taken to function as the head. This view is confirmed by the fact
that in the examples in (49) (Akmajian and Lehrer 1976; Selkirk 1977) the
differences in subject-verb agreement reinforce the extraposition data: the
fact that in (49a0) and (48b0) extraposition of the of-phrase is possible
suggests that N1 must be the head; as such, we expect number agreement
to hold between N1 and the verb. Use of a plural verb, on the other hand,
is compatible only with a pseudo-partitive interpretation of these con-
structions; consequently, where the verb appears in the plural, extraposition
is not allowed.

(49) a. A sizeable herd of large African elephants was/were discovered last
year.

a0. A sizeable herd was/??were discovered last year of large African
elephants.

b. An assortment of responses to those questions of yours was/were
considered.

b0. An assortment was/*were considered of responses to those questions
of yours.

As in the case of binominal constructions, however, the extraposition test
needs to be applied with considerable caution. Once again, for instance, we
find that indications of syntactic headedness may be at variance with evi-
dence for semantic headedness. Thus, as Akmajian and Lehrer (1976) point
out in a footnote, their hypothesis wrongly predicts that extraposition is
possible from the head-complement construction in (50a), where N1 is the
semantic head (complying with the semantic selection restrictions of the
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verb), but not from the pseudo-partitive construction in (50b), where N2 is
the semantic head and N1 has a quantifying function. As it turns out,
however, the two extraposed constructions, given in the primed examples,
appear to be equally (un)acceptable.

(50) a. Several bottles of fine Spanish wine broke.
a0. ??Several bottles broke of fine Spanish wine.
b. Several bottles of fine Spanish wine spilled.
b0. ??Several bottles spilled of fine Spanish wine.

There are other reasons, however, for not relying too heavily on the
possibility of extraposition as a criterion for headedness in these con-
structions. First of all, the acceptability of extraposition can be shown to
depend on a number of different, though often interrelated, factors,
including the status of the PP (complement versus modifier), the length
and complexity of the PP, the information status of the PP, the length and
information status of the verb (or other intervening element(s)), the defi-
niteness of the host constituent, etc. (see also chapters 10 and 11). In
addition (or perhaps as a result), there is a pronounced lack of agreement
on which elements can actually be extraposed and why. Thus Napoli (1989:
221) argues that the of-phrase in binominal noun NPs are complements
because they do not allow extraposition (whereas modifiers do; cf. Radford
1988: 191); as we have just seen, Akmajian and Lehrer’s (1976) analysis of
pseudo-partitive constructions depends on the assumption that comple-
ments can be extraposed, whereas the of-string in a pseudo-partitive cannot
(examples (47) and (48)).

The corpus does not provide us with any examples of extraposition from
(supposedly) pseudo-partitive constructions. Although this in itself may be
taken as an indication that extraposition from these construction is not
possible, we will nevertheless proceed to look at some adapted examples of
each of the five types of pseudo-partitive construction to see if this is
indeed the case for all of them.

6.4.3.3.1 Quantifier nouns
In example (51) some examples from the corpus are given, with the primed
examples giving the same constructions after extraposition of the of-phrase.
As might be expected, the extraposed constructions are not acceptable.

(51) Quantifier nouns
a. A number of members of staff have the same problem <ICE-GB:

S1A-059 #249:1:B>
a0. *A large number have the same problem of members of staff
b. As well as out on Monday it looks as though we are going out

with a whole load of engineers on Tuesday night <ICE-GB:W1B-
005 #145:5>
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b0. *?As well as out on Monday it looks as though we are going out
with a whole load on Tuesday night of engineers (from countries all
over the world)

Example (52), however, shows that in those cases where number can be
assumed to act as the (semantic and syntactic) head of the construction,
extraposition is not always possible either, despite the heaviness of the
extraposed element in examples (52a0) and (52b0). Note, however, that
the extraposed element probably contains non-focal information, the salient
information being presented in the predicative part of the copular con-
struction.

(52) a. The number of work permits issued to Hong Kong nationals during
the twelve-month period ending on the thirtieth of June nineteen
ninety was eight hundred and sixty-eight <ICE-GB:S1B-059
#29:1:H>

a0. *The number was eight hundred and sixty-eight of work permits
issued to Hong Kong nationals during the twelve-month period
ending on the thirtieth of June nineteen ninety

b. I don’t understand the workings of it but I do believe that cer-
tainly the number of cases of hysterical blindness that I’ve seen in my
life is relatively small <ICE-GB:S1B-070 #112:1:B>

b0. *I don’t understand the workings of it but I do believe that
certainly the number is relatively small of cases of hysterical
blindness that I’ve seen in my life

6.4.3.3.2 Measure nouns
As shown by the examples in (53), measure noun constructions do not seem
to allow extraposition of the of-phrase. Note, however, that this may also be
due to the lack of complexity and focality of the extraposed element.

(53) a. . . . for instance uh in East Anglia uhm eighty miles of uh bridle way
has just been formed through an arrangement between sixty
different farms <ICE-GB:S1B-037 #103:1:B>

a0. *?for instance uh in East Anglia uhm eighty miles has just been
formed of uh bridle way through an arrangement between sixty
different farms

b. Only a handful of international relief agencies are currently working
in the country <ICE-GB:S2B-023 #85:3:A>

b0. *Only a handful are currently working in the country of inter-
national relief agencies.

6.4.3.3.3 Container nouns
As we have seen before (example (50)), extraposition of the of-phrase from
a container-noun construction yields an unacceptable (or highly ques-
tionable) result for pseudo-partitive constructions and head-complement
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constructions alike. This is further illustrated in example (54), where
extraposition yields an unacceptable construction irrespective of whether
N2 is the semantic head (example (54a)) or N1 (example (54b)).

(54) a. A glass of wine would make me incapable, but not drunk. <ICE-
GB:W2B-001 #51:1>

a0. *A glass would make me incapable of wine, but not drunk.
b. . . . a trestle table under which crates of beer were stacked. <ICE-

GB:W2F-018 #100:1>
b0. *? . . . a trestle table under which crates were stacked of beer.

Again, the reason for the unacceptability of the primed examples may be
attributed to the fact that the extraposed elements are both non-focal and
short. However, if it is the extraposed element which is the focus, as in
(55a), the result seems to be equally unacceptable; extraposition of a
lengthy element, on the other hand, does appear to yield a somewhat better
result (example (55b)).

(55) a. *A glass would make me incapable of wine, but not of beer.
b. ?? . . . a trestle table under which crates were stacked of especially

imported Belgian beer.

6.4.3.3.4 Part nouns
As illustrated in example (56), part noun constructions do not seem to
allow for extraposition of the of-phrase.

(56) a. And there the infra-orbital wound was debrided, small pieces of
cartilage were removed <ICE-GB:S2A-062 #64:1:A>

a0. *?And there the infra-orbital wound was debrided, small pieces
were removed of cartilage

b. The sharks were unheeding because blood was darkening the
water and strands of black seaweed oozed from wounds in the
sharks’ sides. <ICE-GB:W2F-001 #10:1>

b0. *?The sharks were unheeding because blood was darkening the
water and strands oozed from their wounds of black seaweed.

In this case, however, referential constructions do allow extraposition. An
example is given in (57); note that whereas (57a) is ambiguous between a
pseudo-partitive and a referential reading, (57a0) allows for the latter
interpretation only.

(57) a. Well I’d rather that than when you look round at a close friend of
yours and you see a great globule of yellowish wax in their ear
(adapted from <ICE-GB:S1A-080 #80:1:B>)

a0. ?Well I’d rather that than when you look round at a close
friend of yours and find that a great globule sits in their ear of
yellowish wax.
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6.4.3.3.5 Collection nouns
Finally, collection-noun constructions, too, do not allow for extraposition
of the of-string. As in the case of part nouns, extraposition is possible in
referential constructions. Examples are given in (58) and (59), respectively.

(58) a. Only a tiny clique of military intelligence chiefs and right-wing
politicians shared the secret. <ICE-GB:W2C-010 #10:1>

a0 *Only a tiny clique shared the secret of military intelligence chiefs
and right-wing politicians.

b. . . . a series of biochemical reactions take place . . . <ICE-GB:S2A-
053 #20:1:A>

b0. . . . *a series take place of biochemical reactions . . .

(59) a. A series of changes occurs which are histologically described as
Wallerian degeneration. <ICE-GB:W2A-026 #75:1>

a0. A series occurs of changes which are histologically described as
Wallerian degeneration.

Before we draw any conclusions from these facts, it needs to be emphasized
once more that it is by no means clear exactly under which circumstances
extraposition is possible. Having said that, it nevertheless remains plausible
to expect extraposition of the of-string not to be possible in the case of a
pseudo-partitive construction, for the simple reason that this string is not
supposed to form a constituent. This prediction seems to be borne out be
the facts.

Although this, in itself, may be regarded as supporting an N2-analysis,
the reliability of extraposition as a test for headedness is severely under-
mined by the fact that in the case of head-complement constructions
extraposition of the complement often yields equally degraded results. As
we have seen, views differ on the question of whether extraposition of
complements is possible in the first place, the prevalent confusion being
due to the fact that acceptability of extraposition is influenced by a large
number of partly interrelated features, not only of a syntactic, but also of
semantic and pragmatic nature. Consequently, extraposition cannot be
blindly relied upon as a criterion for headedness, and offers no conclusive
evidence in favour of either N1 or N2 as the head of the construction.

6.4.3.4 Determinant of concord
Again the relevant constructions are those where N1 and N2 differ in
number. Interestingly, it turns out that the number of the determiner is
invariably determined by the number of N1,5 even where the verb shows
agreement with N2. Some examples are given in (60).

5 See, however, the discussion of sort- and kind-nouns in chapter 7.
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(60) Quantifier nouns
a. A *(number of) members of staff have the same problem <ICE-

GB:S1A-059 #249:1:B>
Measure nouns
b. Only a *(handful of) international relief agencies are currently

working in the country <ICE-GB:S2B-023 #85:3:A>
Container nouns
c. . . . after several *(bottles of) wine, we suddenly got onto religion
<ICE-GB:S1A-084 #102:1:A>

On the assumption that we are dealing with pseudo-partitive constructions
here, the fact that the determiner must agree with N1 can lead to two
conclusions. First, N1 can be taken to function as the syntactic head of the
construction, while N2 functions as the semantic head. However, example
(60a) shows that even in purely quantificational constructions, where the
verb shows concord with N2, determiner concord is nevertheless with N1.
Moreover, this conclusion would be inconsistent with the analysis pro-
posed: after all, if N1 is analysed as part of a complex quantifier, then
number agreement should hold not between Det1 and N2 but between the
complex quantifier and N2. Within the complex quantifier, however, N1
functions as the head; as such, N1 can be expected to agree in number
with the determiner. This would mean that, even if Det1 agrees in number
with N1, N2 may still be regarded as the syntactic head of the overall
pseudo-partitive construction; it also means that determinant of concord
cannot be used as a test to determine headftness in pseudo-partitive con-
structions.

6.4.4 Pragmatic criteria

In (61), the italicized quantifier, measure and collection noun constructions
function as the antecedent of a plural anaphoric pronoun, even though the
quantifier, measure and collection noun are formally singular. Note that in
the case of a quantifier noun, it is not possible to use a singular pronoun
(example (61a)). In the other cases, singular reference is not excluded,
although the result may be semantically odd or deviant.

(61) Quantifier noun
a. A number of standard test manoeuvres have been established for

models and these /* it can also be conducted on the full-scale
vessel on trials . . . <ICE-GB:W2A-039 #47:1>

Measure noun
b. We need to remember that the vast majority of forces in this

country carry out their /? its responsibilities in an efficient and
sensible manner <ICE-GB:S2B-031 #62:2:A>
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Collection noun
c. Past the queues of tourists outside Lenin’s tomb strides a British

explorer with a string of military adventures behind him most of
them /*? it aimed at the defeat of Communism <ICE-GB:S2B-024
#21:1:A>

However, the fact that the pronoun appears in the plural does not auto-
matically mean that the number of the overall reference is determined by
N2. This conclusion may be justified in the case of (61a); in (61b) and
(61c), on the other hand, N1 is a collective noun, and may as such be given
either a singular or a plural reading (cf. section 6.4.3.1). This means that in
these examples N1 may be regarded as the head, even if both the verb and
the anaphoric pronoun appear in the plural. It also explains why use of a
singular verb and a singular anaphoric pronoun is possible.

If we have a combination of a plural N1 and a singular N2, use of a
plural anaphoric pronoun can be taken as evidence that it is N1 that is used
referentially and functions as the head of the construction. A straightfor-
ward example of such a construction is given in (62a), where the italicized
NP is a left-headed qualifying construction, to be interpreted as ‘parcels
full of cannabis’. In such referential constructions, the indefinite pronoun
one can also be used in an anaphoric relation with N1, as shown in (62b),
where one shares its denotation with the noun layer.

(62) a. The widow had merely unpacked the parcels of cannabis when they
arrived at her home from Kenya and she was clearly only on the
fringes of the enterprise. <ICE-GB:W2B-020 #62:1>

b. Individual sheets of papyrus were made by arranging first one
layeri of parallel strips laid down side by side, and then a second
similar onei with its strips running at right angles to those of the
first. (adapted from <ICE-GB:S2A-048 #56:1:A>)

Replacement of N1 by the indefinite pronoun one yields the same results.
Again, replacement of N1 is not possible in the case of a pseudo-partitive
construction, as shown in example (63). Note that examples (63b)–(63d)
may be marginally acceptable, but only on an (obviously non-preferred)
referential reading.

(63) Quantifier nouns
a. A large number of standard test manoeuvres have been established,

as well as a small number/*one of non-standard test manoeuvres.
Measure nouns

b. . . . his little animal had recently been fed, and the keeper had thrown
a small handful of mealworms, and another handful/*?one of fruit.

Container nouns
c. A single glass of wine would make me incapable, so I’ll have a small

glass/*?one of beer.
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Collection nouns
d. Past the queues of tourists outside Lenin’s tomb strides a British

explorer with an impressive string of military adventures behind him, as
well as a modest string/??one of incidents in the field of intelligence.

As shown in the primeless examples in (64), it is possible for N2 in a pseudo-
partitive construction to be replaced by the indefinite pronoun one. Replace-
ment by a definite pronoun, as in the primed examples in (64), is possible only
on a referential (partitive) interpretation.

(64) a. A number of standard test manoeuvres have been established, in
addition to a number of non-standard ones.

a0. Some standard test manoeuvres have been established; we have
tried a number of these out on a model.

b. Past the queues of tourists outside Lenin’s tomb strides a British
explorer with a string of military adventures behind him, as well
as a string of politically delicate ones.

b0. Past the queues of tourists outside Lenin’s tomb strides a British
explorer with many adventures behind him; a string of these took
place at the height of the cold war.

Finally, let us have a look at a slightly different, but nevertheless related
type of construction, where a pseudo-partitive occurs as the embedded ele-
ment of a partitive construction. Some examples from the corpus are given in
(65). In all these examples, the denotation of the implied head is determined by
the second noun of the embedded NP. In (65a), for instance, the referent of
the entire partitive construction is a person, not a number, while in (65b)
overall reference is to a house, not to a clutch. This clearly shows that the
embedded element is indeed a pseudo-partitive construction, in which N2
functions as the (semantic) head and N1 fulfils a quantifying function.

(65) a. Uhm I’m one of a large number of people doing research onto s into
mechanisms of stimulus secretion coupling <ICE-GB:S2A-034
#98:4:A>

b. Geary’s Vermilion House which I showed you, is but one of a
whole clutch of blown apart Los Angeleno houses, Angeleno boxes in
fact <ICE-GB:S2A-040 #54:1:A>

c. It’s one of a whole series of diplomatic moves which are taking place
now which are all aimed at averting war <ICE-GB:S2B-012 #
104:1:F>

When the first noun appears in the plural, on the other hand, the
embedded NP can only be interpreted as a referential construction. Thus,
in (66a), the implied head noun can only be clutch, and no longer house.
Similarly, overall reference of the expressions in (66b) is to a series and a
group, respectively, not to a move or a system. In other words, whereas the
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embedded constructions in (65) are pseudo-partitives, the embedded
constructions in (66) are referential constructions, headed by the first noun.

(66) a. . . . one of several clutches of blown apart Los Angeleno houses
b. . . . one of three series of diplomatic moves

All these observations about pronominalization are in keeping with the
view that whereas in referential constructions, including partitives, N1
functions as the head, in pseudo-partitive constructions N2 functions as the
head. In addition, they confirm the view that quantifier nouns can only be
given a quantificational reading, while other types of N1 can be used either
quantificationally or referentially.

6.4.5 Additional properties

This section considers some further syntactic and semantic properties of
pseudo-partitives which need to be accounted for in an analysis of these
constructions.

6.4.5.1 Determiners and quantifiers
As pointed out before, purely quantificational pseudo-partitive constructions
can only take the indefinite article. Since quantifier nouns, like lot and (great)
deal, can only be used quantificationally, they cannot co-occur with the
definite article, or any other definite determiner (demonstrative or possessive)
in a pseudo-partitive construction (example (67)). Measure nouns can take a
definite determiner, although this usually triggers a referential interpretation.
Thus in example (68a), which can only have a quantificational reading, use of
a definite determiner is not possible; by contrast, in example (68b), which can
only be interpreted referentially, definite determiners are allowed. The
examples in (69), however, show that the use of a demonstrative or possessive
determiner is not incompatible with a quantificational reading.

(67) a. The Survey’s more interesting than a/*the/*this lot of things
people are doing <ICE-GB:S1A-014 #252:1:C>

b. The coal trade provided a/*the/*that great deal of work for
Londoners <ICE-GB:S2B-022 #47:1:A>

(68) a. A/*The/*This/*Your number of members of staff have the same
problem <ICE-GB:S1A-059 #249:1:B>

b. The/Our true number of vacant posts was one thousand four
hundred <ICE-GB:S2B-017 #61:1:B>

(69) a. However, it is unlikely that the computer would be able to process this
amount of data in a reasonable time. <ICE-GB:W2A-016#23:1>

b. The latter feared the boroughs because of their masses of urban voters
and were looking for allies <ICE-GB:S2B-025#28:1:A>
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The remaining three types of first noun can be used with any of these
determiners. Although the context may force or favour a quantificational
reading, in isolation these constructions seem to favour a referential
reading. This is particularly true of constructions with a demonstrative
determiner. Some examples are given in (70).

(70) Container nouns
a. Put the onions into the bowl and chop finely, and add the tin of

tomatoes through the feed-tube with the motor running. <ICE-
GB:W2D-020 #98:1>

Part nouns
b. This experience might just quicken the hearts and inform the

minds of these influential people to the realisation that their bit of
civil society in Britain is degenerating dangerously <ICE-GB:
S2A-039 #54:1:A>

Collection nouns
c. . . . this more developed group of Third World countries has caught

up with the West . . . <ICE-GB:W1A-014 #11:1>

Asmight be expected, quantifiers cannot be combinedwith quantifier nouns,
as both fulfil the same function (examples (71a) and (71b)). Constructions with
measure, container, part or collection nouns do allow for quantification; in the
case of a container, part or collection noun, the result is a referential con-
struction, headed by N1. Examples with a container and a collection noun are
given in (71e) and (71f). Somemeasure nouns, on the other hand, do allow for a
quantificational reading, even when containing a quantifier. In these cases,
illustrated in example (71c) and (71d), the quantifier forms one unit with the
measure noun, the result being one complex quantifying expression.

(71) Quantifier nouns
a. *every lot/number of people
b. *every great deal of work
Measure nouns
c. She added several tablespoons of olive oil.
d. They built many kilometres of road in this part of the country.
Container nouns
e. In amongst the hundreds of civilian vehicles tanks and trucks

lying wrecked on the road are many tons of live ammunition <ICE-
GB:S2B-004 #76:1:F>

Collection nouns
f. Several groups of research workers are developing robotic systems

for this purpose. <ICE-GB:W2A-033 #3:1>

Numerals, finally, seem to behave in a similar way. They cannot be used
in combination with quantifier nouns (examples (72a) and (72b)), but are
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acceptable with measure, container, part and collection nouns, as shown in
examples (72c)–(72h). With container, part and collection nouns they seem to
force (or favour) a referential reading (especially when preceded by the definite
article); with measure nouns, a quantificational reading remains plausible.

(72) Quantifier nouns
a. *one lot/number of people
b. *three lots/numbers of staff
Measure nouns
c. Meanwhile fry the sliced leeks in 2 tablespoons of olive oil until

they’ve softened. <ICE-GB:W2D-020 #140:1>
d. Many have lost one parent, some both, in the 15 years of civil war

that have brought Angola, potentially one of the richest countries
in Africa, to its knees. <ICE-GB:W2C-002 #40:2>

Container nouns
e. And there were stories to be written even in our limited space,

snappy pars about the hoarder who accumulated 774 tins of
food . . . <ICE-GB:W2F-014 #90:1>

Part nouns
f. Spread two slices of bread with mustard, and top each with four

turkey slices, one slice of cheese, and two peppers. (www.nurse-
town.com/nurse_jobs_article_60.html)

Collection nouns
g. . . . and because these secondary metabolites are often found only

in one group of closely related plants, they can also be useful
taxonomic markers. <ICE-GB:W2B-030 #77:1>

h. Expenditure above the official target figure set in Whitehall will
be spread proportionately among the seven bands of property
owners paying the charge. <ICE-GB:W2C-020 #5:1>

These facts confirm an analysis in which the first noun acts as part of a
complex quantifier rather than as the head of an NP. This would explain why
on a quantificational reading, they typically do not co-occur with other quan-
tifiers or numerals; if they do, the quantifier or numeral, too, will be interpreted
as part of the complex quantifier, specifying N1 rather than the expression as a
whole.

Secondly, the difference between quantifier nouns on the one hand, and
container, part and collection nouns on the other, is once more emphasized:
whereas the former can only be used in a quantificational function, the
other nouns can also have a referential use. On this referential use, these
nouns can freely co-occur with quantifiers and numerals, as well as with the
definite article, a demonstrative determiner or a possessive determiner,
although here the referential reading seems to be preferred. Measure nouns
seem to come in between these two groups: they behave in some way like
quantifier nouns, but also share features with the other three types of noun.
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6.4.5.2 Premodification
Adjectives preceding the first noun of a pseudo-partitive construction can
have two functions: they may be used as intensifiers or downtoners,
modifying the quantificational force of the first noun, or they may be used
in an attributive function, assigning a property to N1, N2 or the con-
struction as a whole.

6.4.5.2.1 Intensifying adjectives modifying N1
Adjectives with a intensifying/downtoning function are most frequently
found in measure noun constructions. Some examples are given in (73).

(73) Measure nouns
a. All sorts of people were present, representatives from the quarry,

officials from local authorities, . . . a respectable handful of private
individuals who were there only because they took an interest in
the neighbourhood. (Anthony Powell, A dance to the music of time,
part 4, p. 679).

b. There’s a certain amount of academic snobbery attached to UNIX I
always feel <ICE-GB:S1A-029 #173:1:A>

c. We also see that forty-eight per cent gave accounts of being
deprived of either food or water or basic living conditions facil-
ities for significant lengths of time <ICE-GB:S2A-034 #89:3:A>

In (73a), the adjective respectable does not describe a property of N1 or N2;
instead it qualifies the quantity indicated by the first noun handful. Simi-
larly, in (73c), the adjective significant does not modify the second noun
time, nor the complex element lengths of time; rather, it serves to strengthen
the quantifying force of the first noun length.

In the case of constructions with a container or part noun, the scope of the
adjective may be more difficult to establish. In (74a) and (74b), for instance,
the adjective may be seen as having an intensifying function (qualifying the
quantity expressed by the first noun), or a descriptive function (modifying
the object denoted by the first noun). In the case of the former, we are
dealing with a pseudo-partitive construction, with N2 functioning as the
head; in the latter case the construction is a referential one and the adjective
has scope over both the head (N1) and the modifying PP.

(74) Container nouns
a. I always remember as a small boy, uh uh I knew, uh by the smell

of Turkish cigarettes and the fact that I would get an enormous box
of chocolates that uh some of Mum’s sailor friends were <laugh>
we we were at home <ICE-GB:S1B-041 #169:1:B>

Part noun
b. You’d say I’m sorry but I have to tell you you’ve got a big globule

of wax in your ear <ICE-GB:S1A-080 #84:1:A>
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Collection nouns
c. but I actually remember getting a whole series of uhm books that’d

been in in a sort of bargain basement and were sort of one pound
fifty each <ICE-GB:S1A-013 #172:1:B>

As shown by example (74c), collection nouns, too, can be modified by
intensifying adjectives. Here the adjective whole functions as an intensifier:
it does not predicate of a particular series of books that it is complete, but is
used to indicate that a great many books were bought.

Finally, quantifier nouns also allow for the use of intensifying adjectives,
but their use is restricted to a small number of fixed expressions (see (75b)).
Not surprisingly, the adjective cannot have a descriptive function, and can
only be interpreted as part of the quantifier.

(75) Quantifier nouns
a. She didn’t apparently want to tell me anything but she thought

I’d put on an awful lot of weight <ICE-GB:S1A-041 #185:1:A>
b. It involves a whole/an awful/a tremendous/*a large/*a great/*a

considerable/*a fair lot of work.

6.4.5.2.2 Descriptive adjectives modifying N1
In those cases where the adjective preceding N1 has a descriptive function,
the construction in question is a referential one, with N1 denoting a specific
object or entity complemented or modified by the following PP. As a result,
such adjectives cannot be used in combination with quantifier nouns, which
can only have a quantificational function, having too little semantic content
to allow for this kind of descriptive modification. Measure nouns, too, have
little semantic content, but just enough to be used referentially, in which
case they can be modified by a descriptive adjective. Some examples are
given in (76). Note that the singular verb in (76b) confirms the view that we
are dealing with a referential construction, with N1 functioning both as the
semantic and the syntactic head.

(76) Measure nouns
a. One of the first problems I encountered with the menu system

was in the display, and how to display a menu with a variable
number of entries in a window of fixed size. <ICE-GB:W1A-005
#64:1>

b. The true number of vacant posts was one thousand four hundred
<ICE-GB:S2B-017 #61:1:B>

Container, part and collection nouns, on the other hand, can much more
easily be modified by descriptive adjectives. An example of a referential
container construction is given in (77a), where the adjective half-filled is
semantically compatible with N1, but not with N2. The same is true for the
part-noun construction in (77b), where the adjective individual can only
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modify the first noun. Observe that here, too, it is the first noun which
shows number agreement with the verb, while the context also forces a
referential reading.

(77) Container nouns
a. A half-filled mug of coffee stood in the hearth, beside an opened

paperback, laid face down to keep the reader’s place. <ICE-GB:
W2F-003 #67:1>

Part nouns
b. Individual sheets of papyrus were made by arranging first one layer

of parallel strips laid down side by side, . . . <ICE-GB:S2A-048
#56:1:A>

Collection nouns
c. Cos with Welsh there used to be parallel sets of masculine and

feminine numbers <ICE-GB:S1A-053 #324:1:A>

Finally, example (77c) shows that descriptive adjectives can also be used in
combination with collection nouns. Again the construction will be given a
referential interpretation, with the adjective modifying the entire head-
complement construction. Thus, the intended reading is the one in which
the adjective applies to N1 rather than N2.

The examples (78a) and (78b) may at first sight seem a bit puzzling, as
the adjective clearly modifies N1 (or the construction as a whole), while the
verb shows number agreement with N2. However, as pointed out before
(cf. discussion of example (40)), the first noun in these constructions is a
collective noun, which, when given a plural interpretation, may trigger
plural agreement with the verb.

(78) a. Unconformities are produced by either the rocks of a sequence
not being deposited or the rocks have been deposited, but were
eroded away before a later series of rocks were deposited. <ICE-
GB:W1A-020 #73:3>

b. Meanwhile the main group of runners come down the centre of the
track <ICE-GB:S2A-006 #130:3:A>

6.4.5.2.3 Descriptive adjectives modifying N2
In quantifier-noun constructions, a descriptive adjective preceding N1 cannot
be interpreted as modifying N2. This is, of course, as may be expected, given
that the first noun functions as a quantifier, and quantifiers in English precede
adjectives. Some examples can be found in (79). With regard to (79b), the
quantifier noun number can be modified by smaller (a smaller number of
businesses), but that this is clearly not the reading intended.

(79) Quantifier nouns
a. And we passed a lot of dead bodies/*a dead lot of bodies <ICE-GB:

S2A-050 #170:2:A>
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b. Misleading or deceitful sales practices were hitting a growing
number of smaller firms, a new report claimed today. (http://www.
fsb.org.uk/)

As in many other respects, the behaviour of measure nouns in constructions
of this kind is rather equivocal. Inmost cases descriptive adjectivemodifying the
second noun cannot precede the first noun, but must be placed in the position
immediately preceding the second noun, as shown in (80a) and (80a 0)).

(80) Measure nouns
a. Only a handful of international relief agencies are currently working

in the country <ICE-GB:S2B-023 #85:3:A>
a0. *Only an international handful of relief agencies are currently

working in the country
b. . . . every 250ml can contains the juice over a third of a pound

of delicious Scottish raspberries (http://www.50connect.co.uk/50c/
cock-tailsrasp.asp)

b0. . . . even if McDonald’s burgers DID taste like a delicious pound of
gourmet ground sirloin (http://spurlockwatch.typepad.com/front/
2005/07/pressing_the_me.html)

Occasionally, however, an adjective describing a property of the second
noun can precede the measure noun, as shown in (80b0). The question that
arises is, of course, whether the adjective here still modifies N2 (on a
pseudo-partitive reading), or N1 (on a referential, head-complement
reading). The fact that not all not all adjectives modifying N2 can appear in
this position (*a red pound of apples, *a Dutch kilo of cheese) may suggest
that some property-assigning adjectives, like delicious, behave like intensi-
fying adjectives and can be analysed as part of a complex quantifier, thus
allowing for (80b) on a pseudo-partitive reading, while other adjectives
(like red and Dutch) can only trigger a (in this case implausible) referential
reading when preceding N1.

An explanation along these lines seems to be confirmed by the fact that
in container noun constructions an adjective indicating a property of N2
can only precede N1 on a quantificational reading. This is shown in
example (81), where the use of with instead of of, forcing a referential
reading, leads to an unacceptable result.

(81) Container nouns
a. when you come home at night and she’s still in her dressing gown

with a cold cup of/*?with coffee and a piece of toast (adapted from
<ICE-GB:S1A-016 #340:1:C>)

b. Even then it’s a welcome chance to warm freezing hands over a
steaming bowl of /??with food (adapted from <ICE-GB:S2B-024
#101:1:A>)
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Finally, with part nouns, it is once again more difficult to determine
which of the two nominal elements is modified by the adjective. Thus, in
(82a)–(82c), the modifiers great reforming, nice and very good can be
interpreted as applying to the first noun – or rather the construction as a
whole – or it may be taken to apply to N2, with the first noun functioning
as a quantifier; in case of the former, we are dealing with a regular head-
complement construction; in the latter with a pseudo-partitive. The same is
true for the collection noun constructions in (82d)–(82f). Note that in these
cases, however, there may be a difference in meaning between the two
constructions: on a referential reading of (82f), for instance, it is the chain
that is menacing, rather than the individual events.

(82) Part nouns
a. That act was a great reforming piece of legislation and by and large

it has been successful <ICE-GB:S2B-037 #104:1:A>
b. There’s a nice bit of conversation <ICE-GB:S1A-065 #160:1:D>
c. And that’s a very good piece of news <ICE-GB:S1B-036 #94:1:E>
Collection nouns
d. In Sir Maurice Powicke’s account, Edward assumes the role of a

benevolent uncle, striving (often vainly) to reconcile and placate a
fractious group of squabbling children. <ICE-GB:W2A-010 #35:1>

e. The result of this very careful series of measurements is shown on the
next on this graph <ICE-GB:S2A-041 #54:1:A>

f. The menacing chain of events at the villa <ICE-GB:W2F-016
#68:1>

6.4.5.2.4 Conclusion
The behaviour of premodifying adjectives in pseudo-partitive construc-
tions once again confirms the view that constructions with different types
of N1 behave in different ways. Quantifier nouns only allow for mod-
ification by means of a restricted number of intensifying adjectives, which
can be analysed as part of the complex expression quantifying over N2.
Since N1 does not have a referential function, it cannot be modified by a
descriptive adjective. Neither can a descriptive adjective preceding N1 be
interpreted as modifying N2. All other types of first noun can be preceded
by both intensifying and descriptive adjectives, although in measure-noun
constructions the latter rarely occur. If the adjective has an intensifying
function, the construction is a quantificational one: as in the case of
modified quantifier nouns, the adjective modifies only N1 and forms part of
a complex quantifying element. Descriptive adjectives, on the other hand,
have the construction as a whole in their scope. In that case, the
construction is typically referential, and the adjective compatible with the
head (N1) of a head-complement construction; if the construction is given
a pseudo-partitive interpretation, N1 has a quantifying function and the
adjective modifies the N2 head.
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Of special interest are those measure, container and (to a lesser extent)
part and collection noun constructions where a descriptive adjective clearly
modifies N2 on a quantificational reading of N1. From the point of view of
analysis, these constructions are problematic: on the basis of its position
(preceding the complex quantifier) the adjective can only be analysed as
part of the complex quantifier; such an analysis is, however, difficult to
reconcile with the fact that the adjective indicates a property of N2.6

Nevertheless, the conclusion seems justified that constructions with part
nouns, collection nouns and container nouns (and to some extent measure
nouns) containing a descriptive adjective preceding N1 can receive either a
referential or a pseudo-partitive interpretation. In the case of a referential
reading, N1 functions as the syntactic and the semantic head; on the
pseudo-partitive reading, N1 functions as the syntactic head (accounting
for the position of the adjective as preceding N1), while N2 is the semantic
head (accounting for the fact that the adjective predicates over N2).

6.4.5.3 Postmodification
Restrictive relative clauses may take as their antecedent either N2 or the
of-construction as a whole. In both cases, there are two possible analyses,
depending on the role of the first noun (quantificational or referential).

If the first noun is used quantificationally, with N2 functioning as the head
of a pseudo-partitive construction, N2 can be the antecedent of a restrictive
relative clause. In that case, both antecedent and restrictive relative clause fall
within the scope of the quantificational first noun. In referential construc-
tions, too, N2 can be the antecedent of a post-modifying relative clause. In
that case, N1 functions as the (syntactic and semantic) head of a head-
complement construction, with N2 and the restrictive clause forming part of
its complement.

In addition, the of-construction as a whole may function as the ante-
cedent of the restrictive relative clause. In that case the construction can
again be a referential one, this time with the relative clause modifying the
entire head-complement construction. Alternatively, N1 may function as

6 Interestingly, where the adjective satisfies the semantic selection restrictions of both nouns,
the preferred interpretation may differ from case to case. In examples (ia) and (ib), for
instance, by far the most likely interpretation is that in which the adjectives Chinese and
wooden modify N1, while in examples (ic) and (id), the adjectives valuable and nice seem to
indicate a property of N2. Although more research into this matter is needed, these
examples suggest that it is the type of adjective which determines the preferred reading:
adjectives describing inherent (objective) properties seem to force a referential reading,
while evaluative (subjective) properties seem to prefer a pseudo-partitive interpretation.

(i) a. a Chinese bowl of soup
b. a wooden box of toys
c. a very valuable box of jewellery
d. a nice cup of coffee
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the syntactic head (i.e. exhibit number agreement with the verb), while N2
functions as the semantic head of the construction.

In what follows each of these construction types will be illustrated by
means of some examples from the corpus.

6.4.5.3.1 N2 antecedent þ head of a pseudo-partitive construction
In the examples in (83) N1 has a quantificational function. N2 functions as
the head of the construction and is the only possible candidate for ante-
cedenthood. This view is supported by the fact that in those cases where
the construction has subject function, either in the main clause or in the
relative clause, number agreement is between the verb and second noun
(see also section 6.4.3.1). Example (83) gives some constructions with
quantifier nouns. In (84) some examples can be found of collection noun
constructions; note, however, that here the relative clause may also be
interpreted as modifying the construction as a whole.

(83) Quantifier nouns
a. and I think there were an awful lot of [people]i whoi were quite

cynical about being marched into church, . . . <ICE-GB:S1B-041
#39:1:B>

b. People are not all conditioned like robots though because there
are a number of other [variations]i that influence how effective an
association is. <ICE-GB:W1A-017 #109:2>

c. There are a number of [metabolic reactions]i whichi go backwards
and forwards, producing no net chemical work but only heat.
<ICE-GB:W2A-024 #42:1>

(84) Collection nouns
a. The answer to that question lies in a series of [closely interrelated

problems]i whichi are difficult to disentangle. <ICE-GB:W2A-010
#71:1>

b. Well it [ACPO] isn’t accountable on the basis that it merely is a
group of [Chief Constables]i whoi sit down together to consider the
new issues . . . <ICE-GB:S1B-033 #79:1:C>

c. And finally we have what we call the Chester group of companies,
a range of [corporate activities]i whichi are the inevitable attach-
ments of land ownership on a significant scale . . . <ICE-GB:
S2A-045 #46:1:A>

6.4.5.3.2 N2 antecedent; N1 syntactic and semantic head of a
head-complement construction

There are also cases where there are clear indications, syntactic and/
or semantic, that the constructions in question are head-complement
constructions, and that the restrictive relative clause modifies the second
noun only. Consider, for instance, the measure-noun constructions in (85).
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In (85a), it is the first noun that is selected by the verb in the main clause
(i.e. the reader is invited to look at the number, not at the businessmen);
the restrictive clause, on the other hand, can only be interpreted as mod-
ifying the (plural and [þhuman]) second noun. The same analysis seems
appropriate for the constructions in examples (85b) and (85c).

(85) Measure nouns
a. You look at the number of [businessmen]i whoi go bust <ICE-GB:

S1B-005 #168:1:A>
b. I should think the number of [people]i whoi would actually run a run

a process like this would be really quite small <ICE-GB:S1B-020
#203:1:A>

c. Perhaps the most striking feature of institutional care in Britain
has been the consistent percentage of [older people]i whoi enter such
care over time <ICE-GB:W2A-013 #66:1>

Similarly, in example (86a), it is the container denoted by N1 which satisfies
the selection restrictions of the main clause verb (lay), while the restrictive
clause can, semantically speaking, only be taken to modify the second
noun. In (86b), the singular main clause verb shows number agreement with
the collection noun, while the verb of the restrictive clause agrees in number
with N2. In all these cases, it is therefore reasonable to assume that N1
functions as the semantic and syntactic head of the construction and that
the second noun and the restrictive clause together make up the modifier/
complement.

(86) Container nouns
a. Prim and correct in her starch and streamers Pritchard laid on

Amy’s table-mat a plate of [semolina pudding]i over whichi a skin of
a peculiarly repellent texture suggesting that the substance had been
boiled not in milk, but chalk, was visibly forming. <ICE-GB:W2F-
005 #29:1>

b. A series of [changes]i occurs whichi are histologically described as
Wallerian degeneration. <ICE-GB:W2A-026 #75:1>

6.4.5.3.3 Construction as a whole antecedent; N1 syntactic and
semantic head

Where the of-construction is analysed as a referential construction, it is also
possible for the restrictive relative clause to modify the head-complement
construction as a whole. In the measure-noun construction in (87a),
for instance, the most likely interpretation is that in which the vacuum
referred to is applied to the length of flexible hose, rather than to the non-
quantified second noun hose, although, syntactically speaking, both
readings are available. In (87b) the singular form of the verb in the relative
clause shows that it can only be interpreted as modifying N1 (the part noun
layer).
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(87) Measure nouns
a. Each teatcup is attached to a [length of flexible hose]i through

whichi vacuum is applied to the teatcup to hold it on the udder and to
extract the milk. <ICE-GB:W2A-033 #12:1>

Part nouns
b. A point will be reached where the thickness of the film prevents suf-

ficient nutrients reaching the [layer of microorganisms]i whichi is
attached to the medium. <ICE-GB:W2A-021 #26:1>

In the collection noun constructions in (88), too, N1 can only be given a
referential interpretation. Thus, in (88a), both the ‘physical realization’ of
the main clause and the ‘postulating’ of the relative clause concern the
highly interconnected sets rather than the processors. In (88b), the evi-
dence is both semantic and syntactic. Semantically, series does not have a
quantifying function: it does not indicate a quantity of books, but a
chronological set of books; syntactically, the status of N1 becomes clear
from the use of a singular verb in the it-cleft (was).

(88) Collection nouns
a. Much of the contemporary work on neural nets can therefore be

seen as work on learning algorithms, which are not primarily con-
cerned with the physical realisation of the [highly interconnected sets
of processors]i whichi they postulate. <ICE-GB:W2A-032 #63:1>

b. When I was a young and inexperienced gardener a thing that really
whetted my appetite is a is a a very dumpy thick tome or a a [series
of tomes]i thati you can’t get your hands on for love nor money now
which was sold in four and sixpenny weekly instalments called the
Marshall Cavendish Encyclopedia of Gardening <ICE-GB:S1B-025
#138:1:B>

6.4.5.3.4 Construction as a whole antecedent; N1 syntactic head, N2
semantic head

In the measure-noun constructions in (89), the first noun (the estimated 41,000
cubic kilometers) clearly functions as the syntactic head of the construction:
firstly, there is number agreement between the first noun and the verb in the
relative clause (return); secondly, the elliptic construction functioning as
subject of the main clause (9,000 cubic kilometers) shows number agreement
with the verb of the main clause (are). At the same time, it might be claimed
that it is the second noun which functions as the semantic head (with N1
indicating quantity), as it is the water that returns from the sea and which is
available for human use (see also section 6.4.3.1; examples (30)–(32)).

(89) Of the [estimated 41,000 cubic kilometres of water]i whichi return each
year from the land to the sea, around 9,000 cubic kilometres are
readily available for human use <ICE-GB:W2B-024 #61:1>
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6.4.5.4 Recursivity
Pseudo-partitives may also consist of a first noun followed by an embedded
NP which in turn consists of two nominal elements. In this section, some of
the possible combinations will be considered.

If in a purely quantificational pseudo-partitive construction N1 is part
of a complex quantifier quantifying over the set denoted by N2, then it
should not be possible for such a construction as a whole to occur as the N2
of yet another quantifying noun. In other words, if the analysis of pseudo-
partitive constructions suggested in this section is correct, purely quanti-
ficational nouns cannot be recursive. As shown in example (90a), this is
indeed the case. Combinations of quantifier nouns and constructions
containing any of the other types of N1 are acceptable. Some examples are
given in (90b)–(90e), where the embedded constructions can receive either
a referential interpretation, with the complex quantifier quantifying over a
head-complement construction, or a pseudo-partitive interpretation, in
which case the first two nouns are both part of the complex quantifier (e.g.
any number of pounds as a complex quantifier indicating the quantity of
raisins in (90b)).

(90) a. *a number of a lot of people
b. To this may be added any number of pounds of raisins. (docsouth.

unc.edu/imls/porcher/porcher.html)
c. He had spent the morning lying by the swimming pool in his

fluffy bathrobe, sipping on any number of glasses of lemonade
(www.schnoogle.com/authors/al/DD01.html)

d. A loop may consist of any number of pieces of spaghetti tied together
(ken.duisenberg.com/potw/archive/arch96/961219sol.html)

e. Audio conferencing could facilitate a live debate or discussion
between any number of groups of students from all over the nation at
one time! (www.ucs.mun.ca/�emurphy/conference.html)

The same pattern is found with any of the other combinations of nouns.
Thus quantifier nouns cannot appear as N2 with any other type of noun
(*three tons of a number of apples, *a container of a lot of chocolates, *?a set of a
lot of screwdrivers), while all other combinations seem to be allowed (e.g. a
box of bars of soap, several hundred pounds of boxes of junk, a box of sets of
plug-in resistors, a set of bottles of essential oils). Not surprisingly, the only
exceptions are constructions with a part noun as N1; after all, recursivity of
this kind requires the embedded element to denote a set, whereas part
nouns can only be followed by a mass noun.

These data once again show that quantifier nouns are different from other
types of N1 in that they allow only for a quantificational reading; as such they
cannot occur within the scope of any other quantificational first noun, nor can
they occur as part of the complement of a referentially used first noun. With
the (logical) exception of part nouns, all other types do allow for recursivity.
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6.4.5.5 The element of
Finally, let us once more consider the status of the element of. In the course
of the discussion it will have become clear that there is considerable
evidence to suggest that in pseudo-partitive constructions the element of
does not form a constituent with the following noun. An alternative
analysis was proposed by Selkirk (1977), who represented of as part of the
complex quantifier. Jackendoff (1977: 120), on the other hand, analysed
of as a purely grammatical element linking the two nominal expressions
(e.g. [NP [NP a bunch] [of] [N 0 men]]). To resolve the issue, consider the
following examples:

(91) a. We ran a number of tests.
a0. We ran some tests.
b. I know a lot of people.
b0. I know many people.
c. She ate a box of chocolates.
c0. She ate some chocolates.
d. He offered me a piece of cake.
d0. He offered me some cake.
e. They did a series of experiments.
e0. They did several experiments.

In these examples the simple quantifiers some, many and several can replace
the strings a number of, a lot of, a box of and a series of. This seems to
suggests that in the primeless examples, the determiner, N1 and the ele-
ment of together form a complex quantifier.

The examples in (92), on the other, seem to support an analysis of of as a
separate element. In these examples, the second noun of a pseudo-partitive
is implied (unexpressed, but retrievable from the context). What we are left
with is the complex quantifier, which again can be replaced by a single one
(many); the element of, however, is not expressed.

(92) a. A: So in fact just having a dinner party, with all the fa with your
family and a few friends yeah . . . How many do you think will
come turn up

B: Well I don’t know. I’ve invitedquite a lotbut I’ve kindof lost count.
About four people in my conservation group can’t come <ICE-
GB:S1A-081#259:1:A>-<ICE-GB:S1A-081#270:1:B>

b. Yeah I don’t know how July will is going to hit my classes on the
Saturday. Some people go away, but uhm last year I think I had
quite a lot you know<ICE-GB:S1A-083#151:1:B>–<ICE-GB:
S1A-083#152:1:B>

In some pseudo-partitive constructions, the linking element of does not
appear, for instance in constructions with the noun dozen (e.g. a dozen
daffodils, see example (7a)). This might be seen as evidence against an
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analysis of of as a linking element – it would be more plausible to assume
that there are complex quantifiers without of. Note, however, that the noun
dozen is not so much a quantifier as a numeral; as such it behaves just like
other complex numerals, such as a hundred (a hundred books/a hundred of
them) and a million (three million people/three million of them). When used in
the plural these numerals do require the presence of the linking element of
(dozens of daffodils/thousands of books/millions of people). An explanation for
this may be that pluralization of these elements makes them more noun-
like, which may strengthen the need to conform to the prototypical head-
complement construction.

Despite the ambivalence about the status of of, in the analysis of pseudo-
partitive constructions proposed here, the element of will be analysed as a
separate linking element, required by complex quantifiers consisting of a
determiner and a noun when followed by another noun. The fact that of is
obligatory after these quantifiers can be accounted for by the fact that these
constructions follow the pattern of prototypical head-complement con-
structions. The absence of of in example (92) can simply be accounted for
by the fact that when N2 is implicit, there is no need for a linking element
(see also discussion of sort-of constructions in chapter 7).

6.5 Conclusion

All the evidence presented in this section seems to justify the view that
prototypical pseudo-partitive constructions can best be analysed as con-
sisting of (1) a complex quantifier (Q-compl); (2) the linking element of
(LE); and (3) a second noun (or extended nominal predicate, ExtN). This
second noun functions as the syntactic and semantic head of the con-
struction. The complex quantifier consists of the indefinite article or zero
article, a noun (N1) and, optionally, an intensifying adjective.

Secondly, it turns out that English pseudo-partitive can be subclassified
on the basis of the type and function of the first noun (cf. Van Riemsdijk
1998; Vos 1999). The first of these types is that of the quantifier nouns.
These can only have a quantificational use and as such always appear as N1
in a pseudo-partitive construction. Some examples of quantifier noun
constructions are given in (93a) and (93b); their proposed underlying
representations are given in (93a0) and (93b0).

(93) Purely quantificational pseudo-partitive constructions
a. a lot of people
a0. [NP [Q-compl [Det a] [N lot]] [LE of] [N-head people]]
b. lots of people
b0. [NP [Q-compl [N lots]] [LE of] [N-head people]]

The other types of first noun (measure, container, part and collection
nouns) can also have this particular use. Some examples are given in (94).
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(94) Quantificational pseudo-partitive constructions
a. a large quantity of water
a0. [NP [Q-compl [Det a] [ExtN [A-int large] [N quantity]]] [LE of]

[N-head water]]
b. a small piece of metal
b0. [NP [Q-compl [Det a] [ExtN [A-int small] [N piece]]] [LE of]

[N-head metal]]
c. an enormous box of chocolates
c0. [NP [Q-compl [Det an] [ExtN [A-int enormous] [N box]]] [LE of]

[N-head chocolates]]
d. a whole series of events
d0. [NP [Q-compl [Det a] [ExtN [A-int whole] [N series]]] [LE of]

[N-head events]]

Each of the four types of first nouns exemplified in (94) can also have a
referential use, in which case they function as the syntactic and semantic
head of a head-complement construction. Measure nouns, having little
semantic content, are least likely to be used referentially; container nouns,
which denote physical objects, and often occur in other types of con-
structions as well, are most likely to be used referentially. Examples of this
construction type with a referential container and measure noun are given
in (95a) and (95b), respectively.

(95) Referential (head-complement/qualifier) constructions (left-headed)
a. a half-filled cup of coffee
a0. [NP [Det a ] [ExtN [[A-descr half-filled] [N-head cup]] [PP [P of]

[NP [N coffee]]]]]
b. the increasing number of road accidents
b0. [NP [Det the ] [ExtN [[A-descr increasing] [N-head number]] [PP [P of]

[NP [N road accidents]]]]]

Finally, there are constructions of a hybrid form, where N1 functions as
the syntactic head of the construction, with N2 functioning as the semantic
head (but see also chapter 8). The clearest cases are again those with
container nouns, since here the semantic selection restrictions of N1 and
N2 are most likely to clash. An example can be found in (96), which can be
given neither the representation in (93a0) nor that given in (95a0): the
quantificational analysis is excluded on syntactic grounds, as we would have
to assume a descriptive adjective modifying N2 to be part of the quantifier;
the referential analysis is excluded for semantic reasons, as the descriptive
adjective fails to satisfy the semantic selection restrictions of N1. For these
cases, an analysis will be proposed in which N1 functions as the syntactic
head of the construction and N2 as the semantic head. Since, as pointed out
in section 6.4.5.2, constructions of this kind function as pseudo-
partitives rather than truly referential constructions, they will be given the
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underlying representation in (96a0), where the indices are used to indicate
that the adjective, although syntactically part of the quantifier, must be
interpreted as modifying the second noun.

(96) Hybrid pseudo-partitive constructions (N1 syntactic head; N2
semantic head)
a. a steaming bowl of food
a0. [NP [Q-compl [Det a ] [ExtN [A-descr steaming]i [N bowl]]] [LE of]

[N food]i]

Despite the fact that the construction has a pseudo-partitive interpretation,
quantifier nouns, being restricted to purely quantificational constructions
only, cannot appear in constructions of this type. This confirms the picture
that has emerged throughout this section that quantifier nouns form a
separate class. For container, part and collection nouns, both the quanti-
ficational and the referential use are readily available, with container nouns
in particular often preferring the latter use. Measure nouns, too, allow for
both readings, but behave like quantifier nouns in many respects, on the
whole favouring a quantificational interpretation.

Finally, it once again turns out that categorization of N1-of-N2 con-
structions is not a straightforward matter. Although there is obviously a
difference between pseudo-partitive (right-headed) constructions and
referential (left-headed) constructions, the classification of authentic
examples may not always be easy. First of all, one and the same con-
struction can be interpreted in more than one way, depending on the way
in which the entity in question is conceptualized by the discourse parti-
cipant. Thus a construction like a cup of coffee can be conceptualized either
as a concrete object containing some fluid or as a certain amount of coffee
(the volume of an average coffee cup). In many cases, there will be syn-
tactic, semantic or pragmatic evidence in the discourse to suggest one of
these readings. But, as can be seen from example (96), this evidence is not
always unequivocal; instead it seems as though the two conceptual domains
(of containment and quantification) overlap, or blend, in the mind of the
language user, resulting in a construction which exhibits features of both.
In those cases, the construction in question can be regarded as conceptually
situated on the border of two categories, i.e. as a non-prototypical member
of both categories, equally far removed from the central cases of each
category.
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7 Sort/kind/type-constructions

7.1 Introduction

This chapter is meant to shed some light on yet another a particularly elusive
type of complex NP in English, some examples of which can be found in (1).

(1) a. You see the thing is Martin built a built a sort of kitchen on the
side <ICE-GB:S1A-073 #22:1:A>

b. After twenty-three days of bombardment a kind of routine has
descended on Baghdad <ICE-GB:S2B-005 #85:1:E>

c. I work in the Department of Oncology and my main involvement
is mainly into research of a particular type of lung cancer <ICE-
GB:S2A-035 #35:2:A>

Like the constructions discussed in the previous chapters, these con-
structions can, superficially, be regarded as containing two nominals: a first
nominal, N1, which is always one of three lexical items (sort, kind or type),
and a second nominal which belongs to an open class. The two are sepa-
rated by the element of. In what follows the term SKT-construction will be
used to refer to any construction answering this general description.

SKT-constructions vary, however, on a number of points:

A. Determiners
The construction as a whole may be definite or indefinite, may be
preceded by an article, a demonstrative determiner, a quantifier or a
possessive pronoun.

B. Number of N1 and N2
Both N1 and N2 can occur in the singular and the plural; number
agreement between the elements is not required.

C. Modification
Both N1 and N2 may be premodified; the construction may also
contain a postmodifier.

D. Second determiner
In the large majority of cases, N2 is not preceded by a determiner,
not even when it is a singular count noun. In some cases, however, a
determiner – usually the indefinite article does occur with N2.
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E. Stress
Primary stress may fall on N1 (or any focal determiner or modifier
preceding N1), in which case N2 either remains unstressed or
receives secondary stress. In other cases, N1 remains unstressed and
primary stress is on N2.

Asmay be expected, these parameterswith their different possible values lead to
a large number of possible combinations. In what follows, we will distinguish
three types of SKT-constructionswhichwill be shown to differ syntactically (in
terms of the parameters just mentioned), semantically (in terms of the type of
entity referred to) and pragmatically (in terms of their discourse function).

7.2 Analysis: preliminary characterization

In what follows it will be assumed that SKT-constructions do not form a
homogeneous group, but that they divide into three types (cf. Denison
1998). The present section will give a brief outline of the three types,
concentrating on their semantic characterization. Section 7.2.1 will give
a brief description of the ‘referential’ SKT-construction, where N1 is
analysed as a noun; section 7.2.2 will discuss the ‘qualifying’ SKT-
construction, in which N1, together with the element of, is seen as fulfilling
a modifying function; and section 7.2.3, a third type of SKT-construction
describes which, for the time being, will be referred to as ‘constructions of
the third kind’.

7.2.1 Type I: the referential SKT-construction

The first type of SKT-construction that can be distinguished will be
analysed as a referential construction, containing two nominal elements, N1
(sort, kind or type) and N2 (any noun), linked by the element of. As can be
seen in example (2), overall reference of these constructions is to a parti-
cular sort/kind/type of entity, specified by N2.

(2) a. The sort of information needed may seem obvious at first sight
<ICE-GB:W2A-016 #29:1>

b. It’s a made with a similar sort of apparatus to uh the apparatus that
firemen use to find uh bodies trapped in rubble <ICE-GB:S2A-043
#18:1:A>

In these constructions N1, determining overall reference, will therefore be
analysed as the nominal head, the of-phrase as its complement.

7.2.2 Type II: the qualifying construction

The second type of SKT-construction is of an entirely different nature. N1
does not function as a noun; instead it will be taken to combine with the
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element of to form a sequence (sort-of/kind-of ) with a qualifying function.
This leaves N2 as the likely head of the construction. Interestingly, how-
ever, the entity, or set of entities, referred to, or denoted, by the con-
struction as a whole does not (or not quite) belong to the class of elements
denoted by N2. Rather, the construction is typically interpreted as
denoting an entity or set of entities resembling N2, but not identical to N2
(or, alternatively, as denoting peripheral rather than prototypical members
of the class denoted by N2.). Thus, in (3a) the speaker feels that the person
in question can best be compared to an artist photographer, although
strictly speaking this is (presumably) not what he is. Similarly in (3b), what
was used was not strictly speaking a shorthand element (as we know it), but
something close to it.

(3) a. He is a sort of artist photographer <ICE-GB:S1A-052 #59:1:C>
b. Now this is coming comes into the repertory of caricature I think

in the seventeen seventies this use of a kind of single shorthand
element <ICE-GB:S2A-057 #98:2:A>

The strings sort-of and kind-of in these examples will be seen as the ele-
ments responsible for the qualifying aspect perceived. Consequently, it is
not plausible to analyse constructions of this type as referential construc-
tions; instead the sequences sort-of and kind-of will be analysed as complex
elements qualifying the following noun. Constructions of this type will be
discussed in more detail in section 7.4.

7.2.3 Type III: constructions of the third kind

The third type of SKT-construction is undoubtedly the most con-
troversial. As in the case of Type I, the entities referred to by the con-
struction as a whole belong to the class of entities denoted by N2. At the
same time, it could be argued that, as in the case of constructions of Type II,
no explicit reference is made to any sort/kind/type. Nevertheless,
although no superordinate set is being explicitly referred to, membership to
such a set is certainly indicated. One possible analysis of these construc-
tions is therefore one in which this restriction on the set denoted by N2 is
achieved by means of a postdeterminer in the form of sort/kind/type.

(4) a. And it could cover all sort of aspects couldn’t it I mean travel and
uh background human interest and things like that <ICE-GB:
S1A-066 #191:1:A>

b. And then we can also use the same feedback to help them to
produce those kind of pitch changes in their speech <ICE-GB:
S2A-056 #109:1:A>

Note also that the elements all and those in examples (4a) and (4b) do not
perform their usual functions, of universal quantifier or demonstrative
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determiner, respectively, with regard to the first noun (sort, kind), but
instead seem to take the whole N1-of-N2 sequence in their scope. As will
become clear from the detailed discussion of this construction in section 7.5,
however, syntactic evidence for an analysis of this construction as a main
type of SKT-construction, and of the first noun as a postdeterminer, is by
no means compelling. An alternative analysis will therefore be offered in
which these constructions are regarded as a subtype of the referential
construction.

7.3 Type I: the referential SKT-construction

This section supplies linguistic and discourse evidence for the referential
analysis outlined in section 7.2.1, considering in detail the semantics of the
construction, as well as its discourse properties and syntactic properties.

7.3.1 Semantic characterization

In the referential construction both N1 and N2 function as nouns: they
have lexical content, and the content of both nouns helps to restrict the
reference of the construction as a whole. Thus, logically speaking, in a
construction like that type of quality in (5b) N2 may be said to denote a
particular abstract entity (quality), with N1, type, restricting the denotation
of the construction as a whole to a particular type of quality only. Alter-
natively, and this may be more attractive from a language processing point
of view, reference can be said to be made primarily to a particular type of
entity, the nature of which is specified by N2.

(5) a. Well it’s a very boring sort of cheese isn’t it <ICE-GB:S1A-061
#354:1:B>

b. whatever it is we shall not have that kind of quality, if we do not
have uh a prosperous economy founded on a quality work-
force . . . <ICE-GB:S2A-031 #52:2:A>

Semantically speaking, in constructions of this type N1 functions as the
head. It is true that N2 typically has more specific lexical content and that
N1 depends on N2 for its reference; yet, it is N1 which determines the
overall reference of the construction. N1 will therefore be seen as a rela-
tional noun; N2 as its argument.

7.3.2 Discourse properties

Where the referential SKT-construction is used referentially it may either
introduce a (potential) discourse topic or refer back to an existing discourse
topic. In the latter case, the determiner used is typically a demonstrative
one, as in example (6a), or the definite article, as in example (6b).
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(6) a. I didn’t expect to get that sort of reaction <ICE-GB:S1A-010
#251:1:B>

b. Sometimes if one’s mixing possibly with other people who are
doing the same sort of thing you know you’ve got half a dozen
courses in solo singing <ICE-GB:S1A-033 #111:1:A>

When introducing a (potential) discourse topic, referential SKT-
constructions may be either definite or indefinite. Examples of indefinite
constructions where the topic is introduced can be found in (7). The whole
point of sentence (7a), for instance, is to introduce a new topic into the
discourse. In (7b) the newly introduced topic is explicitly referred to in the
following discourse.

(7) a. A new kind of aesthetic, the ‘Gothic light’, had been born. <ICE-
GB:W2B-003 #30:1>

b. This unique area of salt marshes reeds and wind has a very special
type of livestock farming black fighting bulls the kind that primitive
men used to worship for their power and their bravery and they
breed them here for the ring <ICE-GB:S2B-027 #103:1:A>

More commonly, however, it is the definite article that is used in con-
structions introducing new discourse topics. In that case a new, but
identifiable, entity is being introduced, with the information needed for
identification of the sort/kind/type in question usually provided in the
form of a restrictive relative clause within the NP itself (see Hawkins 1978;
Prince 1981, Keizer 1992). Some examples are given in (8).

(8) a. The the point the Tories seem to be making is that anything is
better than going to the sort of university that most graduates go to
and if you can’t go to Oxford and Cambridge the best thing to do
is not to go anywhere <ICE-GB:S1B-029 #172:1:D>

b. Like there are the kind of people that are interested in other people
and there are the kind of people that are uninterested in other people
<ICE-GB:S1A-037 #118:1:B>

7.3.3 Syntactic/formal properties

7.3.3.1 Intonation
In referential constructions that are to some extent focal in the predication,
primary stress falls on N1, with secondary stress being given to N2. This
suggests that N1 is to be regarded as a full nominal, determining overall
reference. Examples are given in (9), where the element receiving primary
stress is given in small capitals.

(9) a. Does the production of penicillin impose any particular constraints
on the sort of land we can use <ICE-GB:S1B-020 #132:1:A>
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b. Well, is it the kind of plays they put on then <ICE-GB:S1B-014
#189:1:B>

c. although these organisms are present, little is known concerning the
types of species or their numbers. <ICE-GB:W2A-021 #70:1>

If N1 is premodified or preceded by a demonstrative pronoun or quantifier,
primary stressmay fall on these elements, depending on their degree of focality.

(10) a. Well it’s a very boring sort of cheese isn’t it <ICE-GB:S1A-061
#354:1:B>

b. I mistook you for a more intelligent kind of man <ICE-GB:
S1A-041 #114:1:A>

c. these types of unconformity may be more difficult to recognise
<ICE-GB:W1A-020 #90:3>

d. Many muscles, however, contain a mixture of both types of fibre
<ICE-GB:W2A-024 #74:1>

7.3.3.2 Form of N1
In the referential construction N1 can be sort, kind or type.

7.3.3.3 Type of determiner
The referential SKT-construction can be definite or indefinite and occurs
with virtually all types of (pre/post)determiners (as classified by Quirk et
al. 1985: 253ff.; see also Huddleston 1984: 233). Some examples are given
in (11)–(13).

(11) � Central determiners

a. It’s certainly my long term hope that I will have some kind of
companion who would . . . <ICE-GB:S1A-067 #257:1:B>

b. That’s why I think that they’re interesting because they’re not they’re
not written to any kind of format <ICE-GB:S1A-092 #349:1:A>

c. . . . that this is no sort of a group for them to want to join . . . <ICE-
GB:S2B-013 #91:1:E>

d. They are really nice but not really my sort of people.<ICE-GB:W1B-
005 #134:5>

(12) � Predeterminers

a. so we’ve got a whole lot of uh clergy, scientists, poets, artists, all
kinds of people involved in it <ICE-GB:S1A-096 #92:1:A>

b. Many muscles, however, contain a mixture of both types of fibre
<ICE-GB:W2A-024 #74:1>

(13) � Postdeterminers

a. There are at least two major types of receptor for CCK. <ICE-GB:
W2A-027 #44:1>

b. Next we come to the other type of compost. <ICE-GB:W2D-011
#47:1>
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7.3.3.4 Modification
7.3.3.4.1 Premodification of N1 and N2
Both N1 and N2 can be preceded by an adjectival modifier, although
premodification of N2 turns out to be fairly rare. Examples are given in
(14) and (15), respectively.

(14) � Premodification of N1

a. Well it’s a very boring sort of cheese isn’t it <ICE-GB:S1A-061
#354:1:B>

b. A new kind of aesthetic, the ‘Gothic Light’, had been born <ICE-
GB:W2B-003 #030>

c. BR says it’s the wrong type of snow <ICE-GB:S2B-002 #9:1:A>

(15) � Premodification of N2

nor were we able to impose any sort of experimental design which
allowed for the controlling of certain variables <ICE-GB:W2A-014
#11:1>

As can be seen from the examples in (14), adjectives preceding N1 do not
modify N1 only, but are better regarded as having scope over the entire
N1-of-N2 sequence.

7.3.3.4.2 Postmodification
When referential SKT-constructions are postmodified, this is usually done
by means of a restrictive relative clause, although other restrictive post-
modifiers also occur (e.g. examples (16b) and (17b)).1 In all these cases, the
information provided in the postmodifier serves to specify the sort/kind/
type referred to. Although there are quite a number of indefinite post-
modified constructions, the large majority of postmodified referential
constructions are definite, as the information provided in the postmodifier
is assumed to ‘uniquely’ identify the sort/kind/type referred to. In this
respect, therefore, referential SKT-constructions behave like any refer-
ential noun phrase.

(16) a. There is a certain kind of journalist who regards all power as a
conspiracy <ICE-GB:S1B-031 #002>

b. It’s a made with a similar sort of apparatus to uh the apparatus that
firemen use to find uh bodies trapped in rubble <ICE-GB:S2A-043
#18:1:A>

(17) a. Collagen is the sort of material that is found already found in the
dermis of the skin <ICE-GB:S2A-058 #137:3:A>

1 Non-restrictive postmodifiers do, of course, also occur. However, since these modifiers do
not play any role in determining the type of the SKT-construction, they will be left out of
consideration here.
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b. It was not the sort of morning to raise the spirits <ICE-GB:W2C-
004 #70:3>

7.3.3.5 Second determiner
Occasionally, N2 is preceded by a determiner. In most cases, this deter-
miner is the indefinite article (examples in (18)), while the construction as a
whole is either indefinite (containing the indefinite article, as in (18a), or a
weak quantifier, as in (18c)) or definite (the only examples found containing
a demonstrative determiner (example (18c)).

(18) a. I’ve had a very uhm pretty straightforward sort of a life I’m afraid
<ICE-GB:S1B-042 #110:1:B>

b. There’s a whole series of incidents of this sort which I think has
made uh the British feel that this is no sort of a group for them to
want to join a political union particularly as they are going to be
coerced by it <ICE-GB:S2B-013 #91:1:E>

c. I don’t think that I don’t think it was that kind of a relationship
<ICE-GB:S1A-061 #231:1:B>

The first question we have to ask ourselves is, of course, why it is that in
most cases N2 is not preceded by an article, even if the noun in question is
a singular count noun, as illustrated by the following examples:

(19) a. That’s really kind of uh quite specific really cos they have a
certain sort of job and that <ICE-GB:S1A-034 #222:1:B>

b. Instead of a supreme king in glory he had first to be accepted as
the lowest kind of slave butchered like an animal <ICE-GB:S2B-
028 #42:1:A>

In trying to account for this we have two options. Either we say that in
examples like (19) some sort of conversion has taken place, resulting in N2
no longer being used as a count noun, but instead as a mass noun, denoting
a substance (compare, for instance, the use of chair in a sentence like There
wasn’t enough chair left for him to sit on). However, since N2 can, as we have
seen, be preceded by an article and since it can occur in the plural as well,
this does not seem a very plausible solution.

Alternatively, the answer to this question might be formulated in terms
of prototypicality and referentiality. We established that in constructions of
this type overall reference is to the sort/kind/type, not to the entity or set
of entities denoted by N2. It is for this reason that N2 was analysed as part
of a complement PP, rather than as the head of the construction. Now, in
its modifying function, N2 seems to have lost one of the core functions of a
prototypical noun, its referential function. Since the referential function of
nouns is largely achieved through the use of determiners, this suggests that
by not supplying N2 with a determiner, its status as a (non-referential)
complement is formally confirmed.
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So what about the examples in (18), where N2 is preceded by an article?
Despite the presence of an article, N2 here will be analysed as a non-refer-
ential expression (an (extended) nominal predicate). The (non-)referential
status of this element can best be compared to that of postcopular nominal
expressions, such as a good friend in the sentence John is a good friend.
When the SKT-construction contains a second determiner in the form
of an indefinite article, this determiner will be taken to indicate not the
unidentifiability of a referent, but the unfamiliarity (on the discourse level) of
the property or concept described by N2 (see also Keizer 1992).

7.3.3.6 Presence of N2
Although the corpus does not contain examples of constructions in which
N2 is left unexpressed, the referential SKT-construction does allow for N2
to be omitted. For such constructions to be felicitous, the sort/kind/type
referred to must be retrievable from the discourse setting: it may be
explicitly mentioned in the text, as in (20a), or inferrable from the linguistic
or non-linguistic context, as in (20b) and (20c).

(20) a. Have you ever tried this type of dish?- No, this type I have never
had before.

b. That is exactly the kind I had in mind.
c. I bet you’re the sort that gives blood, aren’t you? (Keizer 1992: 307)

7.3.3.7 Number of N1/N2
In the referential SKT-construction both N1 and N2 can occur in the
singular and in the plural. Moreover, there is no need for the two elements to
agree in number, even though the corpus shows there to be a clear preference
for such agreement. Examples of all four combinations are given in (21).

(21) � N1Sing–N2 Sing

a. In museums and exhibitions you often see one kind of knife called
the scribe’s knife . . . <ICE-GB:S2A-048 #87:1:A>

� N1Sing–N2 Plur

b. And these are of course the sort of questions that Dick doesn’t
really want answered <ICE-GB:S1A-008 #113:1:A>

� N1Plur–N2 Sing

c. And those are the types of artefact that actually appear in this
reduced data set<ICE-GB:S1B-017 #132:1:A>

� N1Plur–N2 Plur

d. But those are the sorts of prices that we are looking at just to do,
the panel work <ICE-GB:S1B-073 #72:1:B>

On the referential analysis, one would expect the number of a (countable)
N2 to be of little significance, as it is, after all, N1 that determines the overall
reference of the construction, N2 being a non-referential expression. And
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indeed, in most instances with a plural N1, changing the number of N2
does not really seem to affect interpretation.2

In terms of subject-verb agreement, the lack of concord between the two
nominal parts does not prove problematic either. In all cases of a plural N1
and a singular N2, there is, for instance, number agreement between N1
and the finite verb:

(22) a. They tended to consist of that minority of the ‘middling sorts’ of
society who had lost faith in the old religious ways and were
seriously worried about their personal salvation <ICE-GB:W2A-
006 #94:1>

b. There are at least two major types of receptor for CCK. <ICE-GB:
W2A-027 #44:1>

c. Several different types of CCK antagonist have been recognized for
some time . . . <ICE-GB:W2A-027 #56:1>

Also, when constructions of this type are used predicatively, as in example
(21c), there is number agreement between the subject of the clause (those)
and the plural N1 of the predicatively used SKT-construction. In terms of
formal analysis, constructions of this type are therefore unproblematic.
They are referential constructions in which N1 determines the number of
the construction and can thus be viewed as the head, followed by a PP-
complement consisting of the preposition of followed by a nominal ele-
ment. As this second noun is used non-referentially, a difference in number
does not significantly affect the interpretation of the construction as a
whole.

More interesting, both syntactically and semantically, are those cases
where a singular N1 is followed by a plural N2. From a semantic point of
view they are interesting because here the number of N2 does seem to
affect the interpretation of the structure; from a syntactic point of view
they are interesting because in most cases it turns out to be N2 that
determines the number of the construction as a whole. However, since
these constructions prove problematic for any of the analyses suggested
here, they will be treated separately in section 7.5.2.

7.3.4 Underlying representation

In the referential SKT-construction, N1 is regarded as a fully lexical,
relational noun, functioning as the head of the construction; N2 is analysed
as its argument. The non-referential character of N2 is reflected in the fact

2 This is, of course, not to say that there is no difference at all between constructions with a
plural and a singular N2. As pointed out, there is a clear preference for number agreement
between the two nouns. Which factors decide whether or not constructions of the type
N1Plur þ N2Sing are acceptable or preferable is a subject for further investigation.
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that it is given the status of an (extended) nominal predicate rather than an
NP. N2 is represented as part of a complement PP.

( 23 ) a. Collagen is the sort of material that is found already in the dermis
of the skin < ICE-GB:S2A-058 # 137:3:A>

a0  . [NP [ Det the] [ExtN [N sort] [ PP of [ N material]]]]

This analysis seems to capture the syntactic behaviour of the two respective
nominal elements in terms of the use determiners, pre- and postmodification,
presence of N2 and number agreement. Some problems nevertheless remain.
Thus there is the occasional presence of a second determiner. Moreover,
there is the group of constructions (definite article þ N1Sin g þ N2Plur ),
which for the time being have been left out of consideration, where there is
number agreement between the finite verb and N2 (see section 7 .5.2 ),
which seems to undermine the case for N1 as the head of the construction.
This may mean that, although on the whole the case for N1 is fairly strong,
N1 may not function as a prototypical nominal head.

7.4 Type II: the qualifying construction

As pointed out in section 7.2, there is a large group of SKT-constructions
which differ considerably – in meaning, function and form – from the
constructions discussed in section 7.3. This section describes the semantic,
discourse and formal properties of these constructions to see how exactly
they differ from the referential constructions and how these differences can
be reflected in underlying representation.

7.4.1 Semantic characterization

Semantically, the strings sort-of/kind-of in constructions like the ones in
(24) function as downtoners: they indicate that the entity or set of entities
referred to by the construction as a whole do not fully qualify for mem-
bership of the class denoted by N2 (cf. Aijmer 2002: 178). In some cases,
the nearest paraphrase would be ‘something like’, in others ‘more or less’ or
‘almost’; in other cases, the referent is seen as belonging to the class
denoted by N2, but with certain qualifications (‘x qualifies as y, but . . . ’).
Clearly, the function of sort-of/kind-of here is not that of a regular adjec-
tive, since they do not assign a property to the intended referent(s) (e.g. we
do not say of x that it was a holiday and sort-of). Likewise, their function
cannot be that of a determiner or quantifier, as they serve to qualify the
applicability of N2 to the referent, rather than restrict reference to parti-
cular subset. Nor do they have any referential potential of themselves: no
reference is made to any particular sort or kind, and no referents are being
introduced into the discourse.

The structural approach162



(24) a. But it I suppose it’s as a that’s as a sort of holiday, kind of doing
you know doing nothing but sitting around <ICE-GB:S1A-097
#65:1:A>

b. So then he built this on - as a sort of - thanksgiving you might say
<ICE-GB:S1A-094 #277:1:A>

c. He’s seen uh running a kind of uhm uh French type, uhm Com-
mittee of Public Safety or a sort of French tribunal uhm uh <ICE-
GB:S2A-057 #108:2:A>

d. almost that sort of, almost a calligraphic way of putting pages
together (BNC)3

In all the examples in (24), the concept denoted by the elements sort-of/kind-
of can apparently only be described, or best be described, in terms of
something else; something it resembles in certain ways (which are not always
specified). In (24a), for instance, the day or day-trip referred to obviously
does not qualify as a typical holiday; yet it does share some important
features with holidays (here specified as ‘doing nothing but sitting around’).
Similarly, in examples (24b)–(24d) the referents of the italicized parts are not
thanksgiving, a French type Committee of Public Safety or a French tribunal
or ‘a calligraphic way of . . . ’. However, since the language, or at least the
speaker’s lexicon, does not contain a term covering the concepts in question,
s/he describes them in terms of the concept they most closely resemble.

In fact, sort-of/kind-of in these cases can be compared to the adverbial use
of these same expressions in example (25), where they fulfil a similar function
with regard to adjectival, prepositional and verb phrases, respectively.

(25) a. She’s sort of broad in the chest and she’s sort of stocky <ICE-GB:
S1A-019 #170:1:E>

b. It was sort of between Leicester Square and Piccadilly Circus
<ICE-GB:S1A-071 #331:1:D>

c. . . . and then they kind of snap back shut again <ICE-GB:S2A-
056 #42:1:A>

7.4.2 Discourse properties

Not surprisingly, perhaps, the qualifying SKT-construction tends to be a
feature of a rather evasive or otherwise vague or tentative use of language.4

3 All examples from the British National Corpus (BNC) I owe to David Denison. The BNC
is a 100 million-word corpus consisting of samples of written (90%) and spoken (10%)
language from a wide range of sources (including newspapers, periodicales and journals,
academic books and popular fiction, published and unpublished letters and memoranda,
school and university essays, informal conversation, formal business or government
meetings, radio shows and phone-ins). All texts were produced/recorded in Britain and
date from the later part of the twentieth century.

4 For a more detailed discussion of the various discourse and metalinguistic uses of sort-of,
see Aijmer (2002: 175–209).
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The downtoners sort-of/kind-of are often used as a hedging device; in
speaking, sentences containing these constructions are often characterized
by hesitation and repetition of qualifying elements. This is illustrated in
example (26).

(26) a. Oh it’s sort of a kind of a a sort of a a negative kind of a word in a
way like <ICE-GB:S1A-047 #30:1:A>

b. But it got as far as that which is sort of a kind of walnut cake
<ICE-GB:S1A-056 #75:2:A>

c. uhm it shows him as someone who is trying to hijack, uhm the
East India Company, uhm and he’s sort of seen as a kind of Carlo
Name kind of Indian potentate <ICE-GB:S2A-057 #93:2:A>

In addition to qualifying the applicability of N2 to the overall referent, the
downtoners sort-of/kind-of may also have the pragmatic function of miti-
gating the strength of the illocutionary force, i.e. the declarative strength of
the predication. In such cases, they are used almost apologetically: ‘I know
this may sound odd, but . . . ’; ‘I don’t suppose you’ll agree, but . . . ’. This
mitigating use of sort-of/kind-of can perhaps be most clearly perceived in
constructions with some instead of the indefinite article, but may be present
in the latter as well.5

(27) a. That isn’t all she was. I mean she did give us a great many books
and and she did uhm there was a sort of warmth in her as well
<ICE-GB:S1B-046 #81:1:B>

b. That’s why I thought a good idea was to try and apply – some
sort of a model. So I designed a model but it may have nothing
whatsoever to do with this course . . .<ICE-GB:S1A-064
#49–50:1:C>

c. A case of course not for dogmatic assertion, but for discussion
and de if it’s possible for some sort of demonstration. If I am right
this is a new duty or newly defined duty <ICE-GB:S2A-038
#20:1:A>

In (27a) the speaker is trying to convince the addressee that the person they
are talking about had some good qualities as well; in (27b), the speaker is
either insecure or just trying to be modest; in (27c), the speaker is again
trying to convince his audience, but without asserting himself too much. In
all these cases, sort-of/kind-of is used to mitigate the strength of the
speakers’ assertions.

Because of the tendency to use sort-of/kind-of in this type of construc-
tion as qualifiers, used to describe one entity in terms of something similar,

5 Unfortunately the scope of the present discussion does not allow me to include a detailed
discussion of constructions with some-sort-of/some-kind-of. See, however, Keizer (in prep.).
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it should not come as a surprise that in many cases we are dealing with
metaphorical language. Some examples are given in (28).

(28) a. This is really the last sort of straw at the moment <ICE-GB:
S1A-098 #264:3:B>6

b. After writing what ten novels of suspense and then one novel as a
kind of a bridge passage you’ve moved into historical fiction indeed
right back to the fifth century <ICE-GB:S1B-048 #190:1:A>

c. And at another point suddenly he says to us that he would be in
favour of keeping the establishment of the Church of England in
England uhm as a kind of armour against those forces which are
undermining religion <ICE-GB:S1B-028 #65:1:C>

7.4.3 Syntactic/formal properties

7.4.3.1 Intonation
In qualifying constructions, stress will typically fall on N2. Some examples
are given in (29), where small capitals indicate primary stress.

(29) a. But it I suppose it’s as a that’s as a sort of holiday, kind of
doing you know doing nothing but sitting around <ICE-GB:
S1A-097 #65:1:A>

b. So then he built this on – as a sort of – thanksgiving you
might say, <ICE-GB:S1A-094 #277:1:A>

c. But the idea is that uhm, it’s a magazine that’s going to be a kind
of forum for a lot of the things that are happening <ICE-GB:
S1A-096 #89:1:A>

Only in those cases where the downtoner quality of sort-of/kind-of forms
the focus of the predication can these elements be given contrastive
emphasis. This is what happens in the examples in (30).

(30) a. But it got as far as that which is sort of a kind of walnut cake
<ICE-GB:S1A-056 #75:2:A>

b. There there there’s a sort of Community Centre tha that hovers
uneasily in a disused church halfway between Hampstead and
Highgate <ICE-GB:S1A-056 #122:2:B>

7.4.3.2 Form of N1
Unlike the other two types of SKT-construction distinguished here, the
qualifying interpretation can only be obtained with sort or kind, not with
type as N1. Thus, whereas sort-of and kind-of constructions could be

6 This example is of particular interest, since the qualifying element sort-of breaks up the
idiom. This suggests either that it is used to qualify or mitigate the metaphor used, or that
it indicates a last-minute choice by the speaker to use a metaphor. In either case, what
seems to take place is interaction between the semantic and the pragmatic level in the linear
production of a construction.
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ambiguous (out of context, without intonational clues) between a refer-
ential reading (denoting a particular sort/kind) and a qualifying reading
(denoting something like N2), the constructions in (31) can only have the
referential reading:

(31) a. Peat is a type of humus – soil scientists call ‘mor humus’ as
opposed to ‘mull humus’ – which is normally produced when
vegetable matter decays. <ICE-GB:W2D-011 #11:1>

b. Quite apart from ‘English uncial’ which has been fully docu-
mented, there is also a type of ‘Frankish uncial’. <ICE-GB:W2A-
008 #22:1>

7.4.3.3 Type of determiner
With sort-of/kind-of acting as modifiers of N2, one would expect there to
be no restriction on the type of determiner used with this construction. In
principle, this seems to be true, although, due to its particular discourse
function (see section 7.4.2), these constructions tend to be indefinite rather
than definite. Nevertheless, it is possible for definite SKT-constructions to
be given a qualifying reading, as in the examples in (32).

(32) a. . . . and then uhm the vicar totally ignoring the sort of moral danger
they’re in <ICE-GB:S1B-014 #147:1:A>

b. And I was very much the kind of novice you know <ICE-GB:S2A-
050 #90:1:A>

In addition, the presence of postdeterminers like first and last do not
necessarily preclude a qualifying reading, as the examples in (33) make clear.

(33) a. But certainly I I can remember in in the first sort of brainstorm
thing we did which was fears and hopes <ICE-GB:S1A-060
#161:1:B>

b. This is really the last sort of straw at the moment <ICE-GB:S1A-
098 #264:3:B>

However, cases like these are relatively rare, true definiteness of reference
normally being irreconcilable with the indeterminate nature of the qualifying
use of sort-of/kind-of. For the same reason, the interrogative pronoun what is
not found in combination with qualifying sort-of/kind-of, as speakers using
the expressions what sort of/what kind of are clearly interested in a particular
sort, kind or type of N2. This is illustrated by the examples in (34).

(34) a. What sort of information do we want to collect <ICE-GB:W2A-016
#28:1>

b. What kind of heating is installed? <ICE-GB:W2D-012 #53:1>

Finally, it turns out that demonstratives can be found in combination with
qualifying sort-of/kind-of; closer inspection, however, tells us that it is
only discourse topic-introducing, conversational this and that that combine
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with qualifying sort-of/kind-of; which is, again, not unexpected in view of
the particular discourse function of these downtoners.

(35) a. this kind of routine work where she says her concentration is most
affected <ICE-GB:S2B-011 #73:1:E>

b. And she said you know he spent all his time, on this sort of ego trip
this power trip <ICE-GB:S1A-010 #263:1:B>

7.4.3.4 Modification
7.4.3.4.1 Premodification
When N1 is preceded by a modifier, a referential reading is more likely
than a qualifying one. In (36), for instance, examples can be found of cases
where the presence of a premodifier seems to exclude a qualifying reading
(to be read with stress on N1, or on both N1 and N2). In (37), on the other
hand, the qualifying reading is quite plausible, despite the presence of a
premodifier (observe that here stress is on N2, not on N1).

(36) a. He would have been a very different sort of Prime Minister <ICE-
GB:S1B-040 #136:1:D>

b. So do you consider yourself very much a stereotype kind of Jew
<ICE-GB:S1A-041 #218:1:A>

(37) a. I nearly added that it’s a ruthless sort of carve-up <ICE-GB:S1A-
027 #85:1:B>

b. But it turned out to be lovely with a huge sort of lake on our
doorstep <ICE-GB:S1A-021 #225:2:B>

7.4.3.4.2 Postmodification
When an SKT-construction contains a restrictive postmodifier, a quali-
fying reading is highly unlikely. Definite postmodified SKT-constructions
do not seem to allow for a qualifying interpretation at all. The same is often
true for indefinite constructions, as can be seen from the examples in (38),
which can only be interpreted as referential constructions. In those cases,
however, where the postmodifier modifies only N2, a qualifying reading is
available. This is shown in the examples in (39).

(38) a. . . . he’s not like Louis of course and more like me a sort of person
that would uhm find it hard to be attractive <ICE-GB:S1A-020
#118:1:C>

b. . . . and I wanted to see whether we could introduce a kind of
repertoire which would get an audience leaning forward in their seats
and extremely involved with watching what was happening on the
Crucible stage <ICE-GB:S1B-050 #31:1:B>

(39) a. There there there’s a sort of Community Centre tha that hovers
uneasily in a disused church halfway between Hampstead and
Highgate <ICE-GB:S1A-056 #122:2:B>
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b. and one sets against that a kind of an everyday stereotype that many
of these long-standing organizations church organizations ancient
universities are really rather rigid and conservative <ICE-GB:S2A-
049 #54:1:A>

Finally, consider the examples in (40). Both the second of-PP in (40a) and
the that-clause in (40b) can only be interpreted as complements of N2. As a
result, these examples can be given a qualifying interpretation.

(40) a. And basically it’s a sort of it’s a sort of abdication of the responsi-
bility of shaving that I’m most interested in rather than the
aesthetic sort of quality of the the thing <ICE-GB:S1A-097
#285:1:A>

b. Uhm and of course the other part of the joke is that there is a sort
of uhm suggestion that the unity of the two is a mask as well a
doubtful unity <ICE-GB:S2A-057 #81:2:A>

7.4.3.5 Second determiner
As in the referential type of SKT-construction, N2 in qualifying sort-of/
kind-of constructions can be preceded by the indefinite article. The pre-
sence of the article can be seen as a remnant of the original function of of as
a preposition followed by an NP and will in this case be analysed as part of
the complex modifier (sort-of-a/kind-of-a). Note that on the qualifying use
of sort-of/kind-of, the second article can only be the indefinite article.

(41) a. He’s developed a sort of a you know a language <ICE-GB:S1B-
008 #47:2:A>

b. Shouldn’t we have a sort of a forfeit or something <ICE-GB:
S1A-085 #82:1:B>

c. I sometimes try and explain this with a kind of a health metaphor
<ICE-GB:S2A-049 #36:1:A>

d. After writing what ten novels of suspense and then one novel as a
kind of a bridge passage you’ve moved into historical fiction indeed
right back to the fifth century <ICE-GB:S1B-048 #190:1:A>

7.4.3.6 Presence of N2
Unlike in the referential SKT-construction, qualifying SKT-constructions
do not allow for N2 to be left unexpressed. One obvious reason is that since
on the qualifying reading sort-of and kind-of are regarded as complex ele-
ments, the result would be such ungrammatical structures as in (42).
Another reason is, of course, that such constructions are clearly unin-
terpretable, since the information provided in N2 is always to some extent
focal and as such not retrievable from the discourse. (Note that some of
these constructions are grammatical if both N2 and of are left unexpressed;
in that case, however, the resulting construction can only be interpreted as
a referential SKT-construction.)
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(42) a. . . . and then uhm the vicar totally ignoring the sort of *(moral
danger) they’re in <ICE-GB:S1B-014 #147:1:A>

b. So that’s the kind of *(orienting question)
<ICE-GB:S2A-049 #20:1:A>

7.4.3.7 Number of N1/N2
Unlike referential SKT-constructions, qualifying sort-of/kind-of does not
allow pluralization of N1. N2, which determines the overall reference, may, of
course, appear in the plural, in which case number agreement holds between
the determiner and N2 (example (43)). In the majority of cases, however, N2
appears in the singular, whichmeans that number concordwill obtain anyhow.

(43) Now before you break into groups and look at the results of the two
analyses and try and see what’s going on, any/*a sort of questions of
clarification about what you’ve actually been presented with . . .
<adapted from ICE-GB:S1B-017 #184:1:A>

7.4.4 Underlying representation

In qualifying SKT-constructions, the overall referent is denoted by N2, the
function of the strings sort-of/kind-of being to qualify the meaning or
applicability of N2, or to mitigate the strength of the illocution. Since the
elements sort-of/kind of are neither adjectives nor adverbs (though exhibiting
features of both), they will be analysed as a separate category, labeled ‘qua-
lifiers’. Qualifying SKT-constructions will therefore be represented as in (44):

(44) a. I suppose it’s a sort of holiday
a0. [NP [Det a] [ExtN [Qual sort-of] [N holiday]]]

7.5 Type III: constructions of the third kind

As we will see, constructions of this type are difficult to categorize. On the
basis of their semantic, discourse and syntactic properties, it will be clear that
they do not (fully) qualify either as referential or as qualifying constructions;
as it turns out, however, it is far from clear exactly how these constructions
should be analysed. Two possible alternatives will be suggested: one in which
these constructions are regarded as a separate type of SKT-construction, in
which sort-of/kind-of functions as a postdeterminer (section 7.5.1), and one
in which these constructions are analysed as a highly conventionalized
subtype of the referential SKT-construction (section 7.5.3).

7.5.1 The postdeterminer analysis

7.5.1.1 Semantic characterization
In the third type of SKT-construction, the elements sort, kind and type no
longer function as (fully lexical) nouns (as in the referential construction),
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nor do the strings sort-of/kind-of/type-of function as modifiers (as in the
qualifying construction). The present section considers the plausibility of
regarding the elements sort/kind/type in this type of construction as
functional elements, belonging to the class of postdeterminers (cf. Denison
1998). In order to make such an analysis plausible, however, we will have to
show that it is acceptable also from a semantic point of view, i.e. we will
have to make it plausible to regard the elements sort/kind/type as
restricting the set of entities denoted by N2. As it turns out, this may
indeed be what they do: the elements sort/kind/type can be said to restrict
the referent set of the construction from one including all individual
members (‘tokens’) of the set denoted by N2 to one consisting of the class
(or ‘type’) to which they belong.

Examples of two types of this construction are given in (45) and (46); in
(45) the elements sort(-of), kind(-of) and type(-of) are preceded by the
plural demonstrative these/those; the examples in (46) contain the universal
quantifier all.

(45) a. I mean I don’t associate you with uh you know one of these sort of
skills like like driving <ICE-GB:S1A-097 #175:1:B>

b. And then we can also use the same feedback to help them to
produce those kind of pitch changes in their speech <ICE-GB:
S2A-056 #109:1:A>

c. Sometimes in these type of races he’s got a withering kick, but I
don’t know whether he’s going to get up and move up with these
boys <ICE-GB:S2A-007 #96:9:A>

(46) a. Uhm and there are also crowns and bishops’ mitres and all sort of
things down there <ICE-GB:S1B-014 #185:1:A>

b. I’ve been rather interested to read uh the biographies about
myself due to which I’ve discovered all sort of things that I never
knew <ICE-GB:S1B-041 #141:1:B>

c. I felt now that I wanted to discuss all kind of things with her
(Anthony Powell, A dance to the music of time, part 1, p. 573).

In (45), sort/kind/type do not refer to any specific, identifiable sort, kind or
type of entity; instead these elements serve to indicate that the predication
expressed in these sentences does not (necessarily) apply to all the indi-
vidual members denoted by N2, but to a subset characterized by a complex
of properties present in the direct discourse situation (see section 7.5.1.2
for more details).

Similarly, in (46), no particular sort of entity is being referred to.
Moreover, all is not used as a universal quantifier, at least not with regard
to any particular sorts or members of the set denoted by N2. Instead all
here seems to indicate that the predication holds for all conceivable
(coherent) subsets of N2, though not necessarily, or even plausibly, for all
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their members. What the two determiners together seem to express is,
therefore, more or less equivalent to ‘(very) many (very) different N2s’.7

A final question that needs to be resolved is that of whether we are
dealing with a complex postdeterminer, consisting of the nominal elements
sort, kind or type and the element of (i.e. sort-of, kind-of and type-of), or with
a simple nominal postdeterminer (sort, kind or type), followed by a separate
(linking) element of. This question will be taken up in section 7.5.1.3.6.

7.5.1.2 Discourse properties
On a postdeterminer analysis, the elements sort, kind and type serve to
indicate that overall reference of the construction is not to all the members
denoted by N2, but only to a subset characterized by a complex of properties
present in and retrievable from the immediate or larger discourse situation.
The central determiners these/those in the constructions in (45) above fulfil
their normal (anaphoric) function. Together with postdeterminers sort(-of )/
kind(-of )/type(-of ) these demonstrative determiners seem to fulfil an ana-
phoric function similar to the explicit anaphoric use of such (see Mackenzie
1997: 94). Thus, like such, the elements sort(-of)/kind(-of)/type(-of), in
combination with the demonstrative determiners, indicate an anaphoric
relation between N2 and an earlier use of this noun in the immediate lin-
guistic context. This relation is not a relation between two referential
expressions (or NPs), indicating a shared (sets of) entities, but between the
nominal elements used to refer to these entities, indicating a shared property.
For such this is demonstrated in example (47); for sort(-of)/kind(-of)/type
(-of) constructions this is demonstrated in example (48).8

(47) � Explicit anaphoric use of such

a. <long description of a letter [in which the word letter is
used]> . . . it is unlikely that the composer of such a letter would
be careless (from Conan Doyle, The Hound of the Baskervilles, as
quoted in Mackenzie 1997: 94)

b. . . . only amanwell-established in London practice could hold such
a position and such a one would not drift into the country. (Ibid.)

(48) a. <discussion of ‘outlandish and interesting course, with mention of
a writing production workshop and a rehearsal workshop>
. . . Well I’d actually expect that those sort of courses are very uh
heavily subscribed <ICE-GB:S1A-033 #128:1:B>

7 Observe that Dutch, for instance, has the quantifying element allerlei ‘all sort of’, which
seems to function in an identical fashion.

8 As pointed out by Lachlan Mackenzie (personal communication), the demonstrative þ
sort-of/kind-of/type-of sequence may well be in complementary distribution with
anaphoric such: whereas the latter are largely restricted to written language, the former
seems to be almost exclusively used in spoken language (all examples of this construction
found in the ICE-GB (16 in all) came from spoken texts; as shown by example (46c),
however, written examples can be found).
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b. <description of exercises used to see whether subjects can perceive
certain pitch changes> . . . And then we can also use the same
feedback to help them to produce those kind of pitch changes in their
speech <ICE-GB:S2A-056 #109:1:A>

Naturally, the particular function of this type of SKT-construction is due
to the presence of a demonstrative central determiner. In those cases where
sort(-of)/kind(-of) is preceded by all, there is no relation of anaphoricity;
instead, a new set of entities is being introduced into the discourse. Note
that here, too, overall reference is determined by N2; hence the subsequent
use of them in example (49):

(49) The way that I, would approach th those sort of things would be just
to do them as an interest as a hobby <ICE-GB:S1A-033 #99:1:B>

7.5.1.3 Syntactic/formal properties
7.5.1.3.1 Intonation
In the postdeterminer SKT-construction, stress may fall on the determiner
preceding postdeterminer sort(-of)/kind(-of)/type(-of), on N2, and,
occasionally, on N1. If stress falls on the determiner preceding sort(-of)/
kind(-of)/type(-of), it is typically contrastive; secondary stress may be
given to N2, depending on the degree of focality of N2. A construction
with primary stress (indicated by small capitals) on the determiner and
secondary stress (indicated by bold print) on N2 is given in (50a). An
example of construction where N2 receives primary stress is given in (50b).
In the presence of the predeterminer all, emphatic stress may be given to
N1 to stress the wide variety of things referred to, especially where N2 can
be assumed to be given (e.g. example (50c)).

(50) a. Well I’d actually expect thatthose sort of courses are very uh heavily
subscribed uh, heavy just like<ICE-GB:S1A-033 #128:1:B>

b. I I mean I don’t associate, you with uh you know one of these sort of
skills like like driving <ICE-GB:S1A-097 #175:1:B>

c. And it could cover all sort of aspects couldn’t it Imean travel and uh
background human interest and things like that <ICE-GB:S1A-
066#191:1:A>

7.5.1.3.2 Form of N1
As can be seen from the examples used so far (e.g. example (45)), in the
postdeterminer construction N1 can be sort, kind or type.

7.5.1.3.3 Type of determiner
So far all the examples used to illustrate the postdeterminer type of SKT-
construction contained either a plural demonstrative determiner or the
quantifier all, both of which show number concord with N2, not N1. In the
analysis proposed, this is, indeed, the only option, since N1 is not regarded
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as a nominal element. The analysis also accounts for the fact that, unlike in
the other types of SKT-construction, the indefinite article does not occur;
i.e. there are no instances of an indefinite article followed by a singular N1
and a plural N2:

(51) a. *a sort of things
b. *a kind of pictures
c. *a type of races

Now, if this type of SKT-construction is characterized by a singular N1
followed by a plural N2 exhibiting number agreement with the determiner,
clearly there are other determiners that may be expected to appear in this
construction. A likely candidate would, of course, be the determiner some.
However, although there are quite a large number of SKT-constructions
with some in the corpus, none of these contains a plural N2. There is one
example with the determiner any, which is given in example (52). Once again
it might be claimed that no reference is made to any specific kind of N2, but
rather to an arbitrary selection of any of the possible (well-defined, coherent)
subsets of N2s. Since any is indeterminate for number, there is, however,
little by way of syntactic evidence to confirm a postdeterminer analysis.

(52) So no I haven’t had any any kind of interviews that I’ve actually
actually really wanted to get <ICE-GB:S1A-034 #204:1:B>

However, once we have accepted the possibility of regarding the con-
struction in (52) as a postdeterminer SKT-construction, there is, of course,
a much larger group that would also qualify, namely those cases in which
the definite article is followed by a singular N1 and a plural N2. Since these
constructions prove problematic for any of the analyses suggested here (see
also section 7.3.3.7), they will be treated separately in section 7.5.2.

7.5.1.3.4 Modification
7.5.1.3.4.1 Premodification
Postdeterminer SKT-constructions do not easily allow for a modifier to
precede N1; that is to say, the corpus does not contain any such cases and,
as illustrated in example (53), premodification yields either highly ques-
tionable or unacceptable results (although judgements may vary).

(53) a. *?these ill-defined sort of problems
b. *?those general kind of changes
c. *?these common type of questions
d. *all possible sort of aspects

On the basis of the analysis proposed, we would, of course, expect these
constructions to be unacceptable, since adjectives cannot occur between
two determiners. It is possible for the adjective to follow sort(-of)/kind(-of)/
type(-of), in which case the construction is inevitably ambiguous. The most
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likely reading of example (54a), for instance, is probably one with qualifying
(in this case adverbial) sort-of modifying the adjective rather than the NP as a
whole; in (54b), on the other hand, the preferred reading seems to be the one
in which sort-of qualifies the whole lexicalized phrase lost souls.

(54) a. and then these sort of uh - detached - lyric performances coming at
fixed points during the during the play <ICE-GB:S1B-019
#48:1:A>

b. But it isn’t there something faintly degrading to about to to the
writers of the idea that they are these sort of lost souls after death
who have to keep on trying to send garbled stuff through medium
<ICE-GB:S1B-026 #247:1:A>

7.5.1.3.4.2 Postmodification
As can be seen from example (55), postdeterminer SKT-constructions
allow for restrictive postmodification. Since the postdeterminer construc-
tion is assumed to contain only one nominal element, the question as to
which element functions as the antecedent of the relative pronoun does not
arise.

(55) I’ve been rather interested to read uh the biographies about myself
due to which I’ve discovered all sort of things that I never knew
<ICE-GB:S1B-041 #141:1:B>

7.5.1.3.5 Second determiner
The postdeterminer SKT-construction does not allow for the presence of a
determiner with N2. This can simply be accounted for by the fact that
these constructions already contain two determiners, one of which is a
postdeterminer, and that, as a consequence, there is no room for yet
another determiner preceding N2.

7.5.1.3.6 Presence of N2
It is clearly not possible for N2 to be omitted (*these sort of; *those kind of).
If of is seen as part of a complex postdeterminer, this may be somewhat
unexpected, since normally postdeterminers can be used without the
nominal head (e.g. the other, those two), as is to be expected if sort(-of), kind
(-of) and type(-of) are analysed as postdeterminers. Note that leaving out
both of and N2 does not seem to be an option either (*these sort; *those
kind). Nevertheless, the following example was found in the British
National Corpus:

(56) They won’t last long, mate, these type never do. (BNC)

Here we are faced with a problem. The most likely interpretation of the
SKT-construction in (56), both semantically and syntactically, seems to be
the postdeterminer one. Now, if this sentence is acceptable – which it
seems to be – it undermines the case for a complex determiner. After all, if
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of forms part of the postdeterminer, we would expect the element of to be
present regardless of whether N2 is expressed. The obvious way to solve
this problem is to analyse the element of in constructions of this type not as
part of a complex postdeterminer, but as a separate linking element,
required in those cases where a postdeterminer consisting of a nominal
element (sort, kind, type) is followed by another noun. The presence of of
can be accounted for by the fact that we are dealing with a non-prototypical
group of determiners, which are, to some extent, still nominal and as such
follow the pattern of prototypical head-complement constructions (cf.
McCawley’s (1988) notion of syntactic mimicry; see also chapter 5). The
absence of of in example (56) can then be accounted for by the fact that
when N2 is left unexpressed, there is no need for a linking element. This
would also explain why it is not possible to leave out N2 only.9

7.5.1.3.7 Number of N1/N2
Being part of a fixed unit, the N1s sort, kind and type cannot occur in the
plural. The resulting constructions would be grammatical, but could only
be interpreted as referential constructions. N2, on the other hand, does
occur in the plural. Since N2 is the only nominal element in the con-
struction, subject-verb agreement obtains between this element and the
verb:

(57) Well I’d actually expect that those sort of courses are/*is very uh
heavily subscribed uh, heavy just like these sort of problems are/*is
very hard to solve (adapted from <ICE-GB:S1A-033 #128:1:B>)

7.5.1.4 Underlying representation
If given a postdeterminer analysis, SKT-constructions of the third
type contain only one nominal element, in which case there is no question
as to which nominal element forms the head of the construction. On the
whole, the pragmatic and syntactic features discussed in the previous
sections seem to confirm an analysis with N2 as the nominal head. The
element of is analysed as a separate element linking the nominal determiner
(NomPostD) and the head noun. This would result in the following
representations:

(58) a. the way that I would approach those sort of things
a0. [NP [Det those] [[NomPostD sort] [LE of] [N things]]]
b. it could cover all sort of aspects
b0. [NP [Q all] [[NomPostD sort] [LE of] [N aspects]]]

9 Note also that complex prepositions, like in front of, on top of etc., exhibit the same kind of
behaviour: when followed by an NP, of needs to be expressed (I parked the car in front
*(of) the building); when the preposition is not followed by an NP, of cannot be expressed
(I parked the car in front (*of)).
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7.5.2 Problematic cases: the sort/kind/type of þ N2Plur

As mentioned on a number of occasions, there is one group of SKT-
constructions that seems to defy straightforward classification into any of
the three types distinguished so far. This group of constructions, consisting
of the definite article followed by a singular N1 and a plural N2, can be
given either a referential analysis or a postdeterminer analysis. In either
case, however, certain features of the construction cannot be accounted for.

What makes these constructions interesting, both syntactically and
semantically speaking, is the fact that there is no number concord between
the two elements N1 and N2. From a semantic point of view it is interesting
to see whether the number of N2 plays any role in the interpretation of the
structure; from a syntactic point of view, differences in number between N1
and N2 allow us to test to what extent our semantic ideas about headedness
and overall reference coincide with formal features ascribed to heads, such as
subject-verb agreement. In what follows the pros and cons of a referential
and a postdeterminer analysis will be discussed (sections 7.6.1 and 7.6.2) by
looking at their semantic and syntactic properties.

7.5.2.1 The referential analysis
7.5.2.1.1 Semantic considerations
On the referential analysis one would expect the number of a (countable)
N2 to be of little significance, as it is after all N1 that determines the overall
reference of the construction, with N2 functioning as non-referential ele-
ment. It is indeed true that in most constructions with a plural N1, the
number of N2 does not really seem to matter (see section 7.3.3.7). Where
N1 is singular, however, the difference between a singular or plural N2
seems to be more substantial, although here again there are cases where
both seem to be equally acceptable. Consider the examples in (59).

(59) a. You’re putting in the right kind of argument and also not to have
waffly arguments like saying <ICE-GB:S1B-013 #177:1:A>

b. I want to concentrate on story telling in a familiar context
although perhaps less familiar to TV watchers than trials or the
kind of thing you get in LA Law <ICE-GB:S2A-044 #71:1:A>

c. Models thus serve as guides in selecting both the kind of therapy to be
used for persons with emotional problems, and the source of treatment
and/or intervention required.<ICE-GB:W1A-007 #12:1>

In each of these examples one could argue that it is possible for N2 to be
replaced by a plural noun. Note, however, that even if this is true from a
syntactic point of view, it does seem to affect the interpretation of the
construction. Thus, where both N1 and N2 are singular, it is clear that one
particular sort, kind or type is referred to. In many cases, the implication is
that the predication would be true of more than one member of this set; in
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which case a plural N2 becomes acceptable. In (59a), for instance, there is
no indication whether the addressee is putting in one or more arguments.
Replacing argument with a plural noun, however, suggests that more than
one argument is being used.

At the same time, the suggestion of plural overall reference, even if by
implication only, is not easily reconcilable with clear reference to one
particular sort/kind/type. In example (60a0), for instance, replacing the
singular N2 with a plural one would certainly yield a highly marked
construction; in (60b0), use of a plural N2 is clearly unacceptable.

(60) a. In museums and exhibitions you often see one kind of knife called
the scribe’s knife . . . <ICE-GB:S2A-048 #87:1:A>

a0. ??In museums and exhibitions you often see one kind of knives . . .
b. I mean, are you the sort of cook who <unclear-words> forward to

eating his own food <ICE-GB:S1A-059 #83:1:A>
b0. *I mean, are you the sort of cooks who <unclear-words> forward

to eating his own food

Similarly, where N2 occurs in the plural, replacement of this plural noun
by a singular one will, in most cases, lead to an infelicitous construction. In
(61a), for instance, the implication is clearly that more than one material
was needed, all of the same sort. Likewise, in (61b), the person referred to
is likely to have provided more than one answer. Finally, in (61c), the form
of the finite verb makes it clear that the SKT-construction can only be
interpreted as having plural semantic reference.

(61) a. Could they get the right sort of materials, you know to make it tone
in <ICE-B:S1A-009 #96:1:A>

b. and would he accept that it’s totally inadequate to provide the sort
of answers he has given regarding care in the community <ICE-GB:
S1B-056 #41:1:G>

c. And the way we found that out was by cross-sectioning uhm the
type of plants that were growing in each of the woods <ICE-GB:
S1A-036 #227:1:BD>

Semantically speaking, it therefore becomes hard to establish which ele-
ment determines overall reference here. On the one hand, it looks as
though one particular sort/kind/type is being referred to; on the other
hand, a plural N2 clearly gains in referentially and undeniably affects the
interpretation of the construction as a whole.

7.5.2.1.2 Syntactic considerations
When we consider the syntactic evidence, in terms of number agreement
between subject and verb, we come across the same equivocality with
regard to the question of which of the two nominal elements determines
overall reference. Of the relevant examples found in the corpus, almost all
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constructions with a singular N1 and a plural N2 contain a plural verb. The
only case encountered in the corpus of concord between the singular N1
and the finite verb involves a construction with the interrogative deter-
miner what; this example is given in example (63).

(62) a. I would hate to think that the kind of atrocities that Saddam
Hussein has committed uh are only considered horrible according
to Western Christian values <ICE-GB:S1B-036 #32:1:D>

b. The kind of things I’m talking about are key manoeuvres like
turning left turning right what to do at a roundabout or a
pedestrian crossing <ICE-GB:S2A-054 #140:2:A>

c. This however is largely based on the assumption that we know
what kind of people were literate <ICE-GB:S2A-048 #30:1:A>

(63) So what’s uhm what kind of, what kind of uh aspects of the dancing
that you did there do you think has been helpful in in working the way
you’re doing now <ICE-GB:S1A-004 #78:1:A>

These observations only seem to confirm the impression that, both syn-
tactically and semantically, it is not altogether clear whether overall
reference is singular or plural, a fact which does not fit in well with a
referential analysis of these constructions.

7.5.2.2 The postdeterminer analysis
If in SKT-constructions consisting of a definite determiner, a singular N1
and a plural N2, the elements sort/kind/type do not (unequivocally) function
as (head) nouns, and if these constructions are not qualifying constructions,
could they perhaps be analysed as postdeterminer constructions instead? In
section 7.5.1.3.3, it was suggested that constructions with the quantifier any,
a singular N1 and a plural N2, might be considered postdeterminer con-
structions, even though, unlike with these/those and all, there is no syntactic
evidence, as the determiner agrees in number with both nouns. The same
would, of course, be true for similar constructions with the definite article.
There may, however, be other reasons, both semantic and syntactic, for
regarding these constructions as postdeterminer constructions.

7.5.2.2.1 Semantic considerations
As argued in sections 7.2.3 and 7.5.1.1, when functioning as post-
determiners, sort, kind and type serve to restrict the set denoted by N2,
indicating for which members of this set the predication holds. They do
this by singling out a subset of N2 which is characterized by a complex of
properties present in, or inferrable from, the discourse situation. This means
that, despite the fact that no explicit reference is made to any sort, kind or
type, the existence of such a set is obviously implied and membership of
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the referents of the construction to this set clearly indicated. This might
account for the semantic equivocality, mentioned in the previous section, of
constructions with a definite article, a singular N1 and a plural N2:
although overall reference is plural (N2 being the head of the construction),
there is at the same time a strong suggestion of reference to a particular
(evoked) sort/kind/type.

As far as the semantic interpretation of this particular combination of
determiners (the þ sort/kind/type) is concerned, a comparison can again be
made to the use of such. Recall that constructions of this type with the
demonstrative determiners these/those were argued to be comparable in
meaning and use to the explicit anaphoric use of such as described in
Mackenzie (1997). In addition to the explicit anaphoric use of such,
Mackenzie also describes a cataphoric use of such, some examples of which
are given in (64) (Mackenzie 1997: 97; examples again taken from Conan
Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles).

(64) � Explicit cataphoric use of such

a. <description of a stick> It was just such a stick as the old-fashioned
family practitioner used to carry.

b. <mention of his ‘sudden and tragic’ death> . . . his mind was
prepared for just such an end as did eventually overtake him.

As pointed out by Mackenzie, the use of such here is not purely cataphoric,
since the material contained in the NP, enabling the use of such, is in many
cases textually accessible. Now let us consider constructions with the
definite article, singular N1 and plural N2. As it turns out, almost without
exception, all instances of these constructions found in the corpus contain
postmodifiers warranting the use of the definite article by linking the
construction to the immediate discourse setting. In other words, just as the
combination of a plural demonstrative determiner and postdeterminer sort/
kind/type closely resembled the use of anaphoric such, similar constructions
with the definite article can be compared to the cataphoric use of such.
Some examples can be found in (65).

(65) a. Uhm others well to some extent cover the sort of areas that you are
more interested in perhaps <ICE-GB:S1A-066 #188:1:A>

b. we should be developing the kind of systems that worked so well for
us in Europe for forty-five years of of the cold war <ICE-GB:S1B-
035 #90:1:D>

c. And the way we found that out was by cross-sectioning uhm the
type of plants that were growing in each of the woods <ICE-GB:
S1A-036 #227:1:B>

The postdeterminer analysis therefore seems to offer quite a plausible
account of both the semantic features of this construction (i.e. their
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perceived referential duality) and of their discourse properties (presence of
a postmodifier).

7.5.2.2.2 Syntactic considerations
As far as number agreement between subject and finite verb or subject and
nominal predicate is concerned, these constructions do not pose a problem
for the postdeterminer analysis. After all, on this analysis there is only one
nominal element, N2, and number agreement will therefore be expected to
obtain between this element and the verb or nominal predicate. This means
that all the examples given in (62) above can be accounted for, while
example (63), where the verb agrees in number with N1, need not be a
counterexample, since this particular instance can simply be analysed as a
referential construction.

In other respects, however, the postdeterminer account turns out to be
problematic. Thus, as shown in example (66), several cases are found where
N1 is preceded by a modifier, which is clearly incompatible with the
postdeterminer analysis.

(66) a. Could they get the right sort of materials you know to make it tone
in <ICE-GB:S1A-009 #96:1:A>

b. And then here we see the larger sort of themes <ICE-GB:S1B-014
#197:1:A>

c. But they’ve got the simplest and plainest kind of capitals with a kind
of supporting block at the top as it were <ICE-GB:S2A-024
#41:1:A>

Note, however, that the very presence of the adjectives in (66) clearly
suggests (almost forces) a referential reading. In other words, it seems as
though constructions of this type simply allow two interpretations, a
referential or a postdeterminer one, and that in some cases the exact form
of the construction or its immediate context may favour one rather than
the other.

In conclusion, the postdeterminer analysis seems to offer a very satis-
factory semantic account of the construction in question, while also
accommodating some of its more problematic syntactic properties
(e.g. number agreement). On the other hand, there are syntactic features
(e.g. the presence of premodifiers of N1) that make the postdeterminer an
unlikely option. What this means is that constructions of the type ‘the þ
N1sing þ of þ N2pl’ can still not be accounted for in a unified manner,
the most plausible explanation being that, depending on their syntactic
behaviour and/or discourse function, they can be given either a referential
or a postdeterminer interpretation. A third way to analyse these con-
structions may, however, be to regard them not as a separate type but as a
subtype of the referential construction, an option considered in the
following section.
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7.5 .3 Conventionalized referential constructions

An alternative way of dealing with the problematic cases discussed in the
previous section is to regard SKT-constructions of the third kind not as a
separate category (i.e. postdeterminer constructions) but as a subset of the
referential construction (see also Denison 2002, 2005; Denison and Keizer,
in prep.). The constructions in question can be seen as non-prototypical
representatives of the referential construction; more specifically, as
instances of incipient conventionalization where the various parts have
come to form combinations that are to some extent fixed both in form and
in the specific meaning they are used to express. It could then be argued
that in moving away from the central referential cases, these constructions
have adopted some of the properties of the qualifying construction: on the
syntactic level, there is number agreement between the determiner and N2,
while semantically, N2 has developed a higher degree of referentiality, at
the expense of N1 – changes which have brought about a partial shift of
headedness from N1 to N2. On this approach, constructions classified
before as postdeterminer constructions would not form a separate main
type of SKT-construction alongside the referential and qualifying type, but
should rather be seen as the result of a convergence of these two con-
struction types, exhibiting characteristics of both (see also Aarts 2004).
Since constructions of the third kind clearly have more in common with
the referential construction, both semantically and syntactically, they are
best classified as a subtype of the referential construction.

By way of illustration, consider constructions of this type containing the
universal quantifier all; some examples are given in (67):

(67) a. Uhm and there are also crowns and bishops’ mitres and all sort of
things down there <ICE-GB:S1B-014 #185:1:A>

b. And it could cover all sort of aspects couldn’t it I mean travel and
uh background human interest and things like that <ICE-GB:
S1A-066 #191:1:A>

c. I felt now that I wanted to discuss all kind of things with her
(Anthony Powell, A dance to the music of time, part 1, p. 573).

As pointed out before, all in these examples is not used as a universal
quantifier, at least not with regard to either N1 or N2 (reference is made
neither to all sorts, nor to all things of a particular sort). Instead all here
seems to indicate that the predication holds for all conceivable (coherent)
subsets of N2, though not necessarily, or even plausibly, for all their
members. What the two determiners together seem to express is, therefore,
more or less equivalent to ‘(very) many (very) different N2s’.
Similarly, constructions with the central determiners these/those seem to

fulfil a specific function which relies on the combination of these deter-
miners and N1; resulting, it was argued, in an anaphoric relation similar to
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that effected by the use of anaphoric such (see Mackenzie 1997: 94). A
similar comparison, it was then argued, can be made between constructions
with the definite article and a singular N1 and the cataphoric use of such
(Mackenzie 1997: 97). It thus looks as though the various groups of SKT-
constructions which were classified as postdeterminer constructions have
each developed specific, semi-grammaticalized, having become more or less
fixed sequences in the process.

Finally, the diachronic evidence also seems to support such an analysis.
Thus, as shown by Denison (2002, 2005), kind is by far the oldest of the
three nouns, its use dating back as far as Old English. Sort came into use
around 1400. Both nouns were originally fully lexical nouns indicating class
and at some point developed a referential construction (kind halfway
through the fourteenth century, sort halfway through the fifteenth century),
from which they went on to form a qualifying construction – kind from the
end of the sixteenth century, sort from the beginning of the eighteenth.
Around 1800 both these nouns developed adverbial uses (example (25)).
Type, which did not appear until the nineteenth century, never developed
the qualifying use, but did soon develop a referential use.

As for the postdeterminer construction, it seems to have existed at least
by the mid-to-late sixteenth century. It appears to have been particularly
popular in the seventeenth century, with not only kind and sort, but
also other nouns, like manner and variety, allowing for this particular use.
Later its use seems to have been restricted to the nouns kind and sort. Type
again joined the field at a much later stage and did not appear in the
postdeterminer construction until the twentieth century.

In terms of development, its seems plausible to assume that both the
qualifying and the postdeterminer construction developed from the
referential construction. The qualifying construction may have come about
through semantic weakening and subsequent syntactic reanalysis of the
referential construction. Thus, in those cases where the original head (N1)
has a low information value (especially when not modified) focus may have
started to shift to N2. Especially with nouns of subjective or metaphorical
content, the preferred type of referent of the SKT-construction as a whole
may have changed from a normal member of the class of N2 to a possible
member, then to an arguable member, a peripheral member or a near-
member. At that point, what is at issue is not so much the kind of entity
referred to, but rather nature of membership of the class of N2. Subse-
quently, the implicature becomes grammaticalized, syntactic reanalysis
takes place, and the qualifying construction is born.

The status and development of postdeterminer construction is less clear.
Again it seems plausible to assume that its main source is an alternative
reanalysis of the referential, in particular the pattern Det-N1sg-of-N2plur.
Another source may have been the alternative pattern N2plur-of-this-N1sg
(things of this kind). Since the postdeterminer also has properties in common
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with the qualifying construction, and since the postdeterminer construction
seems to have appeared earlier, it could be that this construction, too, has
contributed to the qualifying construction. Unlike the postdeterminer con-
struction, however, the qualifying construction – presumably because it came
to serve an entirely different purpose – fully developed into a new major
construction, while the postdeterminer construction, after a short period of
popularity, seems to have become more restricted in its use.

7.6 Conclusion

The discussion of SKT-constructions in this chapter allows for a number
of conclusions. Some of these obviously concern the question of which
element functions as the head of the construction. As we have seen, the
answer to this question is not always clear-cut, as there does not seem to be
one criterion or set of criteria which invariably decides which element
functions as the head. Instead, it is only through a combination of features,
semantic, syntactic and pragmatic, that headedness can be decided.

Secondly, on the semantic level, the matter of referentiality has proved
to be an important one. Although nominal elements typically function as
the head of a referential expression, this need not be the case. In some
cases, they may fulfil their ascriptive function without serving to pick out a
particular entity. A well-known and well-documented case of such non-
referentiality is that of property-assigning predicate nominals, which do
not refer to a separate entity, but which describe a property attributed to
the subject of a copular construction (see also Keizer 1992). Similarly, in
SKT-constructions, one of the two nominal elements does not appear in its
prototypical, referential function.

Finally, all these considerations togetherhave resulted in thedistinctionof two
major types of SKT-construction, which are maximally different in terms of
headedness and referentiality of the two elements, as well as in terms of the
discourse function of the construction as a whole. The first of these is the
referential construction,whichhasbeenrepresented as follows (cf. example (23)):

(68) a. the sort of material
b. [NP [Det the] [ExtN [N sort] [PP of [N material]]]]

The underlying representation in (68b) reflects the fact that N1 functions
as the semantic and syntactic head, with N2 fulfilling a non-referential
function. In these constructions, N1 behaves very much, although not
entirely, as a prototypical nominal head, sharing most of the defining
features of the prototype. There are, however, also marginal members of
the category, in particular constructions with a second determiner and
constructions with a singular N1 and plural N2. In both cases, the second
noun seems to possess at least some of the features of the prototypical
noun, suggesting a certain degree of referentiality of N2.
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The second construction, that of the qualifying SKT-constructions, is
perhaps the most coherent and unified in terms of its syntactic, semantic
and pragmatic behaviour and, as such, easiest to recognize and classify. In
these constructions, N2 behaves as the semantic and syntactic head, not
only possessing the formal properties of nominal heads, but, in addition,
determining the type of entity referred to. N1, together with element of,
has a qualifying function. As such, N1 is far removed from the prototypical
noun: not only does it fail to function independently (forming part of the
complex elements sort-of/kind-of instead); in addition, these elements serve
to qualify the degree of applicability of the property described by N2,
rather than restricting the set of entities denoted by N2. These construc-
tions have been represented as in (69) (¼ example (44)).

(69) a. a sort of holiday
b. [NP [Det a] [ExtN [Qual sort-of] [N holiday]]]

Finally, these constructions have been shown to fulfil an interesting dis-
course function: their main function is that of mitigation, which is achieved
either through the qualification of the meaning or applicability of N2, or
through the modification (downtoning) of the declarative strength of the
speaker’s statement (hedging).

In addition to these two major types, a third type of SKT-construction
has been distinguished: the postdeterminer construction. As in the quali-
fying construction, the first noun in the determiner construction deviates
considerably from the prototypical noun. Instead, N1 seems to function as
a postdeterminer, restricting the set denoted by N2 by singling out a subset
which is characterized by a complex of properties present in, or inferrable
from, the discourse situation. All the pragmatic and syntactic features
discussed in the previous sections confirm an analysis with N2 as the
nominal head. The element of is analysed as a separate element linking the
nominal determiner (NomPostD) and the head noun. These constructions
have therefore been represented as in (70) (¼ (58)).

(70) a. those sort of things
b. [NP [Det those] [[NomPostD sort] [LE of] [N things]]]

Finally, it has been suggested that this construction could perhaps more
plausibly be regarded as a subtype of the referential construction. How-
ever, since it also has certain formal features in common with the quali-
fying construction, and given that the postdeterminer construction seems
to have developed before the qualifying construction, it seems reasonable
to assume that the latter ‘inherited’ the features from the former, rather
than the other way round. Unlike the qualifying construction, however,
the postdeterminer construction has never developed into a completely
separate construction type.
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8 Conclusion

The aim of the previous chapters has been to present a unified and
consistent analysis of a number of problematic nominal constructions, trying
to reconcile the sometimes contradictory semantic, syntactic and pragmatic
evidence available. Although the resulting underlying representations give
the impression of a neat classification of clearly distinguishable construction
types, the discussion throughout this part of the study will have made clear
that such a conclusion is not warranted. In reality, we have found that only a
subset of the examples found in the corpus exhibit all (or most) of the criteria
for a particular category. All the other examples turn out to be ‘in-between’
cases defying straightforward categorization. It was therefore suggested that
the classifications given be regarded as based on prototypical cases, and
the underlying structures proposed as representing the best members of the
category in question.

A crucial distinction in the preceding chapters has obviously been that
between left-headed and right-headed constructions. Although this dis-
tinction is still considered to be useful, it has at the same time proved to be
quite problematic, in particular if one holds on to the idea that it ought to
be possible to determine the head of a construction unequivocally. Such an
approach, we have found, is problematic on various counts. First of all,
there is the question of which criteria we are to use to determine head-
edness, and of how reliable these criteria are. Secondly, we need to ask
ourselves whether all criteria are equally important, or whether some are
more basic (have more weight) than others. Moreover, which type of cri-
teria should be considered as more basic: semantic, syntactic or pragmatic?
It is only when we have a principled answer to these (and other) questions
that we can start dealing with those constructions which, on the basis of the
criteria selected, do not straightforwardly belong to any one category.

One of the ways of tackling in-between cases has been to distinguish
between syntactic heads and semantic heads, thus allowing constructions to
have two heads and, as a result, to exhibit an unusual combination of
properties. Such an approach is clearly only acceptable on the assumption
that syntax is entirely autonomous, its rules and principles entirely inde-
pendent from semantics and pragmatics. On a functional view of language,
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however, distinguishing between syntactic and semantic heads does not
make much sense: if the function of syntax is to reflect (systematically,
though obviously imperfectly) the meaning and information status of lin-
guistic elements (i.e. if syntax is subservient to semantics and pragmatics),
for an element to function as the syntactic head without being the semantic
head is entirely meaningless. Instead it has been suggested that some of the
inconsistencies observed in the binominal construction dealt with may
result from the fact that the syntactic behaviour of an element may be
determined by the semantic properties of one noun and by the pragmatic
properties of another (see in particular sections 5.3 .3 and 5.4 ). Such an
approach clearly needs further exploration, but seems to offer interesting
new possibilities.

In either case it will be clear that since different, sometimes contra-
dictory, factors are at work, expressions may exhibit the features of a
particular type of construction to various degrees. Since representing every
possible degree of deviation from the category is both undesirable and
impossible, the only option seems to be to base classification on the best
examples of a category, and to accept that any representations proposed are
idealizations, meant to make sense of the incredible heterogeneity of ‘lin-
guistic reality’. For such an approach to be viable, however, we need (1 )
some way of establishing what the idealized, prototypical cases that are
going to be part of the grammar look like; (2 ) a principled way of relating
non-prototypical constructions to the idealized picture presented by the
model; and (3 ) an explanation of what causes the gradience and fuzziness
observed.

The aim of part 2 of this study is to make a modest contribution to this
effort by exploring what an approach taking into account pragmatic and
cognitive considerations has to offer. After a chapter introducing the basic
concepts and principles of this approach, chapters 10 to 12 will illustrate
the application of these concepts and principles to three problematic areas
within the English noun phrase: the distinction between complement and
modifier PPs, the use of discontinuous NPs, and the choice between pre-
and postnominal possessives.
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Part II The cognitive-pragmatic approach:
some applications





9 The flexibility of language

9.1 Introduction

Any linguist even remotely familiar with such pragmatic notions as given/
new and topic/focus is undoubtedly aware of the terminological confusion
prevailing in this area, which has been the cause of many a breakdown of
communication between linguists dealing with these notions (e.g. Levinson
1983: x; Chafe 1987: 21; Lambrecht 1994: 1). This lack of terminological
consensus has generated a growing scepticism about the applicability and
usefulness not only of the notions involved, but of information structure
research in general; a scepticism which is strengthened by the fact that,
since functional linguists are dealing simultaneously with formal and
communicative aspects of the language, their approach does not offer ‘the
comfort which many syntacticians find in the idea of studying an auton-
omous formal object’ (Lambrecht 1994: 1).

However, conceptual vagueness and lack of autonomy are not by defi-
nition bad qualities. Functional and cognitive linguists simply acknowledge
that much of the formal behaviour of linguistic utterances can only be
explained through a combination of syntactic, semantic, pragmatic and
cognitive factors. For these linguists the idea that many linguistic concepts
tend to be fuzzy rather than strictly definable is a welcoming idea rather
than a problematic one (e.g. Hopper and Thompson 1980; Jackendoff 1983,
1990, 1992; Lakoff 1987; Langacker 1987; Taylor 2003). As for the ter-
minological confusion, to conclude that because one and the same term has
been used to refer to different pragmatic notions, these notions themselves
are no longer useful, is of course an obvious case of throwing the baby out
with the bathwater. Provided that linguists specify how the notions in
question are to be understood, their analyses may be successful where other
theories have failed. Indeed, one of the objectives of this study is to show
how such notions as discourse topic, focus, activation and knowledge
structures can help us gain a better understanding of why in a given context
a particular syntactic construction is used rather than another. More spe-
cifically, the aim of part 2 of this study is to investigate the extent to which
these cognitive-pragmatic notions may help to explain some of the formal
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features of noun phrases. Chapter 10 will make use of the notions of
activation and knowledge structures to account for the difference between
complements and adjuncts within the NP. In chapter 11 the notions of
salience and end-focus will be used to explain the occurrence of dis-
continuous NPs, and in chapter 12 the choice between a prenominal and a
postnominal possessive will be explained in terms of discourse topicality
and activation. Before embarking on this mission, however, I will specify
the cognitive-pragmatic notions relevant to the discussions to follow.

9.2 Pragmatics

9.2.1 Information structure

Pragmatics is not exclusively – or even primarily – a subject of interest for
functional linguists, but is more generally taken to belong to the field of
discourse or conversation analysis. Lambrecht (1994: 4) suggests that we
distinguish between ‘conversational pragmatics’, which tends to con-
centrate on the interpretation of sentences within a conversational setting,
and ‘discourse pragmatics’, which is concerned with the relation between
the structure and form of a sentence and its discourse setting. Similarly,
Dik (1997a: 13) remarks that ‘a functional grammar must be embedded
within a wider pragmatic theory of verbal interaction’. Brown and Yule
(1983: 153) do not explicitly distinguish between the realms of grammar
and discourse; they do, however, reserve the term ‘information structure’
for the way information is presented in ‘the smallest units of discourse
structure: small local units at the level of the phrase or clause’.

A pragmatically oriented linguist, then, is primarily concerned with the
information structure of a clause, i.e. with the information status of its
various elements in terms of givenness/newness and topicality/focality.
Chafe introduced the term ‘packaging’ to refer to those formal features that
‘have more to do with how the content is transmitted than with the content
itself’ and, more specifically, ‘with the speaker’s assessment of how the
addressee is able to process what he is saying against the background of a
particular context’ (Chafe 1976: 27). The importance of context is also
stressed by Dik (1997a: 310), who characterizes pragmatic functions as those
functions ‘which specify the information status of the constituents in relation
to the wider communicative setting in which they are used’. The ‘commu-
nicative setting’ is to be understood in terms of the speaker’s estimate of the
addressee’s ‘pragmatic information’ – i.e. his or her full body of knowledge,
beliefs, feelings, and preconceptions – at the moment of speaking (Dik
1997a: 311; cf. ibid. 8–11). These pragmatic functions, however, are assigned
only to those topical and focal elements which are singled out for special
treatment, i.e. to those elements whose information status is reflected in their
grammatical form. Lambrecht (1994: 3), too, uses the term ‘information
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structure’ to refer to that component of grammar which is concerned with
the form of utterances in relation to the assumed mental states of speakers
and hearers in a given discourse context. Like Dik, Lambrecht stresses the
point that information structure is only concerned with the mental states of
the interlocutors if these states, or assumptions about them, have a correlate
in grammatical form (e.g. Lambrecht 1994: 55).

Thus it looks as though here, at least, we have one pragmatic term whose
meaning linguists do agree upon. Each of the definitions of information
structure or packaging emphasizes the following points: (1) its concern
with pragmatic phenomena at clause level, specifying the information
status of elements within the clause; (2) its restriction to those pragmatic
phenomena that are reflected in the grammatical form of a linguistic
utterance; (3) the importance of the communicative setting, including
assumptions about the knowledge of speaker and hearer.

9.2.2 Given and new

One of the first pragmatic notions to enter the field of linguistics was the
distinction between given and new information. It has played a prominent
role ever since, despite the fact that linguists have tended to give their own
interpretation to the notions of given and new, depending on their specific
needs and interests. Thus, Prince (1981: 225) points out, the notion of
givenness has been defined at at least three levels. In the narrowest sense,
givenness has been defined on the basis of ‘saliency’. This is the inter-
pretation used by Chafe (e.g. 1970, 1974, 1976, 1987), who regards given
information as ‘that knowledge which the speaker assumes to be in the
consciousness of the addressee at the time of the utterance’ (Chafe 1976: 30),
whereby we are invited to think of consciousness ‘as a narrow spotlight that
can at any time be directed at only a small area of the available scene – but a
spotlight that wanders constantly, sometimes with purpose and sometimes
not’ (Chafe 1974: 111). New information, on the other hand, is information
which the speaker does not assume to be in the consciousness of the
addressee at the time of speaking. This does not necessarily mean that new
information has not been previously mentioned (Chafe 1974: 121). New
information may, in fact, be assumed to be present in the addressee’s
memory, as long as it is not assumed to be present in the addressee’s con-
sciousness at the time of an utterance.1

A second, somewhat broader interpretation is that of givenness in the
sense of ‘predictability/recoverability’, according to which given information

1 For Lambrecht (1994), Chafe’s notion of consciousness, which contains only that
information which is pragmatically available, does not distinguish between old and new
information, but rather between the (clause-internal) pragmatic functions of Topic and
Focus.
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is that which is presented by the speaker as ‘recoverable from some source
or other in the environment – the situation or the preceding context’ (e.g.
Halliday 1967: 211; Halliday and Hasan, 1976: 326). It will be clear that on
this use of the term given information includes more than what is in the
consciousness of the hearer: it also covers all that information which the
hearer may be assumed to be able to retrieve or infer from anything present
in the preceding discourse or the immediate situation. New information, on
the other hand, is not presented as recoverable from the textual or situa-
tional context.

A third, even broader interpretation of the notion of givenness is that
according to which information is presented as given if, at the time of
utterance, it is assumed to belong to (or to be inferrable from) the ‘shared
knowledge’ of speaker and hearer (e.g. Clark and Haviland 1974, 1977).
Following Chafe (1970), Clark and Haviland assume that declarative sen-
tences convey two kinds of information: information the speaker assumes to
be given, i.e. information s/he believes the listener already knows and
accepts as true, and information the speaker assumes is new for (unknown
to) the hearer. A speaker, Clark and Haviland (1977: 4) explain, acts in
accordance with a ‘Given-New contract’, agreeing ‘to convey information
he thinks the listener already knows as given information and to convey
information he thinks the listener doesn’t yet know as new information’. In
trying to make the structure of her/his utterance congruent with her/his
assumption concerning the knowledge of the hearer, the speaker thus
observes Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle, in particular the Maxims of
Quantity and Relation (or Relevance):2

Cooperative Principle
Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at
which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange
in which you are engaged.

Maxims of Quantity
a. Make your contribution as informative as is required.
b. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required.

Maxim of Relation
Be relevant.

2 The other maxims distinguished by Grice concern the quality (or truth) and the manner of
one’s contribution; the former will not play a role in the chapters to follow; the latter can
be seen as underlying a speaker’s desire to avoid ambiguity (see chapters 11 and 12).

Over the years Grice’s Cooperative Principle has known various modifications,
elaborations and additions; see e.g. Brown and Levinson (1978, 1987), Atlas and Levinson
(1981), Leech (1983), Levinson (1987a, 1987b) and Sperber and Wilson (1986).
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It will be clear that on this interpretation given information does not only
include any information that is recoverable from the textual and situational
context, but applies to all the long-term knowledge a hearer may be assumed
to have at his/her command. It is on this third and broadest interpretation
that Prince (1981) bases her ‘Taxonomy of Given and New’. Prince suggests
that instead of the two values given and new, it might be more correct to set
up a scale of ‘Assumed Familiarity’, with different types of entities repre-
senting different degrees of Assumed Familiarity. This scale is made up of
three basic categories – those of evoked, new and inferrable entities – each
with a number of subcategories. Evoked entities are assumed to be ‘familiar’
on account of the fact that they have already been introduced into the
discourse – either by textual means or by way of the situational context. New
entities, on the other hand, are being introduced into the discourse for the
first time, and may be either brand new (i.e. newly created, unfamiliar to
the hearer) or unused (in which case the hearer is assumed to be familiar with
the particular entity, even if it has not been introduced in the previous
discourse). Brand new entities may in turn be ‘anchored’, in which case the
NP representing it must be ‘‘‘linked’’, by means of another NP . . . properly
contained in it, to some other discourse entity’ (Prince 1981: 236). Apart
from evoked and new entities, Prince distinguishes a kind of ‘in-between’
class of entities, which she labels inferrables: ‘a discourse entity is Inferrable
if the speaker assumes the hearer can infer it, via logical – or, more com-
monly, plausible – reasoning, from discourse entities already evoked or from
other Inferrables’ (Prince 1981: 236). A special subclass of inferrables are the
‘containing inferrables’, where the information from which the inference is
made is properly contained within the inferrable NP itself.

Lambrecht’s (1994) definition of ‘old’ and ‘new’ information closely
resembles that of Clark and Haviland (1977) and Prince (1981): old infor-
mation is that information that is ‘contained in, or evoked by, a sentence as
the pragmatic presupposition’, while new information is ‘expressed by or
conveyed by the sentence as the pragmatic assertion’ (Lambrecht 1994: 52;
original emphasis). The terms ‘pragmatic presupposition’ and ‘pragmatic
assertion’ are subsequently defined as follows (where ‘to know a proposition’
is to be understood in the sense of ‘to have a mental representation of its
denotatum’ (Lambrecht 1994: 52).

Pragmatic presupposition: The set of propositions lexicographically
evoked in a sentence which the speaker assumes the hearer already
knows or is ready to take for granted at the time the sentence is uttered.

Pragmatic assertion: The proposition expressed by a sentence which the
hearer is expected to know or take for granted as a result of hearing the
sentence uttered.

Here old information is taken to include not only all information a hearer
may be assumed to know, but also that information which the speaker
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assumes the hearer does not know, or which the speaker doubts the hearer
knows, but which s/he assumes the hearer is willing to accept as true.

9.2.3 Topic: D-topic, S-topic and G-topic

The pragmatic notion of topic is definitely among the most problematic
pragmatic notions applied in linguistics. This is due firstly to the fact that
over the years ‘topic’ has been defined in a variety of ways; secondly, to the
fact that linguists do not always explicitly state their particular use of the
term, or are inconsistent in applying it. As pointed out before, however,
this does not mean that the notion itself is any less valid or useful; all it
means is that before applying the notion of topic one has to make clear how
it will be used. Nor is it necessary, as Givòn (2001: 198) proposes, to regard
any particular use of the term topic as basic. A more viable option is simply
to accept that there are different kinds of topics, each of which may be
useful to linguists in their attempts to account for the relation between the
form of a linguistic expressions and its communicative environment.

What follows is a brief summary of three common uses of the term topic.
Although the broad classification offered is, of necessity, incomplete and
does not supply strict definitions, it will provide the background needed for
the discussions in the chapters to follow.

9.2.3.1 D-topics
If, for the sake of simplicity, we think of the main types of topic as forming a
hierarchy, Discourse topics, or D-topics, can be found at the top. Of the
various types of topic, the category of D-topics is the most expansive not only
in the sense that D-topics include the other types of topic, but also in the
sense that the notion of D-topic can be applied to virtually any concept,
irrespective of how this concept is referred to, its linguistic form or function
in the clause – irrespective even of whether it is expressible in words. Keenan
and Schieffelin (1976: 342–3, 380), for instance, describe the discourse topic
as ‘the question of immediate concern’, emphasizing the fact that a discourse
topic should not be seen as (expressed by) an NP, but should rather be
regarded as a proposition. Even this, however, is too restrictive, Brown and
Yule contend, as it implies that every discourse fragment has one topic which
can be represented by means of a phrase or sentence. Instead, Brown and
Yule (1983: 70) prefer to describe the notion of a D-topic as a ‘pretheoretical’
notion of ‘what is being talked about’, as ‘an intuitively satisfactory way of
describing the unifying principle which makes one stretch of discourse
‘‘about’’ something and the next stretch ‘‘about’’ something else’.

It will be clear that D-topics as defined by Brown and Yule are not always
easy to pin down. In particular in spoken language, analysts as well as the
discourse participants themselves may have different views on ‘what is being
talked about’ or on exactly where one topic ends and a new topic begins. Nor
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are D-topics likely to be identifiable as a particular grammatical constituent,
or as any specific part of a sentence (Brown and Yule 1983: 73). Never-
theless, it turns out that people do to a large extent agree in their general
judgements of what a particular piece of text or conversation is about, using
such (formal or informal) cues as are available from the text. These cues, or
‘aspects of the context which are directly reflected in the text’, Brown and
Yule (1983: 75) refer to as ‘the topic framework’. It is on the basis of the
information contained within this topic framework, they argue (Brown and
Yule 1983: 83–4), that judgements can be made concerning the ‘relevance’ of
a conversational contribution, where the term relevance is used as in the
conversational maxims proposed by Grice (1975). Unlike the other three
maxims, Brown and Yule point out, Grice does not elaborate on the simple
instruction ‘Be relevant’, thus leaving unanswered the question ‘relevant to
what?’. Brown and Yule propose to answer this question by translating the
maxim ‘Be relevant’ into the following more practical form: ‘Make your
contribution relevant in terms of the existing topic framework.’

The notion of D-topic has not only been of interest to conversational
analysts, but has also been used in communication-oriented approaches to
language within linguistics and language philosophy. One of the first
characterizations of the notions of discourse topic in terms of aboutness and
relevance can, for instance, be found in Strawson’s (1964) ‘Principle of
Relevance’, which he himself dismisses as a ‘platitude’:

Statements, or the pieces of discourse to which they belong, have
subjects, not only in the relatively precise sense of logic and grammar,
but in a vaguer sense with which I shall associate the words ‘topic’
and ‘about’ . . . We do not, except in social desperation, direct iso-
lated and unconnected pieces of information at each other, but on the
contrary intend in general to give or add information about what is a
matter of standing current interest or concern. (Strawson 1964: 97)

More recently, the notion of D-topic has found its way into linguistic
frameworks focusing on the communicative function of language. We thus
find it playing a (modest) role in Dik’s (1997a) theory of Functional
Grammar. Dik’s use of the term closely resembles that of Brown and Yule,
the most noticeable difference being that Dik’s use of the term is more
restrictive in that it applies only to ‘entities’. Note that the term ‘central’, as
used by Dik, seems to correspond to the term ‘relevant’ in Brown and
Yule’s description of D-topics:

A discourse, taken in the wide sense of any kind of coherent text . . . ,
is ‘about’ certain entities . . . For those entities about which a certain
discourse imparts information we may use the term Discourse Topic
(D-Topic). One discourse may have different D-Topics, some more
central to the discourse than others . . . (Dik 1997a: 314)
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Finally, Chafe (2001: 673–4), in discussing what he describes as ‘the
topic of this paragraph’, points out that ‘as long as the topic remains open,
participants in a conversations experience a drive to develop it’. This ‘drive
to develop a discourse’ can, of course, again be seen as an elaboration of
Grice’s maxim ‘Be relevant’: discourses only develop when the contribu-
tions made by its participants are relevant to its topic; as such any coop-
erative participant will try and make his/her contribution relevant to that
discourse for as long as he or she wishes to keep the topic alive.

9.2.3.2 S-topics
Despite its intuitive appeal, the pretheoretical notion of discourse topic has
been of little interest to linguists aiming to explain the formal behaviour of
linguistic elements (typically NPs) at the level of the clause. Since D-topics
are unlikely to be identifiable as a grammatical constituent and since their
status as D-topics need not be systematically coded, the notion of D-topic
is simply too broad to be applied at the clause (or sentence) level. What is
required, therefore, is a narrower concept of topic, one which could be
properly defined within a given theoretical framework. In other words, a
smaller, more strictly defined subcategory of sentence topics (or S-topics)
needs to be distinguished, consisting of D-topics singled out for special
treatment in the clause.

One of the first to use the term ‘topic’ in describing sentence structure
was Hockett (1958). For Hockett a sentence consisted of a topic and a
comment, in that ‘the speaker announces the topic and then says something
about it’ (Hockett 1958: 201). Although such a definition of one particular
element in terms of aboutness is similar to Aristotle’s definition of ‘subject’,
they are not identical. Thus Hockett points out that although it is true that
in many languages the sentential topic will coincide with the function of
grammatical subject, this need not be the case. The use of a separate
grammatical function of topic, to be assigned to constituents at the clause
level, seems therefore justified. This, unfortunately, does not mean that
there is consensus on what exactly S-topics do and how they are coded, and
in many cases the definitions remain rather vague. Quirk et al. (1985: 79),
for instance, confine themselves to observing that the topic of a sentence is
‘that which the sentence is ‘‘about’’ and which it presupposes as its point of
departure’. What is clearly implied, however, by these descriptions is that
the function of S-topic is typically reserved for NPs, or at least for elements
denoting entities (cf. Dik 1997a: 312).

Various types of S-topic have been distinguished. Dik (1997a: 312–26),
for instance, distinguishes New Topics, i.e. those topics that introduce a
new entity into the discourse,3 Given Topics, i.e. discourse entities that

3 Note that what Dik labels New Topics would for many linguists be regarded as containing
focal rather than topical information: the constituents in question do not (as yet) refer to
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have already been introduced, and SubTopics, which have not been
explicitly introduced into the discourse, but which nevertheless can be
assumed to be ‘available’ to the addressee on the basis of their relation to
some Given Topic (cf. Prince’s (1981) ‘Inferrables’; see also Hannay
(1985a, 1985b)).

In Lambrecht (1994), too, the term topic is used to refer to those entities
which the proposition expressed by the sentence is about. The definition he
gives is as follows (Lambrecht 1994: 131):

Topic: A referent is interpreted as the topic of a proposition if in a
given situation the proposition is construed as being about this
referent, i.e. as expressing information which is relevant to and which
increases the addressee’s knowledge of this referent.

Lambrecht then proceeds to show why we need a separate grammatical
function topic in addition to such (closely related) concepts as subject,
identifiability and activation. We have already seen that a distinction
between the functions of subject and topic seems justified on account of the
fact that not all topics are subjects and not all subjects are topic (see aso
Lambrecht 1994: 131–50); in addition, at least in Lambrecht’s proposal,
clauses need not have a topic, or may have more than one. Likewise,
Lambrecht (1994: 160) maintains, the notion of topic is intrinsically
different from the concepts of activation and identification:

The definition of a topic as a referent which stands in a certain
relation to a proposition makes the topic concept different from
the concepts of identifiability and activation, which have to do with
the properties of (the representations) of discourse referents in the
interlocutors’ minds at given points in the conversation.

He illustrates the difference by means of the following example of topi-
calization:

(1) [I graduated from high school] as an average student. My initiative
didn’t carry me any further than average. History I found to be dry.
Math courses I was never good at. I enjoyed sciences . . . Football was
my bag. (From: S. Terkel, 1974, Working, p. 590)

If the function of topicalization were to mark a referent as activated or
identifiable, we cannot account for the fact that the object NPs history and
maths are topicalized, whereas the NP sciences is not, since all three seem to
have the same activation or identifiability status. For Lambrecht, however,
the difference between the topicalized NPs history and maths on the one
hand and the non-topicalized NP sciences on the other is that the referents

the entity the predication is about. Instead they typically convey (discourse) new
information, and as such qualify for Focus function.
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of the former are topics in the propositions expressed by the clauses con-
taining them, whereas the referent of the non-topicalized NP sciences is not.

At the same time, Lambrecht recognizes that there is a relation between
the topic function and the activation status of a referent in the sense that ‘a
topic relation between a referent and a proposition can be effectively
construed only if the topic referent has a certain degree of pragmatic
accessibility’ (Lambrecht 1994: 162). However, rather than marking the
pragmatic accessibility of a referent, presenting a referent as a topic serves
as an invitation to the hearer to exploit this accessibility in the given
syntactic environment.4

9.2.3.3 G-topics
Finally, some linguists regard topic as a fully formalized grammatical
function, distinguishable by a number of invariable formal features (e.g. Li
and Thompson 1976, Mithun 1991, Hopper and Traugott 1993, Givòn
1995). This approach has led to a number of proposals. Li and Thompson
(1976), for instance, regard these grammaticalized topics (or G-topics) as
an alternative to subject function. They distinguish between topic-
prominent languages (e.g. Chinese, Lolo-Burmese) and subject-oriented
languages (e.g. Indo-European languages), depending on whether the basic
constructions in a language manifest a topic-comment relation or a subject-
predicate relation. They found that the difference between the grammatical
functions of G-topic and subject relates to a number of differences in
formal behaviour (with regard to, for instance, definiteness, agreement with
the verb and position in the clause).

Givón (1995: 230) rejects the idea of a typology of topic-oriented vs
subject-oriented languages. Following Keenan (1976), he takes a clustering
approach to grammatical subjecthood. The fact that in some languages
(Li and Thompson’s topic-oriented languages) the subject does not display
all the typical subject properties merely indicates that subjects in these
languages are ‘morphologically less marked’, ‘less grammaticalized’, or ‘less
prototypical’. For Givón (e.g. 1983, 1984, 1995, 2001), the relation between

4 Note finally that, despite an overlap in general characterization, the notion of S-topic
differs crucially from the notion of ‘theme’, as used by the linguists from the Prague
School (e.g. Firbas 1966; Dane 1974) and Halliday (1967, 1985). Thus, although themes,
too, have been defined as ‘what is being talked about’ (Halliday 1967: 212), their main
defining property is that they function as ‘the point of departure for the clause as a
message’ (ibid.), and as such are typically placed in first position. As such, Halliday (1985:
38) argues,

The label ‘Topic’ usually refers to only one particular kind of Theme . . . ; and it tends
to be used as a cover term for two concepts that are fundamentally different, one being
that of Theme and the other being that of Given.

To add to the confusion, however, some authors (e.g. Kuno 1972) do use the term
theme to refer to S-topics rather than to ‘what comes first in the sentence’.
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the notions of subject and topic is much more direct: subjects, as well as
direct objects, are grammaticalized sentence topics; they are ‘pragmatic
case roles’ coding the prominence of a participant in the state of affairs or
event described in a clause (e.g. Givón 1984: 137–8). Of these, the subject
tends to code ‘the most important, recurrent or continuous topic’ (or
‘primary clausal topic’), while direct objects code the topic next in
importance, recurrence or continuity (‘the secondary clausal topic’).

In Givón’s approach, then, topicality is fundamentally a cognitive (rather
than a pragmatic) dimension, reflecting long-term information concerning
the kinds of participants within states and events. This long-term knowl-
edge first came to be formalized in the predication or subcategorization
frames associated with verbs and subsequently grammaticalized into the
syntactic functions of subject and direct object. This selection process may
be explained in terms of the limited capacity of human attention: complex
multi-participant situations force this attention to be deployed selectively,
and this may be seen as the reason why only one or two event participants
bear the grammaticalized topic marking (or pragmatic case roles) subject or
direct object (Givón 2001: 198).

9.2.4 Focus

The pragmatic notion of focus is often seen as the opposite of topic. Thus,
focus is usually associated with that part of the clause which contains
information that is new, or in some sense ‘relevant’ or ‘important’ (e.g.
Quirk et al. 1985: 1362). Clearly, the notion of relevance here is not the
same as that used to define to D-topics, where it meant relevance to the
discourse topic, or topic framework, and typically involved given or acti-
vated information. Similarly, the term ‘importance’ does not correspond to
Givòn’s notion of importance, which is used to define topical elements in
the clause. Nor will it do to say that focal information must simply be new,
as not all new information is focal, and not all focal information new.

Instead, in defining Focus the notions new, relevant and important must
be understood in terms of what the speaker wants to achieve with a par-
ticular utterance; or, as Dik (1997a: 326) puts it:

The focal information in a linguistic setting is that information which
is relatively the most important or salient in the given communicative
setting, and considered by [the speaker] to be the most essential for
[the addressee] to integrate into his pragmatic information.

In other words, focal information is ‘relevant’ or ‘important’ in that it is the
point of the communication; it is ‘new’ in that it contains the information
which the speaker would like to add to or change in the addressee’s
pragmatic information. As mentioned before, this does not necessarily
mean that focal information has not been mentioned before; what it means
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is that it is presented by the speaker as ‘not being recoverable from the
preceding discourse’ (Halliday 1967: 204–5).
Dik (1997a: 327) subsequently distinguishes between this notion of

focality and the pragmatic function Focus: the function of Focus is only
assigned to constituents which contain focal information and are singled
out for special treatment. This special treatment may take the form of
prosodic prominence (e.g. emphatic or contrastive stress), special con-
stituent order (e.g. first position), special Focus markers (e.g. Focus par-
ticles) or special Focus constructions (e.g. cleft constructions).

A similar use of the notion Focus can be found in Lambrecht (1994),
who characterizes the focus as ‘that part of a proposition which cannot be
taken for granted at the time of speech. It is the unpredictable or non-
recoverable element in an utterance’ (Lambrecht 1994: 207). Using the
notions ‘pragmatic presupposition’ and ‘pragmatic assertion’ (see section
9.2.2), Lambrecht (1994: 213) defines the focus of a proposition as follows:

Focus: The semantic component of a pragmatically structured pro-
position whereby the assertion differs from the presupposition.

Different types of Focus have been distinguished, which may differ
along two main parameters (Dik 1997a: 330):

a. The ‘scope’ of the Focus function, i.e. the question of what part of the
underlying clause structure is placed in Focus;

b. The ‘communicative point’ of the focusing, i.e. the question of what
pragmatic reasons underlie the assignment of Focus to the relevant part
of the underlying clause structure.

As is clear from parameter (a), Focus, unlike Topic, may be assigned to
virtually any element in the clause, including nouns, verbs, auxiliaries,
adjectives, adverbs, prepositions – even to morphemes. Parameter (b) has
to do with the intentions of the speaker, i.e. with the question of whether
the focal information is supplied to fill an information gap (e.g. answers to
questions) or to change some element in the hearer’s pragmatic information
(e.g. to reject, replace, expand, restrict or select some existing item of
information).

Lambrecht (1994: 221–35) distinguishes three focus-structure categories,
based on scope, but also taking into account the topic-focus distribution:

(A) Predicate-focus structure

(2) a. What happened to your car?
b. My car/It broke down.

The presupposition in sentence (2b) is the fact that the speaker’s car is
pragmatically available as a topic for discussion, i.e. that the proposition
can be construed as being a comment about this topic (Lambrecht
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1994 : 226). The pragmatic assertion is the establishment of an aboutness
relation between the topic referent and the event denoted by the predicate
broke down; the Focus is part of this assertion.

(B) Argument-focus structure

( 3) a. I heard your motorcycle broke down?
b. My car broke down.

Here the relevant knowledge presupposition evoked in (3 b) is that
something belonging to the speaker broke down, the assertion is that this
something is the speaker’s car, and the focus is the car.

(C) Sentence-focus structure

( 4) a. What happened?
b. My car broke down.

In the focus structure illustrated ( 4b) no pragmatic presupposition is
evoked: such presuppositional features as ‘something happened’ or ‘the
speaker has a car’ are, in Lambrecht’s analysis, merely implied by the
question, not lexicogrammatically evoked by the answer. The assertion is
the information that the speaker’s car broke down; the focus domain is the
whole sentence. Here assertion and focus coincide.

It is not difficult to see that despite the similarity in the characterizations
given of the notion of Topic and Focus, Dik’s and Lambrecht’s proposals
will in many cases assign these functions to different element in the clause.
In sentence ( 4b), for instance, the NP my car is not assigned topic status in
Lambrecht’s analysis. In Dik’s approach, on the other hand, it will pre-
sumably be assigned (Sub)Topic function: even though the sentence as a
whole presents focal information, the predication will still be regarded as
being about the (inferrable) referent of this NP. Moreover, the NP is
formally marked as a Topic in the sense that it is the subject, in that it
appears in first position and in that it is definite and contains a pronoun.

Notice finally that in Dik’s proposal the functions of Topic and Focus
are not mutually exclusive (see also Mackenzie and Keizer 1991 : 191;
Keizer and Van Staden in prep.). This is largely due to the fact that,
whereas Topic function is defined within the domain of the clause, Focus is
still essentially a discourse function. In example (3b), for instance, the NP
my car qualifies for Focus function (as the information provided by the NP
fills an information gap), while it may at the same time be seen as a (Sub)
Topic (referring to the entity the predication is about).

9.2.5 Conclusion

To employ all of the pragmatic notions mentioned in the preceding section
may seem eclectic. However, too many attempts to account for complex
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linguistic phenomena have been flawed by the wish to explain these phe-
nomena in terms of one notion or principle only. But just as in every linguistic
utterance there is interaction between syntactic, semantic and pragmatic
factors, similarly, within the pragmatic paradigm there may be different forces
at work at the same time. In some cases, one of these may offer an acceptable
explanation; in other cases some other pragmatic principle may lead to the
solution; in other cases again, various principles may play a role. However
desirable it may be to assume that one of these principles is more basic than
the others, there is no reason to believe this to be the case.

This does not mean, of course, that each of the notions and principles
discussed will be equally suitable for dealing with the specific linguistic
constructions that will be the focus of attention in the chapters to follow. The
most important pragmatic notions used in the present study are the following.

Topic
No one kind of topic will be considered as more fundamental than the
other; the various types of topics discussed are regarded as related, but
distinct, functions, which may help to account for different linguistic
phenomena. For the purpose of this study, however, the most relevant kind
of topic is the D-topic, and most examples in part 2 of this study will,
consequently, be examined in their discourse context. In addition, the
notion of activation will play an important role (see section 9.3.3); topic and
activation will, however, be regarded as separate notions.

Focus
The term focus will be used to refer to the most informative or salient
information, i.e. to that part of the conveyed information which is intended
to bring about changes in the pragmatic information of the hearer or elicit
actions or (changes in) behaviour on the part of the hearer; or alternatively,
as the point of the message, the reason a particular message is uttered.

Given/New information
In order to avoid confusion, whenever the terms given and new are used, it
will be indicated at which level of knowledge or information they are to be
understood (i.e. textual, situational, general). On the whole, however, given
will be interpreted in the broadest sense, as part of speaker-hearer shared
information. Prince’s notion of anchoring of (unfamiliar) information will
also turn out to be relevant.

9.3 Cognition

9.3.1 Introduction

This section briefly discusses some of the literature on categorization and
the structure of human memory relevant to this study. Most of the notions
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described originate from the discipline of cognitive science, which from the
1970s has formed a kind of umbrella science for contributions from a large
number of fields – psychology, philosophy, anthropology, physiology,
neuroscience, linguistics – and which has proved very advantageous for
each of these disciplines. At the same time, it will be clear that having to
rely on contributions from outside one’s own area of expertise may be
problematic, since it may be hard to correctly assess the significance of
these contributions and the validity of their claims. This is further com-
plicated by the fact that, as every discipline, cognitive science, too, has seen
the development of different schools of thought. Finally, it needs to be
borne in mind that, cognitive science being a comparatively new discipline,
some of its research is of a rather speculative nature.

This said, it is often felt that certain linguistic phenomena can best be
accounted for if certain cognitive notions are taken into consideration. In
linguistics, for instance, there is a tendency to make a rather intuitive use of
cognitive notions like mental representation, prototype and activation in
explaining specific linguistic phenomena. The information provided in this
section, although admittedly incomplete and selective, is meant to fulfil
the dual function of contributing to a better understanding of the cognitive
processes underlying these notions and justifying their application to
linguistic puzzles.

In what follows some proposals from cognitive science which have had a
great impact on linguistics is briefly discussed. The first of these concerns
human categorization, in particular prototype effects, to be discussed in
section 9.3.2. Subsequently, section 9.3.3 is concerned with proposals for
the mental representation and retrieval of information, such as frame and
schema theory and network models.

9.3.2 Prototype theory

Until well into the twentieth century, the traditional Aristotelian view of
categories as definable solely in terms of common properties of their
members remained the predominant view in philosophy, linguistics and
psychology. According to this view, an object either belongs or does not
belong to a particular category and category membership can be determined
on the basis of a number of necessary and sufficient conditions. The
assumption of categorization as an unambiguous, clear-cut process proved
both attractive and convenient and, after a while, came to be taken for
granted (Labov 1973: 347; Lakoff 1987: 6–10). Moreover, although vague-
ness in categorization had been recognized for some time by scholars from
different scientific disciplines, evidence for an alternative view remained
fragmented. What was needed was the realization that together the evidence
from the various disciplines could lead to an entirely different, scientifically
based view of categorization.
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The answer came in the late 1960s and early 1970s, with the emergence
of cognitive science, a new discipline concentrating on the workings of the
mind which at last offered a coherent framework into which the scattered
evidence from philosophy, linguistics, anthropology and psychology could
be brought together to build a unified picture of the way in which people
perceive and categorize the world around them (see e.g. Lakoff 1987:
ch. 1). The combined evidence suggested that while some categories are
based simply on the presence of a set of invariable common properties,
most categories include members which do not share properties with all
other members; or, if they do, these properties may vary from context to
context, or from person to person. In other words, whereas some categories
may have strict and fixed boundaries, in other cases boundaries between
categories may be fuzzy or variable, their members sometimes only related
through ‘family resemblances’ (Wittgenstein 1953).

Moreover, experiments of various kinds provided evidence that, even
within clearly bounded categories, not all members necessarily possess the
same degree of category membership, as some members are consistently
rated as better examples of the category than others (e.g. Labov’s research
on the categorization of concrete objects (Weinreich, Labov and Herzog
1968; Labov 1973); Berlin and Kay’s (1969) and Kay and McDaniel’s
(1978) work on the categorization of colour; and Berlin’s ethnobiological
research on the naming of plants and animals (e.g. Berlin, Breedlove and
Raven 1974; Berlin 1976, 1978)). With the steady accumulation of evidence
concerning the formation and function of categories, their internal struc-
ture and the interaction between contrasting categories, the traditional view
became less and less tenable.

The first to recognize and describe the general cognitive principles
which could accommodate the findings of these diverse studies was Eleanor
Rosch. From the late 1960s, Rosch and her associates had been conducting
experiments on colour and form which suggested the existence of non-
arbitrary categories centred around ‘natural prototypes’ (Rosch 1973). In
later publications, the idea of prototypes as an organizing principle in
human categorization was extended to other domains, eventually resulting
in a coherent perspective on human thinking in general which could serve
as an alternative to the traditional view of categorization. This came to be
known as ‘prototype theory’.

Rosch rejects the traditional view of categorization: since most categories
do not have clear-cut boundaries, categorization cannot take place on the
basis of necessary and sufficient criteria. However, instead of concentrating
on the boundaries between categories (like Labov), Rosch chooses ‘to
achieve separateness and clarity of actually continuous categories . . . by
conceiving of each category in terms of its clear cases rather than its
boundaries’ (Rosch 1978: 35–6). The clearest cases of category membership
constitute ‘prototypes’. Operationally, they are defined by people’s
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judgements of goodness of membership in the category: as it turned out,
people overwhelmingly agree on how good an example members are of a
category, even if they disagree about the boundary of that category (e.g.
McGloskey and Glucksburg 1978; Barsalou 1983). Thus, the more pro-
totypical of a category a member is rated, the more attributes it has in
common with other members of the category, and the fewer it has in
common with members of contrasting categories (Rosch and Mervis 1975).
Further evidence for the existence of prototypes includes the fact that

in experiments asking subjects to judge, as true or false, statements of
category membership, responses of true were invariably faster for more
prototypical items. Moreover, children were found to learn category
membership of good examples of categories before that of poor examples
(Rosch 1973). Evidence can also be found in linguistics, as demonstrated by
the use of ‘hedges’ (Lakoff 1972), such as almost and virtually. Thus, it is
acceptable to say that a penguin is technically a bird, but not that a robin is
technically a bird, as robins (but not penguins) are rated as prototypes of
the category bird.

It is important, however, to realize that, as pointed out by Rosch in her
later work (Rosch 1978, 1981), prototype effects are, indeed, effects and
do not themselves constitute a theory of the way categories are processed
or learned (e.g. Rosch 1978: 28); nor does prototype theory make any
claims about how prototypes are represented in the mind (e.g. Rosch
1978: 40).

It is hardly surprising that, due to the role of naming and the importance
of words and their meaning in the experiments conducted, linguistics has
been one of the major areas to contribute to and be influenced by the new
developments in cognitive psychology (see also Aarts et al. 2004). Among
the first to recognize the implications of Rosch’s work for linguistic theory
were those linguists (e.g. Lakoff 1971; Jackendoff 1972; Langacker 1973)
who were unhappy with the way in which generative grammar, with its
assumption of a strict division between syntax, semantics and lexicon, and
its insistence on the autonomy and primacy of syntax within the language
faculty, was developing. Another early adherent of prototype theory was
Fillmore (1982), who used Rosch’s notion of a prototype to describe the
senses and uses of specific lexical and grammatical functions and categories.
Other linguistic frameworks, such as the ‘Columbia school’ of linguistics
(e.g. Garcı́a 1977, Contini-Morava and Sussman Goldberg 1995, Reid,
Otheguy and Stern 2002), or functionally oriented approaches such as that
of Givón (e.g. 1984, 1986, 1995, 2001) and Hopper and Thompson (1980),
have also proved capable of accommodating prototype effects. In addition,
there are quite a number of theories which represent what Van Valin and
LaPolla (1997: 11) describe as the ‘communication-and-cognition per-
spective’ to language, and which aim to be compatible with the findings of
prototype theory. Examples are Functional-Systemic Grammar (Halliday
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1985), Functional Grammar (Dik 1997a, 1997b), Functional Discourse
Grammar (Hengeveld 2004, Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2006), Role and
Reference Grammar (Van Valin 1993, Van Valin and LaPolla 1997),
Lexical-Functional Grammar (Bresnan 1982, 2001), Cognitive Grammar
(Langacker 1987, Croft and Cruse 2004) and Construction Grammar
(Fillmore 1988, Croft 2001).

9.3.3 Activation

9.3.3.1 Introduction
Linguistic interest in the findings of cognitive science has not, however,
been confined to ideas about human categorization. Insights into other
cognitive processes, such as those underlying the storage and retrieval of
information, have also proved relevant to linguists interested in the com-
municative aspects of language. Chafe (1987: 21), for instance, regards such
linguistic phenomena as given and new information, topics and comments,
subjects and predicates, as well as intonation units, clauses, sentences and
paragraphs as manifestations of basic cognitive processes, which can only
be fully understood when we understand the psychological phenomena
underlying them (cf. also Chafe 1974, 1976, 2001). One of the cognitive
notions he employs to explain the linguistic ‘packaging’ devices people use
is that of the ‘activation state’ of a concept, whereby concepts are to be
understood as people’s ideas of objects, events and properties as typically
expressed in noun phrases, verb phrases and adjective phrases (Chafe 1987:
25). Starting from the assumption that of the large amount of knowledge
contained in the human mind only a very small amount can be focused on,
Chafe distinguishes three activation states for concepts: ‘active’, ‘semi-
active’, and ‘inactive’. These states are defined as follows:

An active concept is one that is currently lit up, a concept in a
person’s focus of consciousness. A semi-active concept is one that is
in a person’s peripheral consciousness, a concept of which a person
has a background awareness, but which is not being directly focused
on. An inactive concept is one that is currently in a person’s long-term
memory, neither focally nor peripherally active. (Ibid.)

The activation state of a concept is relevant to linguistics in the sense that it
may determine the form or position of an expression, as ‘[t]hose concepts
which are already active for the speaker, and which the speaker judges to be
active for the hearer as well, are verbalized in a special way, having
properties which have often been discussed in terms of ‘‘old’’ or ‘‘given’’
information’ (Chafe 1987: 26).

In cognitive psychology, research into the question of how information
becomes activated and how activation patterns become established has
resulted in a number of different theories concerning the structure of
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human memory. One of these is based on the assumption that knowledge is
stored in knowledge structures containing information associated with a
particular concept. Two kinds of such knowledge structures, frames and
schemata, will be discussed the following section.

9.3.3.2 Frames and schemata
9.3.3.2.1 Frames
The cognitive notion of ‘frame’ has its origin in research in artificial intel-
ligence (Minsky 1975), but has since been applied extensively in a number of
other fields, including cognitive psychology, linguistic semantics and text
linguistics. According to Minsky’s (1975: 212) original description, a frame is
‘a data-structure for representing a stereotype situation’. Frames are struc-
tured in that they form a network of nodes and relations, with ‘slots’ at
various levels. At the top level, for instance, we find things that are always
true about the supposed situation; at the lower levels, slots are to be filled by
specific instances or data. Each time a person encounters a new situation, s/he
selects from memory a frame to be adapted to fit the situation in question by
changing details as necessary. Once a frame is selected, a matching process is
started to assign values (data from the situation) to the slots of the frame.
These values must be consistent with certain conditions specified by the
slots. Normally, a frame’s slots are already filled with ‘default’ assignments
(Minsky 1975: 212), which means that the frame contains a great deal of
information not specifically warranted by the situation. For instance, a frame
for ‘house’ will contain slots with default values for ‘kitchen’, ‘living room’
and ‘roof’. For those features that are not specified, the slots will retain their
default value.

The notion of frame was applied to linguistics by Fillmore (1975, 1977),
who used it as the basis of his ‘frame semantics’, comparing it with his own
‘case frame’ – a term he used earlier in a linguistic setting (Fillmore 1968).
In Fillmore’s approach, each predicating word has its own case frame,
which must be seen as ‘the imposition of structure on an event’ (Fillmore
1977: 58). For instance, a complete description of the prototypical com-
mercial event would have to mention two participants (a buyer and a
seller), money, goods, the transfer of ownership, etc. – all of which ele-
ments are contained in the ‘commercial event’ frame. It will be clear that,
formulated in this way, the notion of frame receives the much narrower
interpretation of ‘verb frame’, to be used in the analysis of sentences
(cf. Fillmore 1978; Raskin 1986).

At the same time, however, Fillmore (1975, 1977, 1985a) points out that
the various verb frames evoked in a text may build up larger structures,
which may help us to account for the way in which discourse is understood.
What is needed in discourse analysis, according to Fillmore (1975: 125), is
‘a way of discussing the development, on the part of the interpreter, of an
image or scene or picture of the world as that gets built up and filled out
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between the beginning and the end of a text-interpretation experience’
(Fillmore 1975: 125). In order to create this mental world, the interpreter
needs the appropriate frames, which ‘impose structure or coherence on
some aspect of human experience’ (Fillmore 1975: 123). Only when the
successive parts of a text contribute to the construction of a single (com-
plex) scene is that text coherent, and only when the interpreter knows
which frame is intended in the given context can s/he understand the
meaning of the text.

Fillmore recognizes that, in dealing with the process of discourse
understanding in this way, frame semantics takes a much more encyclopedic
view of meaning than is common in linguistic description. Nevertheless, his
objective remains a linguistic one: the knowledge structures used in
understanding discourse only have to be accounted for in as far as they
enable the linguist to describe ‘the semantic contribution of individual lexical
items and grammatical constructions’ and to explain ‘the process of con-
structing the interpretation of a text out of the interpretation of its pieces’
(Fillmore 1985a: 233). Frame semantics, as a linguistic theory, therefore only
includes as much of this knowledge as is needed to account for the meaning
of every sentence in every context in which it occurs (compare Raskin 1986:
20). This notion of frame also underlies the notion of ‘construction’ as
employed in construction grammar (CG) (e.g. Fillmore 1985b, 1988; Lakoff
1987; Brugman 1988; Kay 1990; Goldberg 1995; Croft 2001, etc.).

9.3.3.2.2 Schemata
As with frames, the basis of schema theory is formed by the idea that
people do not perceive and store information as collections of unstructured
simple fragments, but rather as large, structured ‘chunks’. Schema theory,
however, has its origin in the work of the Gestalt psychologists of the first
half of the twentieth century, in particular Henry Head’s Studies in Neu-
rology (1920) and Bartlett’s pioneering book Remembering (1932). This
latter work formed the basis of many of the theories of knowledge repre-
sentation developed in the 1970s and 1980s. According to Bartlett, an
individual confronted with a complex situation

. . . does not normally take such a situation detail by detail and
meticulously build up the whole. In ordinary instances he has an
overmastering tendency simply to get a general impression of the
whole; and on the basis of this he constructs the probable detail.
(Bartlett 1932: 206)

Memory, therefore, is not ‘primarily or literally reduplicative, or repro-
ductive’; it is influenced by ‘schemata’, i.e. by ‘active organisation(s) of past
reactions, or of past experiences’ (Barlett 1932: 201; 204). Remembering is,
therefore, a constructive process, using both the incoming information and
one’s knowledge of past experiences.
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In the 1970s and 1980s the notion of a schema became particularly
popular in cognitive and discourse studies aimed at answering such
questions as ‘how is memory organized so as to usually permit relevant
information to be accessed when required?’; ‘how is old knowledge
employed in the acquisition of new?’; and ‘how does our current knowledge
state modulate our actions?’ (Rumelhart and Ortony 1977: 99). Again,
schemata were considered to play a crucial role; they were, as Rumelhart
(1980: 33) put it, ‘the building blocks of cognition’, ‘the fundamental
elements upon which all information processing depends’ (ibid.). More-
over, not only do they play an important role in the comprehension of
input information, but also in the storage, retrieval and acquisition of
knowledge, in the allocation of attention, and in the process of making
inferences (see also Anderson 1985).
So what exactly are schemata? Schemata are data structures for repre-

senting generic concepts stored in memory (Anderson 1977: 68; Rumelhart
and Ortony 1977: 101). They exist for concepts underlying objects, situations,
events, actions, sequences of events, sequences of actions, etc. They are
structured in that they contain a hierarchical network of interrelations among
their various constituents. They are abstract in that they represent what is
generally believed to be true of an object, event, etc., i.e. they represent
stereotypes of these objects, events, etc.

More specifically, schemata have the following characteristics (Rumelhart
and Ortony 1977; Rumelhart 1980). First of all, they have variables, which
will take on different values on different occasions. These values are
determined by contextual and situational factors: the environment provides
the referents to be associated with the variables in an activated schema. If
there is insufficient information, a variable may be assigned an inferred (or
default) value on the basis if these constraints (cf. Minsky’s frames).
Secondly, schemata embed one within the other; i.e. the structure of one
schema can be given in terms of relationships holding between a number of
subschemata. Presumably, the dependence of schemata on subschemata is
not infinite: there must be a point at which the subschemata are all una-
nalysable (atomic). Thirdly, schemata can be found at all levels of
abstraction. People not only have schemata of objects, situations, events
and actions, but also of sequences of events and actions, or of plots of
stories (Rumelhart 1975). Finally, it is important to realize that schemata
represent (encyclopedic) knowledge, rather than definitional or lexical
knowledge: schemata do not describe the meaning of words, but represent
the knowledge associated with concepts.

Another feature of schemata that needs to be emphasized is that they have
a certain degree of flexibility, reflecting ‘human tolerance for vagueness,
imprecision and quasi-inconsistence’ (Rumelhart and Ortony 1977: 111; cf.
Rumelhart 1980: 37). As such they allow for considerable variation, and
distortion of and deviation from schemata are to a certain extent acceptable.
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Thus, if an activated schema fails to account for some aspect of a situation,
the interpreter may choose to reject the schema as inadequate, or to accept
the schema as adequate despite its flawed account. In the latter case, it is
even possible that the new, deviating information brings about a change in
the schema (Rumelhart 1980: 38; Anderson and Pearson 1984: 255).
Within linguistics, the term schema was perhaps first used by Chafe

(1977), who applies it to the process of verbalization. The question he
posits is the following: after witnessing or experiencing an event, ‘What
kinds of processes must this person apply to convert his knowledge, pre-
dominantly nonverbal to begin with, into a verbal output?’ (Chafe 1977:
41). The first element in this process, he hypothesizes, is the determination
of a schema, which refers to the identification of the event; the second is
the determination of a frame, which refers to the sentence-level expression
about particular individuals and their roles in the event; finally, a category
is chosen to name objects or actions which play parts in the event. For all
these choices, one must ‘match the internal representation of particular
events and individuals with internally represented prototypes’ (ibid. 1977: 42).
Schemata also play a role in Chafe’s later work (1987, 1994, 2001), where
they play an important role in the activation of information (cf. section
9.3.3.1): ‘[w]hen a schema has been evoked in a narrative, some if not all of
the expectations of which it is constituted presumably enter the semi-active
state. From that point on, they are more accessible to recall than they
would have been as inactive concepts’ (Chafe 1987: 29).

9.3.3.2.3 General knowledge structures
From the above it will have become clear that it is not always easy to
distinguish between frames and schemata. Some studies (e.g. Fillmore
1975; see also Renkema 1987: 260) treat the two terms as (near-)equiva-
lents, whereas others use one term to cover both notions (see Rumelhart
1980: 33). If, on the other hand, frames are to be understood as Fillmore’s
(1968) case frames, it will be clear that their organizational role is largely
confined to individual sentences, while schemata typically apply to larger
pieces of discourse; the same distinction is made by Chafe (1977: 46).
According to De Beaugrande (1980: 164), however, the difference between
frames and schemata is situated in the fact that ‘[t]he schema is much more
committed to an ordered sequence of actualization than is the frame’.

The exact difference between the notions of frames and schemata is, for
our present purposes at least, of minor importance. There is considerable
evidence that general knowledge structures, whatever form they take, are
relevant in text understanding and have some psychological validity
(e.g. Sanford and Garrod 1981; Abbott, Black and Smith 1985; Bower,
Black and Turner 1985; Graesser and Clark 1985a, 1985b). Following
Graesser and Clark (1985a, 1985b), I will, therefore, use the term General
Knowledge Structure (GKS) to refer to frames and schemata alike.
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9.3.3.3 Network approaches
9.3.3.3.1 Some problems with frames and schemata
Despite their intuitive appeal and widespread application, knowledge
structures like frames and schemata proved to have a number of weak
points. One of these concerns their lack of constraint. According to
Dresher and Hornstein (1976: 357), for instance, ‘Minsky presents a totally
unconstrained system capable of anything at all’; they consequently dismiss
frame theory as ‘little more than a cumbersome convention for the listing of
facts’. Rayner and Pollatsek (1989: 305), too, observe that one of the major
problems of this approach is the vagueness of the size of schemata: is a
schema ‘doing your laundry’, ‘putting the coin in the washing machine’ or
‘a day in your life’?

Moreover, Rayner and Pollatsek point out that in schema theory real-
world knowledge is invoked in handy prepackaged units (‘a lexicon of
generic experience’), which may be true for restaurant episodes, but not for
the numerous novel situations people experience every day (cf. Schank
1982a: 44–5). As pointed out by McClelland, Rumelhart and Hinton (1986:
9), most everyday situations cannot be rigidly assigned to just one single
schema or script, but generally involve an interplay between a number of
different sources of information. Consider, for example, a child’s birthday
party at a restaurant, which requires us to combine what we know about
children’s birthday parties with what we know about restaurants.

Similar objections can be found in Brown and Yule (1983: 240–5), who
mention the fact that it is far from clear which frames (or parts of frames)
get activated, and who, like Dresher and Hornstein (1976) and Rayner and
Pollatsek (1989), note that accounts of this kind lack a principled means of
restricting the number of conceptualizations required for the under-
standing of sentences. Kintsch (1989: 191) adds to this the criticism that
frames and schemata are too inflexible to account for context-specific
situations (see also Van Berkel 1991: 25).

9.3.3.3.2 Connectionism: general description
In the 1980s developments in neuroscience inspired cognitive psychologists
to look for models of higher-level processes that were grounded in – or at
least compatible with – what was known about neural processing. Starting
from general knowledge of how neurons work, these efforts were addressing
the question of how the brain may achieve the higher-level cognition it is
capable of by connecting together basic elements like neurons. This
approach, known as connectionism, resulted in the development of dif-
ferent kinds of models.5 One particular framework for such connectionist

5 As pointed out by Lamb (2004: 329), ‘the term ‘‘connectionsm’’ is actually very old, going
back to the work of Carl Wernicke over 125 years ago . . . ’ Nor is the idea that knowledge
is organized networks particularly new in linguistics. In fact, Lamb continues, ‘[t]he
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models, developed by Jay McClelland and David Rumelhart, is that of
Parallel Distributed Processing (PDP). PDP models start from the idea
that information is represented in patterns of activation among neural
elements which simultaneously interact with one another. The basic
assumptions of these models, that human information processing is both
parallel and distributed, form a radical break from the traditional (serial,
localized) approach with regard to the time-course of processing, the nature
of representation, and the mechanisms of learning (e.g. Anderson 2000: 31;
McClelland, Rumelhart and Hinton 1986; Bechtel and Abrahamson 1991).

PDP models assume that information processing involves the activation
of units in a network, rather than the manipulation of symbols and the
application of rules. However, in the 1960s and 70s, it was the ‘symbolic
paradigm’ which dominated the field, gaining momentum from the rapid
developments in computer technology (Bechtel and Abrahamsen 1991: 10).
The symbolic approach, which assumes that cognition is a symbolic pro-
cessing and that human reasoning follows symbolic rules in combination
with explicit lists of exceptions, was also inspired by developments in
linguistics, in particular by Chomsky’s notion of a generative grammar, and
its underlying assumptions that the language faculty should be regarded as
an automaton capable of generating infinite sets of sentences. Together,
these developments led to what became known as the ‘computer metaphor’:
the belief that computer programmes could serve as models or simulations
of human cognition.

PDP models start from the idea that digital computers are not a good
model for how cognitive processes are carried out in the brain. Thus,
according to McClelland, Rumelhart and Hinton (1986: 3),

people are smarter than today’s computers because the brain employs
a basic computational architecture that is more suited to deal with the
central aspect of the natural information processing tasks that people
are so good at . . . these tasks generally require the simultaneous
consideration of many pieces of information or constraints. Each
constraint may be imperfectly specified and ambiguous, yet each can
play a potentially decisive role in the outcome of processing.

Hinton and Anderson (1989: vii), for instance, observe that certain tasks,
such as arithmetic or flawless memory, are very easy for the computer and
very hard for humans, while there are other tasks, such as perceiving the
three-dimensional world or recalling items from partial descriptions, which
are relatively easy for humans but very hard to implement in a conventional

hypothesis that a person’s linguistic structure is a network of relationships came in the first
place from examination of linguistic knowledge’ (ibid.). It features in the work of such
prominent linguists as Saussure and Hjelmslev, and formed the basis of Halliday’s (1967)
systemic networks and Lamb’s own relational networks (e.g. Lamb 1994; 2004: 227–53).
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computer. They conclude that ‘[i]t seems that the computational processes
in the brain are different in kind from those in the computer and that this
difference may stem from the fact that the brain has billions of units that all
compute in parallel, whereas conventional digital computers have to reduce
every computation to a sequence of very simple primitive steps’.

So what do PDP models look like? PDP models consist of a network of
elementary units or nodes, each of which has some degree of activation.
These units are connected to each other so that active units send excitatory
and inhibitory signals to other units. The network is a dynamic system and,
once supplied with initial input, spreads excitations and inhibitions among
its units. Each of the connections between the units has a particular strength,
which determines the degree of activation (if any) of the unit given a certain
input (e.g. Bechtel and Abrahamsen 1991: 2; see also McClelland, Rumelhart
and Hinton 1986: 10).

One of the basic ideas of PDP models is that processing takes place in a
parallel fashion. Although on the macro-level human thought is clearly
organized in a sequential fashion, this does not mean that the internal
structure of each of the states in the sequence is also sequential in character
(McClelland, Rumelhart and Hinton 1986: 12). For one thing, as pointed
out by Feldman and Ballard (1982), the biological hardware is just too
sluggish for sequential models of the microstructure to provide a plausible
account of the microstructure of human thought. Moreover, there is evi-
dence that at the micro-level different pieces of information must be kept
in mind at once, each of which plays an essential part, constraining others
and being constrained by them.

Evidence to support this approach comes from various sources. Thus
there is linguistic evidence for the mutual influence of syntax and semantics
(Rumelhart 1977; McClelland, Rumelhart and Hinton 1986: 6): while syntax
constrains the assignment of meaning, the syntactic structure of an expres-
sion may also be determined by its meaning – and there is no reason to
suppose that one kind of constraint is primary. Mutual constraints also
operate in other areas, such as motor control and perception. Simple acts of
reaching and grasping, too, require the exploitation of a large number of
simultaneous and often mutual constraints (McClelland, Rumelhart and
Hinton 1986: 4, 13). The same is true for word recognition. Experiments by
Selfridge (1955) and Lindsay and Norman (1972), for instance, demonstrate
that where more than one letter (sometimes even all letters) in a word is
ambiguous, subjects are nevertheless able to recognize the word. This is not
possible in a strictly sequential system: since the identity of each ambiguous
letter is constrained by the identities of each of the others, there is no way to
get the process started. This paradox can only be resolved by assuming that
our perceptual system can explore all the constraints (i.e. all possible com-
binations) before committing itself to one of them (McClelland, Rumelhart
and Hinton 1986: 7–9).
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9.3.3.3.3 Some relevant properties of PDP models
So what are the advantages of PDP models – what is it that makes them so
attractive? Let us briefly consider those properties of PDP models that will
prove relevant to the discussions in subsequent chapters of this study.

Content addressability
One prominent feature of human memory is that it is content addressable:
we can access information in memory based on nearly any attribute of the
representation we are trying to retrieve. Clearly, some cues are better than
others. An attribute which is shared by a very large number of concepts
will fail to select a particular memory representation. Several such cues
together may, however, be successful.

There are various ways to implement content addressability of memory
on a standard computer. The most straightforward way is to search
sequentially (compare a filing-system), which is very inefficient, especially
when two or more cues have to be combined. A somewhat more sophis-
ticated scheme may make use of indexing, which is more efficient, but also
more error-prone. Suppose, however, that we have a system in which each
memory is represented by a unit which has mutually excitatory interactions
with units standing for each of its attributes. Then, whenever any attribute
of the memory is activated, all of its content would become activated. Such
a scheme would automatically produce content addressability. To prevent
one property of a number of memories from activating every property of
each of these memories and thereby swamping the relevant memory, all we
have to do is add inhibitory connections between the memory units.

Graceful degradation
Although this system would not be completely free of errors, it would not
break down if one of the cues turns out to contain incorrect information, as
long as the other attributes combine to activate the correct memory.
Naturally, any probe containing misleading information will be a poorer
cue than one which does not contain misleading information. Even poor
cues can, however, lead to the right answer. The system will simply
retrieve the memory which matches the description best (cf. Anderson
2000: 34).

Spontaneous generalization
Even when a retrieval cue is too general to capture any one memory, the
model still tends to retrieve what is common to all the matching memories.
That is to say, on the basis of the activated memories, the model is able to
retrieve typical values for each attribute of these memories. This means
that the system is capable of extracting prototypes – even if there is no
object which has all these attributes – and of grading individuals according
to how well they resemble the prototype.
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Memory traces as changes in the weights
In a distributed memory system, knowledge is defined as the strengths of
the connections in a system. In that case, learning must be a matter of
finding the right connection strengths so that, in the future, the network
will activate the right pattern under the right circumstances. For a con-
nectionist system, therefore, the goal of learning is not the formulation or
modification of explicit rules, but rather the acquisition of the right con-
nection strengths (e.g. McClelland, Rumelhart and Hinton 1986: 32; see
also McClelland and Rumelhart 1986a: 179–82).

9.3.3.3.4 Conclusion
In sum, the virtues of PDP models seem to be considerable. Part of their
appeal is the fact that these models seem more compatible than other
models with what we know about the neural system. Another virtue is the
implementation of ‘soft constraints’: whereas rules are deterministic (given
a certain input leading to a certain output), the constraints in PDP models
can mutually excite and inhibit each other. As a result, the system will find
the best overall solution to the multiple constraints, which need not be
compatible with all of the individual constraints. This is a natural way of
dealing with exceptions to rules, and allows for prototype effects and
degrees of category membership. Thirdly, content addressability is
achieved in a natural way, as the right memory may be retrieved even if the
cues are faulty. Finally, these models are believed to offer a plausible
account of how people learn from experience (Bechtel and Abrahamsen
1991: 56–65).

9.3.3.4 Keeping an open mind
Connectionist models of language processing as an alternative to the
symbolic, rule-based, kind of representation assumed in most linguistic
theories have proved both revolutionary and highly controversial, and have,
from their conception, been attacked as fiercely as they have been defen-
ded. Early critiques were characterized by a total rejection of the con-
nectionist approach (Fodor and Pylyshyn 1988; Pinker and Prince 1988). In
the course of two decades network modellers have tried to parry part of the
criticism, rejecting it as either mistaken or ill-founded (e.g. Seidenberg and
McClelland 1990, Seidenberg and MacDonald 1999; McClelland and
Seidenberg 2000), while remedying some of the failings pointed out by
theoretical linguists in new, adjusted models (for an overview, see e.g.
Christiansen and Chater 1999; and Clahsen 1999; see also Jackendoff 2002,
Dąbrowska 2004: 149–56).6

6 That the original belief among many connectionist psycholinguists, neuroscientists and
certain groups of linguists in the viability of the neural network approach is still strong
becomes clear from large amount of ongoing research. One such recent and promising
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On the whole, realization seems to have grown that the two approaches
need not always be in total competition. Thus it may turn out that different
approaches may be suitable for performing different tasks, in which case
each may have a contribution to make (Bechtel and Abrahamsen 1991: 19;
Christiansen and Chater 1999; Smolensky 1999; Steedman 1999). In other
cases, the theories proposed may be given different implementations.
Prototype theory and frame and schema theory, for instance, may be
implemented both in symbolic and in network models. It is true that
certain (psycho)linguists, in particular from the generative school of
thought, remain sceptical about what connectionist models, even after
considerable innovations and adjustments, can ultimately achieve. Never-
theless, here, too, the idea seems to have taken root that activation is likely
to play some role in the storing, processing and retrieval of information (e.g.
Pinker 1999; Jackendoff 2002; for a rejection of such a compromise, see,
however, McClelland and Seidenberg 2000).
The prevailing idea therefore seems to be that a heterogeneous approach

is needed, combining insights from network models and (psycho)linguistic
insights concerning the need for and nature of linguistic rules. As yet,
however, very little can be said about the plausibility and actual form of
such a theory.

9.4 Conclusion

It will not come as a surprise that the notions discussed in this chapter have
often been employed in studies of the noun phrase; after all, noun phrases
are typically used to introduce or refer back to discourse referents, whose
information or activation status may be reflected in the form of the noun
phrase, the word order within the noun phrase, as well as in other aspects
of its syntactic behaviour. In the chapters to follow use will be made of the
cognitive-pragmatic notions discussed in this chapter to explain a speaker’s
preference for a particular nominal construction where, from a syntactic
and semantic point of view, an alternative construction (in terms of form or
position) would have been equally acceptable. In particular, the notions of
discourse topicality and salience, activation and shared speaker-hearer
knowledge will turn out to be relevant; in addition, throughout this part of
the study, the notion of prototypicality, as well as the idea that (linguistic)

attempt to develop cognitively plausible models of language processing is the Berkeley
Neural Theory of Language project, which aims (among other things) at supplying the
graded (probabilistic) computational models of human language processing needed to
capture and extend the insights from cognitive linguistics and construction grammar (e.g.
Narayanan and Jurafsky 1998; Chang, Narayanan and Petruck 2002; Chang et al. 2002).
These models build on the kind of knowledge structures (frames and schemata) discussed
in section 9.3.3.2, trying to bridge the gap between the frames used in Fillmore, Wooter
and Bater’s (2001) FrameNet (an online lexical resource based on the principles of frame
semantics) and the kind of inference going on in language production and interpretation.
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knowledge is organized in (general) knowledge structures or neural net-
works, will be appealed to. I do not expect to contribute in any important
way to the development of any of the ideas mentioned; instead, in trying to
account for certain linguistic phenomena, I will merely appeal to the
notions and ideas discussed, using those which seem to be most useful in
performing the task at hand. In this way I hope to show not only that
certain linguistic phenomena can best be explained in terms of human
information processing, but also that the analyses offered are, indeed,
psychologically adequate.
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10 Complements and modifiers

10.1 Introduction

A large amount of research on the NP has been devoted to the question of
whether it is justified and feasible to distinguish two basic types of noun:
those that take complements (often referred to as relational nouns) and
those that do not (non-relational nouns). Relational nouns are often com-
pared to verbs in that, like verbs, they have an argument structure and
impose restrictions on the number, semantic roles and semantic features of
their arguments. This is particularly clear in deverbal nouns, which not
only share their denotation with the input verb, but which may also be said
to ‘inherit’ the argument structure of this verb.

There are, however, important differences as well. Thus, not all nouns
take arguments; as a matter of fact, only a minority of nouns take one or
more arguments. This is no doubt related to the fact that nouns and verbs
differ with regard to the roles they typically perform within the clause:
whereas verb frames can be seen as the skeleton of the clause, specifying
the type of action, the number of participants and the roles they play,
nouns are typically used to refer to these participants. Moreover, the
arguments of verbs are obligatory (or virtually so) and share specific formal
features; the arguments of nouns, on the other, can easily be omitted and
are not characterized by consistent formal marking.

This lack of formal differentiation within the NP has inspired various
attempts to find other (semantic and syntactic) criteria for distinguishing
between relational and non-relational nouns, as well as between comple-
ment and modifier PPs. This chapter will review some of these attempts
and evaluate the criteria proposed. It will be argued that these criteria
merely constitute tendencies and cannot be used as diagnostic tests for the
status of the head noun or any posthead PP. The reason no hard-and-fast
rules can be found, it will be claimed, is that the distinctions in question are
fuzzy rather than clear-cut; which, in turn, is due to the fact that these
distinctions are cognitive in nature, reflecting differences in the degree of
activation of the concepts evoked in the mind.
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Complements of nouns may take different forms and positions
(e.g. Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 439). They may appear in pre-head
positions (e.g. an English student, a flower seller), in which case comple-
ment and head can be seen as one nominal compound, as well as in
posthead position, in which case they take the form of a clause or a PP. It is
the identification of PP complements, in particular, which has turned out
to be problematic, since, superficially, these PPs appear in the same form
and position as modifying PPs. In what follows we will therefore con-
centrate on constructions of the type ‘nominal head þ complement PP’.1

Since the existing proposals to be discussed in this chapter differ in their
use of terminology, a brief note on the terms to be used may be in place.
The main distinctions to be made are those between relational and non-
relational nouns, and between complement and modifier PPs. Relational
nouns are nouns that take complements; they may be basic (non-derived)
or derived (mainly deverbal). Non-relational nouns do not take comple-
ments; they are typically, but not necessarily, basic nouns. Complement
PPs are PPs whose presence is required by the head noun; they are also
referred to as internal dependents (Huddleston and Pullum 2002). Modifier
PPs are not required by the head noun; they are also referred to as adjunct
PPs. Where the status of the PP has not yet been determined, the term
posthead PP will be used.

Observe that the descriptions given here are circular: the relational/non-
relational distinction is given in terms of the complement/modifier dis-
tinction and vice versa. The aim of this chapter is to establish what
independent grounds there are for distinguishing the various categories.
Section 10.2.2 begins with a discussion of relational nouns; this will be
followed by a discussion of the complement/modifier distinction (section
10.2.3). Subsequently, section 10.3 considers what a cognitive approach
may have to offer; this section will make extensive use of the ideas and
notions introduced in chapter 3. Finally, section 10.4 sums up the main
points made in this chapter.

10.2 Some existing proposals

10.2.1 Introduction

The distinction between complement and modifier plays an important role
in almost every linguistic theory, whether formal or functional, and a

1 Postnominal complements may, of course, also take the form of a clause. In that case, the
(basic or derived) head noun designates a proposition and the complement provides the
content of that proposition (e.g. the fact that he didn’t show up, the announcement that the
train was delayed). These content clauses, however, differ from modifying (relative) clauses
in both function and formal behaviour. Unlike with PPs, distinguishing between
complement and modifying clauses is, therefore, not a problem.
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number of criteria, both semantic and syntactic, have been proposed to
justify the (intuitively attractive) distinction. Basically, the issue has been
approached from two different angles. In semantically based theories, the
difference tends to be accounted for in terms of the type of head noun.
Most nouns are non-relational: they denote an entity or set of entities
without relating this entity (or set) to any other particular entity (or set of
entities). When restricted by a PP, this PP functions as a modifier: it will
restrict the set of entities denoted by the NP; it is not, however, required in
order for the expression to be meaningful. Examples are man, woman,
water, glass. Relational nouns, on the other hand, can only be meaningfully
used in relation to some other entity (or set of entities): they need a
complement to complete the denotation of the head noun. Some of these
relational nouns are basic (non-derived) nouns. Obvious examples are
kinship names like father, mother, sister, wife and husband; part-whole
relationships (including body parts), such as roof–house, page–book, nose–
person; physical properties such as size, colour, volume, etc.; and other
entities which are generally perceived of as closely associated with some
other entity (king–country, head–school).

In addition, there is a very large group of derived relational nouns, which
can be said to have ‘inherited’ the argument structure of some base verb or
adjective. These relational nouns include such nominalizations as destruction,
treatment, writer, height, etc. Here the arguments typically have the semantic
functions of patient or agent, although other functions (such as recipient (gift
to my mother), or destination (flight to Rome)) are also possible.

Attempts to provide a more detailed definition of the class of relational
nouns has led to two competing views. The first of these regards the
distinction between relational and non-relational nouns as belonging
exclusively to the realm of semantics. Advocates of this view argue that the
lexicon contains two separate classes of nouns: relational nouns, which
require a complement, and non-relational nouns, which do not. Although
relational nouns can, admittedly, sometimes be used without a comple-
ment, this is only possible under specific circumstances (see below);
therefore, these nouns are still relational nouns.

An alternative, semantico-pragmatic approach does distinguish between
the class a noun belongs to and the way it is used. Here, too, some nouns
are relational, while others are non-relational. However, every noun can be
used both relationally and non-relationally, i.e. relational nouns can be used
without a complement, while non-relational nouns can require the presence
of a restrictor in the given setting. Taken to the extreme, the semantic
distinction may be reduced to a pragmatic one: it is because some nouns are
typically used in combination with a restrictor that these nouns have been
regarded as constituting a separate semantic class. This, however, only begs
the question, since it fails to explain why it is that certain nouns typically
co-occur with a restrictor.
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Other theories, largely syntactically based, have opted to approach the
whole question of complements and modifiers from the other side. They
are not primarily interested in the type of head noun, but concentrate on
the formal behaviour of the posthead PPs. The question why certain nouns
typically require the presence of a PP is immaterial: what needs to be
accounted for are certain differences in behaviour between these restrictors.
This has resulted in a number of attempts to formulate operational tests to
differentiate between complement PPs and modifying PPs. Subsequently,
these restrictors are analysed as occupying positions at different levels
within the NP.

What follows is an attempt to establish whether, or to what extent, the
proposals made so far are tenable. Section 10.2.2 will look at the semantic
basis for the distinction between relational and non-relational nouns, while
section 10.2.3 will concentrate on the criteria (both semantic and syntactic)
put forward for distinguishing between complements and modifiers.

10.2.2 Relational versus non-relational nouns

10.2.2.1 Background
Many linguists have commented upon the ‘relational’ character of certain
nouns. Fillmore (1968) was one of the first to distinguish a separate cate-
gory to accommodate these nouns. His class of ‘inherently relational’
nouns, examples of which are names of body parts and names of kinsmen,
consists of nouns which denote entities which are obligatorily (or
‘inalienably’) possessed by some other entity (Fillmore 1968: 61–2). Other
linguists, such as Pit’ha (1971: 41), opt for a pragmatic approach. Pit’ha
rejects Fillmore’s proposal, arguing that whether or not the relation
between the two nouns is one of ‘inalienable possession’ simply depends on
the context, arguing that ‘the fact that some combinations in certain
relations are unusual . . . is connected exclusively with relations in extra-
linguistic reality’.

Löbner (1985: 292) combines these two views. He takes up Fillmore’s
idea of a separate class of relational nouns, claiming that

[n]ouns have two basic interpretations. Taken in isolation they can be
considered either sortal nouns or relational nouns. Sortal nouns classify
objects, whereas relational nouns describe objects as standing in a
certain relationship to others. These are two fundamentally different
ways to characterize objects, and one cannot be reduced to the other.

In addition to these two types of noun, however, Löbner (1985: 295) also
distinguishes between a relational and non-relational (or sortal) use of
nouns. Relational nouns will typically be used relationally (i.e. will typically
yield ‘relational concepts’); they can, however, be used non-relationally
(as ‘sortal concepts’). Similarly, non-relational (sortal) nouns, although
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typically used non-relationally, may, under certain conditions, also be used
relationally.

In Löbner’s theory sortal nouns simply classify objects and are, logically,
one-place predicates (e.g. woman). Relational nouns, on the other hand,
‘describe objects as standing in a certain relation to others’ (Löbner 1985:
292); they typically involve a second argument (e.g. wife) (cf. Huddleston
1984: 262). The relation between an argument and its ‘value’ (head noun) is
one of possession: the argument possesses the value (a person has a nose);
conversely, the value is said to ‘belong to’ the argument (a nose ‘belongs to’
a person). The broad interpretation given to ‘possession’ allows Löbner to
include not only such obvious cases as wife, mother, nose, etc. in the class of
relational nouns, but also profession, address, nationality, etc. (since people
have a profession/an address/a nationality). Löbner (1985: 297) recognizes,
however, that this relation is not one of ‘inalienable’ possession, and that
relational nouns can also be used non-relationally. A relational noun like
mother, for instance, can be used as a sortal concept ‘if the additional
argument of a two-place functional noun is implicitly or explicitly exis-
tentially bound (or left open)’ (Löbner 1985: 297). This use of relational
nouns we find, for instance, when the noun is modified by a gradable
adjective or when the noun is quantified, as well as in generic statements
and non-factual statements; examples are given in (1a)–(1d):

(1) a. They are very liberal parents.
b. Every mother loves her child.
c. He doesn’t like mothers.
d. She only wanted a daughter.

Moreover, use of a relational noun results in a non-relational (sortal) concept
when the focus is on the very existence of the referent, as in (2a) and (2b):

(2) a. Britain has a queen.
b. I have a brother and two sisters.

10.2.2.2 Basic relational nouns
Verbs are generally acknowledged to have argument (or thematic) struc-
tures, specifying the number and thematic roles of their arguments. A verb
like to laugh for example has one (agentive) argument, a verb like to read has
two arguments (an agent and a patient), and a verb like to give has three
arguments (agent, patient and recipient). The arguments of these verbal
predicates fill slots in the predicate frame associated with these verbs.

(3) a. laughV (xi)Ag
b. readV (xi)Ag (xj)Pat
c. giveV (xi)Ag (xj)Pat (xk)Rec

In most cases, the argument filling the xi slot of a predicate corresponds
to the subject of the clause, with the arguments filling the xj and xk
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functioning as the objects. In some theories, the objects are referred to as
the complements (or internal arguments) of the verb, since it is their
function to complete the (verbal) predicate. The subject, on the other hand,
is often referred to as the external complement of the verb, the argument
the complete verbal predicate predicates something about.

Although not generally perceived of in this way, nouns can be described in
a similar fashion. Like verbs, nouns function as predicates. Although the
phrases they head typically have a referential function, filling the argument
slots of a verb frame, the head noun itself predicates a property of the entity
referred to. The noun frame of a non-relational noun consists of a nominal
predicate only. In the case of a relational head noun, the noun frame will
contain one or more argument slots. These arguments may be regarded as
the complements of the noun.2 In constructions with basic (non-derived)
relational nouns, the first argument is given the semantic function Reference
(as the entity with reference to which the relation is said to hold, see
Mackenzie 1983; Dik 1997a: 121). Some examples are given in (4):

(4) Non-relational (sortal) nouns:
a. womanN a woman
b. computerN a computer

(5) Basic (non-derived) relational nouns:
a. motherN (xi)Ref Jane’s mother
b. sideN (xi)Ref one side of his face

Basic relational nouns come in various kinds. Following Löbner, and
abandoning Fillmore’s requirement that the ‘possession’ relation between
the two entities is obligatory or inalienable, it will be assumed that the class
of relational nouns is not restricted to kinship names and body parts. In
other part-whole relations, like door–house, engine–car or lid–jar, the ‘part’-
nouns will also qualify as relational nouns, as each of them can be said to
‘belong to’ the related entity; in none of these cases, however, is the
relationship inalienable.

Other non-derived nouns that typically take complements are the so-
called picture nouns, such as picture, aquarelle and postcard, while a noun
like statue may also be included in this category. Similarly, there are those

2 In addition, nouns are often provided with a variable symbolizing for the entity the
property denoted by the noun is predicated of (e.g. Löbner 1985). Note, however, that this
variable seems to belong to a different level in the process of predicating and referring: it
is, after all, the property denoted by the head noun together with any further arguments
which together serve to describe or identify the intended referent. In other words, the
arguments that are part of the noun frame can be seen as the complements of the head
noun; the intended referent seems to function as an argument of the head noun and its
complements together, and is referred to by means of a noun phrase. As such,
complements of the noun have fixed semantic roles within the noun frame, whereas the
noun phrase referring to the overall referent may perform any semantic function
(depending on its role in the predication).
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nouns (which we may call story nouns) which denote things that have
contents as well as a creator, such as story, book, poem, leaflet, etc. Each of
these nouns can be said to have two complements: in the case of picture
nouns, these are the creator of the work (realized by a by-PP or a genitive
NP) and the object depicted (realized by an of-PP or a genitive NP); in the
case of story nouns, the creator and the subject matter (the latter typically
realized by an about-PP). Example (6) gives the argument structures
associated with some of these nouns:

(6) a. pictureN (xi)Ag (xj)Pat Holbein’s picture of Henry VIII
b. statueN (xi)Ag (xj)Pat the statue of David by Michelangelo
c. bookN (xi)Ag (xj)Pat Ackroyd’s book about London

10.2.2.3 Derived relational nouns
Whereas most basic nouns do not have arguments, most derived nouns do
(unless they are fully lexicalized – e.g. (a) meeting – or no longer refer to an
action but to the product of an action – e.g. (a) building). The arguments of
derived nouns are typically ‘inherited’ from the verb (or adjective) from
which they are derived. A deverbal noun like perseverance, for instance,
inherits the argument structure of the intransitive verb persevere, including
the semantic function of its argument. Similarly, nouns or nominalizations
derived from monotransitive and ditransitive verbs, such as treatment or
lending, inherit the agent, patient and, in the case of ditranstitive verbs, the
recipient argument of the input verb. Prepositional objects, too, tend to be
inherited by the deverbal noun, usually along with the original preposition;
examples are insistence (on), deviation (from) and belief (in). A special
category is, again, formed by derived picture and story nouns, such as
painting and writing(s), which denote the objects produced by the action
denoted by the verb, rather than the action itself.3 Examples of the various
types of derived relational nouns are given in (7).

(7) a. perseveranceN (xi)Ag the perseverance of his lawyer

b. treatmentN (xi)Ag (xj)Pat the company’s treatment of its employees

c. lendingN (xi)Ag (xj)Pat (xk)Rec the lending of textbooks to students by

the library

d. deviationN (xi)Ag (xj)So the artist’s deviation from the established

norms

e. paintingN (xi)Ag (xj)Pat Holbein’s painting of Henry VIII

3 Note that constructions like John’s painting of St Paul’s Cathedral is at least threefold
ambiguous. When interpreted as referring to an concrete object, it may either mean the
painting John painted or the painting John owns (other readings, such as the painting John
bequeathed may be possible, but are less likely). In addition, the NP may be interpreted as
referring to the action of painting (John’s painting of St Paul’s Cathedral takes up most of his
time). See also Matthews (1981: 158).
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An obvious exception to the ‘inheritance rule’ are deverbal person
nouns, such as teacher, successor or runner. Here the deverbal noun does not,
as a rule, inherit the first (typically agent) argument of the input verb;
instead, these nouns denote the referent of the first argument of the input
verb. Where the input verb is (di)transitive, the second or third arguments
are inherited by the person noun (example (8b)).

(8) a. runnerN a runner
b. successorN (xi)Pat the successor of Tony Blair

Finally, inheritance of argument structures is also found with de-
adjectival nouns. Adjectives denoting physical properties, such as high and
long, typically have one argument: the entity the property is predicated of.
Nouns derived from these adjectives inherit this argument (which will be
assigned the semantic function Reference). The same holds for adjectives
denoting more abstract properties, such as weak or inferior. Where the
input adjective requires an extra argument, as in the case of aware (of) or
susceptible (to), the additional arguments are also inherited by the de-
adjectival noun, together with their semantic functions and the original
preposition. Examples can be found in (9).

(9) a. lengthN (xi)Ref the length of the house
b. weaknessN (xi)Ref the weakness of his argument
c. awarenessN (xi)Exp (xj)Pat his awareness of the pain

Obviously, there are important differences between the frames asso-
ciated with verbs and nouns, for instance in terms of the form and syntactic
function of the arguments. A further difference concerns the fact that the
arguments of verbs are, in the majority of cases, obligatory and need to be
explicitly expressed, whereas in the case of nouns it is much easier to omit
any complements, although this may vary from noun to noun and from
occasion to occasion (see e.g. Mackenzie 1985a, 1985b, 1996). In the dis-
cussion to follow, however, we will be concerned with the similarities
between verbs and nouns in terms of complementation.

10.2.2.4 Relational nouns and definiteness
The notion of relational nouns has frequently been used to account for
certain occurrences of the definite article. In pragmatic and semantico-
pragmatic treatments of definiteness, it is generally assumed that the definite
article indicates the speaker’s assumption that the hearer is familiar with (can
identify) the entity referred to (see Keizer 1992). The most obvious ground
for assuming an entity to be familiar is an earlier mention of this entity in the
discourse (e.g. Hawkins’s (1978) anaphoric use; Prince’s (1981) textually
evoked entities). In addition, the entity in question may be assumed to be
familiar or identifiable on the basis of the immediate or larger situation
(Hawkins 1978; cf. Prince’s (1981) situationally evoked and unused entities).
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This, however, still leaves a considerable number of definite expressions
unaccounted for, some examples of which are given in (10):

(10) a. Friends of mine have just bought this very authentic Victorian
house and are now renovating the kitchen.

b. It was a lovely wedding. The bride was positively beaming.

Christophersen (1939: 29) points out that in these cases familiarity with
the referent is created ‘by detour’, made possible by the fact that ‘certain
ideas are so intimately associated that one is apt to call up the other’.
Similarly, Hawkins (1978) distinguishes an ‘associative anaphoric’ use of
the definite article for those cases where the success of the definite refer-
ence depends on the presence of a textual trigger and general knowledge
about this trigger.4 In most cases, Hawkins (1978: 124) continues, the
association between the trigger and the associate is one ‘part of’ or ‘attri-
bute of’. In addition, Hawkins observes, appropriate use of this usage type
of the definite article seems to require the association to be a frequent one.

Löbner (1985) subsequently links the notions of definiteness and relational
nouns. Löbner rejects Russell’s (1903, 1905, 1920) logico-semantic ‘exis-
tence-plus-uniqueness account’, and agrees with Christophersen (1939: 70,
73) that the crucial feature of definiteness is not uniqueness but non-
ambiguity. The difference between these two concepts is explained as
follows. Uniqueness of reference is, according to Löbner, always ‘an acci-
dental property of a sortal concept – the property that it happens to apply to
only one object’ (Löbner 1985: 291). Non-ambiguity, on the other hand, is
the property of an expression that allows for only one interpretation (within a
particular situation), and may be an inherent property of both sortal and
non-sortal concepts (e.g. superlatives: the eldest sister, the tallest man).

With some nouns, however, it is not the context which determines the
non-ambiguity of their relation to the object referred to; rather, it is the
nouns themselves that are inherently unambiguous. As such, these nouns, a
subtype of the class of relational nouns, at the same time belong to a
category of nouns referred to by Löbner as ‘functional’ nouns: like func-
tions, they relate objects unambiguously to other objects. In short, rela-
tional nouns always involve some relation between a referent and an
(implicit or explicit) argument. In the case of functional relational nouns
this relation is unambiguous (one-to-one; e.g. the chairman of the commit-
tee); in the case of a non-functional relational noun this relation is
ambiguous (one-to-many; e.g. a member of the committee).

Now, according to Löbner, definiteness, in all its forms, indicates that an
NP must be taken as a functional concept. The head noun of a definite NP,
however, need not be a functional noun, but may also be a non-functional

4 Compare also Chafe’s (1976) notion of ‘entailment’, Heim’s (1982, 1983) notion of
‘accommodation’ and Prince’s (1981) category of ‘inferrables’.
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relational or sortal noun. Thus a distinction can be made between ‘semantic
definites’, the referent of which ‘is established independently of the
immediate situation or context of utterance’ (e.g. the mother of John), and
‘pragmatic definites’, which ‘are essentially dependent on special situations
and contexts for the non-ambiguity (and existence) of a referent’ (e.g. the
book on the table) (Löbner 1985: 298). Semantic definites always require a
functional head noun; they can only take the definite article or a possessive
pronoun. Pragmatic definites, on the other hand, have sortal or non-
relational head nouns, and can take any definite determiner.

Löbner’s introduction of the notion of semantic definites to account for
certain occurrences of definiteness raises an interesting question: can the
definiteness of certain NPs be used as a test of the relation/non-relational
status of their head noun? More specifically, can we conclude from Löbner’s
account that whenever the use of a first-mention definite is felicitous because
of an inherent and unambiguous relation between its referent and one or
more other objects, this head noun must be relational? Before we can answer
these questions, we first need to establish what exactly it means for a relation
between two concepts to be inherent: how do we establish whether defi-
niteness is semantic, resulting from an inherently unambiguous relation
between a (functional relational) noun and its argument, or pragmatic,
warranted on the basis of an unambiguous relation between a (non-functional
relational or sortal) head and the context (see also Keizer 1992: 233)?

As we have seen, Hawkins (1978: 124) gives two criteria for the
appropriate use of what he calls an associative anaphoric definite: first, the
association involved must be one of ‘part of’ or ‘attribute of’; secondly, it
must occur with sufficient frequency. Löbner (1985: 304) agrees with the
first criterion (requiring the relation to be one of ‘possession’) but rejects
the ‘sufficient frequency’ criterion, claiming a definite may be appropriate
even if the associate only occasionally forms part of the trigger. Example
(11a) supports this claim, as only a small percentage of rooms have
chandeliers. Hawkins (1978: 124) himself uses example (11b) to point out
that frequent co-occurrence of two concepts does not automatically justify
the use of a definite first mention: although dogs often travel in cars, the
sequence a car: the dog is, normally speaking, not acceptable.

(11) a. I walked into the room. The chandeliers sparkled brightly. (Clark
1977: 251)

b. ??We passed a car. The dog started to bark.

What is needed, then, is a more exact specification of the relationship
between the two concepts. For Löbner the relation must be one of ‘pos-
session’ (which includes any relation which may be paraphrased by means
of the verbs belong to or have (Löbner 1985: 296)). It seems, however, that
this characterization is also too general. According to what Prince (1981:
242) calls our ‘stereotypical assumptions’, people have professions, offices,
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houses and cars; are we to conclude that profession, office, house and car are
relational nouns? Yet, one intuitively feels there to be a difference between
nouns such as father, sister, head on the one hand, and office, house or car on
the other – a difference which still remains unaccounted for.

At the same time, however, the relation of possession turns out to be too
narrow. Thus, there are plenty of instances where the use of a definite is
acceptable even though the relation between the two concepts is not
‘possessive’, even in the broadest sense, as illustrated by the following
examples (see also De Beaugrande 1980: 140):5

(12) a. Charlie couldn’t answer the telephone. The table was too high.
b. The man drove past our house in a car. The exhaust fumes were

terrible. (Hawkins 1978: 125)
c. Uncle Fred’s death was quite a shock to me. The inheritance was

welcome, though.

A further weakness in the accounts provided by Hawkins and Löbner
concerns the fact that they are restricted to the relation between two nouns.
The examples in (13), however, clearly demonstrate that not only nouns
but also verbs may trigger the use of a definite expression:

(13) a. I went shopping yesterday. The walk did me good. (Clark 1977: 251)
b. She decided to sell the cow and buy a shop with the money. (Chafe

1972: 61).
c. Mary dressed the baby. The clothes were made of pink wool. (San-

ford and Garrod 1981: 103).

The examples in (14) and (15), moreover, show that in some cases it is
impossible to identify a single noun or verb as the trigger:

(14) a. We were going to sell the house yesterday, but the estate agent
didn’t show up.

b. We’re giving a party at our house tonight. ?The estate agent will
also be there.

5 Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 439–40) provide the following (non-exhaustive) list of the
kinds of relations between two objects that may allow for this use of the definite article
(o¼ oblique; h¼ head):

a. the dirtiness of the water o has non-human property h
b. the younger sister of Mary o has kin relation h
c. the writing of the book o is result of h
d. the rays of the sun o is natural source of h
e. the spire of the cathedral o has inherent part h
f. the most expensive car of the man who lives next door o is owner of h
g. her stupid nitwit of a husband o is predicand of h

Interestingly, Huddleston and Pullum observe that the complement status of (g), where the
oblique represents the owner, is perhaps the most controversial, while for Löbner this
construction, involving possession, would be a central case.
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(15) a. John hates being in the army. He says the food is terrible.
b. The German army invaded Poland in 1939. ??The food was terrible.

In (14a), it is the combination of sell and house (or the entire VP) in the
preceding sentence which allows for the use of the definite NP the estate
agent; as shown in (14b), mention of a house alone does not justify the use
of a definite expression. Similarly, the definite expression the food in (15a) is
not triggered by the NP the army in the previous predication, as shown by
the oddness of (15b). Instead, it is the combination of hate and army that
makes it possible to refer to ‘the food’: the complex concept ‘hating to be in
the army’ will call up in the mind of the hearer plausible reasons for doing
so – one of which is the quality of the food.

Finally, the examples in (16) show that there are instances where the use
of a definite first mention cannot exclusively be accounted for by one or
more linguistic triggers in the preceding text, nor by unique existence in
the immediate situation.

(16) a. Close the door.
b. Open the door for me, please.

(Lyons 1980: 91–2)

Both sentencesmay be acceptable in discourse situations where the door in
question is not unique (Lyons 1980: 91). Example (16a) may be perfectly
appropriate even if there are three doors in the immediate situation: as long as
only one of these doors is open it will be clear to the hearer that the open door
is the intended referent. The sentence in (16b) may even be uttered when
there are three closed doors in the immediate situation. Thus, Lyons (1980:
92) explains, when someone dressed for a journey, a suitcase in each hand,
utters this sentence, it is obvious that s/he wants the front door opened, not
the bathroom door. Once again the reference is unambiguous. Clearly, in
such cases it is a combination of factors, including various linguistic triggers,
situational information and assumptions about the speaker’s goals and
intentions, which renders the use of the definite article felicitous.

From these examples it will be clear that we cannot use definiteness as a
test for the relational status of a noun. Although in many cases the use of a
first-mention definite expression is felicitous on account of an unambig-
uous, possibly even ‘inherent’ relation between two objects, there are too
many exceptions and too many other factors involved for definiteness to
serve as a reliable indicator of the relational status of a noun (for further
discussion see section 10.3.6).

10.2.2.5 Conclusion
Much of what has been proposed in relation to the distinction between
relational and non-relational nouns has a certain intuitive appeal. We
probably all feel that there is a difference between such nouns as father and
man; unfortunately, however, it turns out that it is difficult to capture the
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exact nature of this difference. The semantico-pragmatic criteria – the
requirement of a ‘part-of’ or possessive relation between the two concepts
and a sufficient frequency of occurrence – are inadequate to clearly
delineate the class of relational nouns; nor, as we have seen, can definite-
ness be used as a test for the relational status of a noun.

As a result, linguists felt the need for more reliable formal tests. In
formulating these tests, focus shifted from the semantic characterization of
the head noun and its relation to its restrictors to observable semantic and
syntactic properties of these restrictors. In the following section these tests
will be discussed and evaluated.

10.2.3 Complements versus modifiers

10.2.3.1 Background
Although most linguists acknowledge the relevance of a semantic char-
acterization of the difference between relational and non-relational nouns,
and, consequently, of the different semantic functions of any posthead PP,
several of these linguists (e.g. Huddleston 1984; Radford 1988; Huddleston
and Pullum 2002) feel that this in itself is not enough to determine the
status of such nouns and PPs. In addition to a general semantic definition,
Huddleston (1984) and Huddleston and Pullum (2002) therefore also
provide a number of criteria to differentiate between complements and
modifiers. Some of these are of a semantic nature, concerned with the
semantic roles of the arguments, the selection restrictions of the head and
the licensing of complements by the head. These are discussed in section
10.2.3.2. The majority of tests, however, are of a syntactic character.
Section 10.2.3.3 presents the syntactic tests proposed by Huddleston
(1984), Radford (1988) and Huddleston and Pullum (2002). The aim of the
discussion is to establish how reliable these tests are, both in terms of
consistency and in terms of what exactly we may conclude from any per-
ceived differences in the syntactic behaviour of posthead PPs.

10.2.3.2 Semantic tests
According to Huddleston (1984: 260–4) and Huddleston and Pullum
(2002: 440–3), complements within the NP differ from modifiers in the
following respects.

(a) Semantic roles of the complements depend on the head noun
Since complements are semantic arguments of the head noun, their
semantic roles are fixed and determined by the head noun. In this respect
nouns serve the same function within the NP as verbs within the pre-
dication. Whereas in predications the semantic roles of the subject and
object(s) depend on the meaning of the verb, in noun phrases, Huddleston
and Pullum (2002: 443) argue, it is the head noun which determines the
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roles of the genitive NP and PP complements. The example they give is
that of the resignation of the secretary, where the secretary is the agent, and
the assassination of the secretary, where the secretary is the patient.
There are, however, plenty of cases where the head noun does not act in

this way. Where the complement takes the form of a genitive NP, for
instance, the semantic role often remains undetermined. This is true even
for the nouns used by Huddleston and Pullum: in the noun phrase the
secretary’s assassination, the secretary may be either the agent or the patient.

Moreover, in the case of modifiers, too, the semantic role of the PP may
be determined by the head noun. In a construction like a man with a
mansion, the semantic role of the modifier will be that of ‘entity possessed
by the head’, whereas in a construction like a park with a mansion the same
PP will be interpreted as indicating ‘entity contained by the head’. Instead
of saying that the head noun in these cases determines the semantic role of
the modifier, a common way of accounting for this difference is to assume
that the preposition with has (at least) two different senses (see also (c)
below), and, consequently, that it is the preposition which is responsible for
the different interpretations of the PP. In that case, however, one might
just as well argue that the preposition of, too, has different senses.
The same is true for genitive constructions, where the range of semantic

relations between the genitive NP and the head is huge (see Huddleston
and Pullum 2002: 473). In some cases, the genitive will be analysed as a
complement (John’s sister, John’s nose), in other cases as a modifier (John’s
chauffeur, John’s students). In all these cases, the semantic relation between
head and genitive NP is determined by the meaning of the head noun (in
combination with further linguistic and extra-linguistic information).

(b) Semantic selection restrictions in NPs involve only complements
According to Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 443),

[t]his property too is a natural consequence of the semantic argument
status of complements. A spire is an inherent part of a building, and
this imposes a semantic relation restriction on the denotation of the
complement. While we can have the spire of the cathedral, we cannot
have #the spire of the rocket or #the spire of Mary. Similarly a speech
can only be made by a person, so we have the speech by the mayor, but
not #the speech by coffee.

Selection restrictions within the NP do not, however, involve only
complements. Thus, we can have the (mayor’s) speech at the conference
(where at the conference will generally be regarded as a PP modifier), but not
#the (mayor’s) speech in my coffee. Likewise, we can have a table with three
legs, but hardly #a table with ten toes. Moreover, even in the case of
complements, the selection restrictions imposed by the noun may not be as
strict as implied. Thus the spires of Wren is acceptable, as is the spires of
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Amsterdam, since spires are designed by architects and can be found in
towns. Finally, although selection restrictions may be strict in cases like spire,
there are numerous cases where the relational noun is so general or abstract
that it hardly imposes any restrictions at all (e.g. part, aspect, form, sort).

(c) Complements must be licensed by the head noun
This is clearest in constructions with ‘content’ nouns like fact, where the
type of clausal complement is determined by the head noun: we can have
the fact that John was late, but not *the fact whether John was late. With PP
restrictors the distinction is somewhat more problematic, since all PPs,
whether complements or modifiers, have the same outward appearance.
Here, however, the difference is claimed to reside in the fact that in the
case of complements the head noun determines the choice of preposition
(or the limited range of permitted choices). The default preposition is of,
and this is often the only possibility, as in the King of France (Huddleston
and Pullum 2002: 440). In some cases, particularly with deverbal nouns,
some other preposition is selected (as in reliance on, collaboration with).

Although it is certainly true that in the case of complements the choice
of preposition seems to be more restricted, this choice can hardly be used as
a criterion for complement status of the PP. One problem concerns the fact
that relational nouns can also be used non-relationally, in which case they
allow for a whole range of prepositions. Thus, apart form the king of France,
we can also have the king with the long beard, the king in the painting or the
king in France. Now, of course, one can argue that we here have preposi-
tions other than of because the head is used non-relationally, and the PPs
function as modifiers. But this means that we have to establish in which of
these cases the head functions as a relational noun, and the PP as a com-
plement, and in which cases the head is used non-relationally and the PPs
function as modifiers. We cannot, however, use the choice of the pre-
position as a test, as this would amount to circular reasoning.

A further complication is presented by the fact that one and the same
preposition can be used to introduce both complements and modifiers. We
can have the king of France, as well as a king of wood or a king of considerable
intelligence; we can have the book on physics as well as the book on the table.
According to Huddleston (1984: 264), however, we are dealing with two
different classes of prepositions: modifiers are introduced by lexical pre-
positions, while complements are introduced by functional (or grammati-
calized) prepositions (see also Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 653–61). In
(17a), for instance, on has no obvious meaning of its own but is, rather,
determined by the head noun reliance; in (17b), on the other hand, on has
its ordinary locative meaning.

(17) a. her reliance on her father; a book on physics
b. the book on the table
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Apart from such clear cases, the distinction between lexical and func-
tional prepositions is, however, hard to make. This is first of all due to the
fact that it is not always possible to establish the lexical meaning of a
preposition. The best example is, presumably, the preposition of, which at
an early stage lost its original locative meaning (close to away/from, indi-
cating source) and has since developed a host of meanings, including
geographical origin, possession, part-of, attribute-of, type-of, quantity-of
and depiction-of (Lindstromberg 1998: 195; Huddleston and Pullum 2002:
658; see also 477). Thus, in its present-day use, of does not seem to have
a literal (spatial) meaning; nor is it at all clear which of its uses is to be
regarded as prototypical. Nevertheless, it is generally acknowledged that of
can introduce both complements and modifiers. In the examples in (18), for
instance, the of-PPs are usually regarded as complements; those in (19), on
the other hand, are taken to function as modifiers.

(18) a. the sister of Mary
b. the house of her former husband
c. the spire of the cathedral
d. a glass of water
e. the death of the emperor
f. the conquest of Persia

(19) a. the wines of France
b. a man of honour
c. a girl of a sunny disposition
d. a boy of sixteen
e. a frame of steel
f. a matter of no importance

In (19), Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 659) argue, the preposition of is
not selected by the head and thus makes an independent contribution to the
meaning. This claim may be justified for example (19a), where of, indicating
geographical origin, comes closest to having its original locative meaning. It
may also be justifiable in (19b), where, as pointed out by Huddleston (1984:
264), of can be paraphrased by means of the (lexical) preposition with and
alternates with without (a man of/without honour). In examples (19c)–(19f),
however, it is much more difficult to maintain that of contributes indepen-
dently to the meaning of the construction. In all these cases the lexical
meaning of of seems to be much more elusive than, for instance, its meaning
in examples (18b) and (18c), where the semantic contribution of the
preposition (possession, part-of) is much more tangible.6

6 That it is often difficult, particularly in constructions with the preposition of, to determine
the status of the PP, is shown by the fact that Huddleston and Pullum are not consistent in
their treatment of these PPs. Thus, whereas the of-PPs in (19) are classified as modifiers
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A more promising approach is one in which the various meanings of
prepositions are viewed as sharing some basic sense. Cognitive linguists in
particular have been interested in the polysemy of prepositions and the
relations between their various senses. In their view, the various meanings of
a preposition are not separate, discrete memory units, but together form a
motivated semantic network organized with respect to a primary (or proto-
typical) sense (Tyler and Evans’s (2001, 2003) ‘protoscene’). These networks
form continua of meaning: additional meanings are represented as little or far
removed from the prototype, depending on the degree of deviation from the
prototype (Tyler and Evans 2001: 725). It will be clear that such an approach
does not recognize a separate class of functional prepositions; instead the
‘functional’ or ‘non-lexical’ uses of a preposition are simply seen as peripheral
members of the set of related senses of that preposition.

Let us consider the preposition over. For Tyler and Evans (2001: 735),
the protoscene of over involves a locand (the element located and in focus)
and a locator (the element with respect to which the locand is located and
in background), with the locand typically being smaller and moveable, and
the locator larger and immovable. Examples are given in (20).

(20) a. the picture over the mantel
b. the lamp over the table
c. the stars over our heads

Additional meanings of over include both locative meanings and more
abstract meanings (Tyler and Evans 2001: 746–61). Examples of the former
are the meanings of ‘covering’ (example (21a)) and ‘on the other side of’
(example (21b)). More abstract meanings include ‘focus of attention’ and
‘control’ (examples (22a) and (22b), respectively).

(21) a. There is a particular range of values for the greenhouse effect
where the Earth can exist quite happily either with or without an
icecap over the Arctic Ocean. <ICE-GB:W2B-025 #58:1>

b. . . . it was on the pinky-grey editorial floor of the paper’s new
building over Chelsea Bridge. <ICE-GB:W2B-015 #4:1>

(22) a. Equally important are the profoundly moral arguments over the
origin of life, the status of the embryo and the freedom to
experiment on and then destroy human life in its first fourteen
days. <ICE-GB:S1B-060 #2:1:A>

(Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 659), the constructions below are treated as constructions
with one complement (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 475, 477):

(a) the dress of washed silk
(b) the girl of twelve years
(c) the men of honour
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b. Thus Nellie, who has been unable to acquire much power in
journalism or politics, creates for herself a perverse hold over
Caroline. <ICE-GB:W2B-009 #112:1>

Even in these abstract cases, however, the meaning of over is related to the
primary sense of the preposition. The ‘focus of attention’ uses are derived
from the primary sense via the sense of ‘examining’, as in to look over
something or to glance over something, which, like the ‘control’ sense, shares
with the primary sense the element of vertical elevation. Moreover, within
the semantic network representing the senses of over, these abstract mean-
ings are not necessarily further removed from the central cases than the more
literally spatial ones: each of these uses of over has a clear meaning, derived
from the central case. Therefore, there seems to be no justification for
classifying these uses of over as functional. Nevertheless, the PPs they
introduce are typically analysed as complements (example (22)).

The opposite is also true: modifiers are not always introduced by lexical
prepositions. We have already considered the case of of, where it proved to
be difficult to establish the lexical meaning in the first place. In other cases,
however, the lexical meaning can be established without too much difficulty;
but it is not this lexical (literal, most concrete) meaning which is most
frequently found in PP-modifiers. Take, for instance, the preposition by. Its
primary sense is a locative one, indicating proximity in the horizontal plane
(Lindstromberg 1998: 141; Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 655), which we
do, indeed, occasionally find in PP-modifiers (example (23a)). Most uses of
by when used to introduce PP-modifiers are, however, clearly metaphorical.
Sometimes this is inevitable on account of the abstract nature of the head, as
in examples (23b)–(23d), where the by-phrase conveys manner or mode of
transport. In other cases, the head noun has a concrete denotation; never-
theless the use of by is clearly metaphorical, despite the fact that we are
dealing with PP-modifiers (examples (23e)).

(23) a. The belt smashed into the table by his side and his whole body
flinched. <ICE-GB:W2F-001 #135:1>

b. It’s centralisation by stealth. <ICE-GB:S1B-033 #90:1:F>
c. In 1946 Harold Laski sued the Newark Advertiser for stating that

he advocated revolution by violence. <ICE-GB:W2B-015 #94:1>
d. Commuters in Athens pay just 30p for a similar trip by tube, bus or

train. <ICE-GB:W2C-020 #118:7>
e. Douglas Hurd a quiet man by nature a diplomat by training couldn’t

resist pointing out on Guy Fawkes Day that he’d had enough of
the explosions of the past few days. <ICE-GB:S2B-007#16:1:C>

In sum, distinguishing between lexical and functional prepositions or
uses of prepositions is problematic because the distinction is graded. Each
preposition has a large number of derived literal and metaphorical uses,
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extending from its primary sense. Although there may be a tendency for
prepositions introducing a PP-modifier to convey a more literal meaning
(but no more than a tendency, given the numerous counterexamples), the
meanings of the prepositions introducing what are generally regarded as
PP-complements are by no means non-lexical (without a meaning of their
own). The lexical/functional distinction, even if tenable, can therefore not
be considered a reliable test for the complement/modifier distinction.

10.2.3.3 Syntactic tests
As semantic criteria failed to provide a reliable basis for the distinction
between complement and modifier PPs within the NP, linguists con-
centrated on finding differences in syntactic behaviour. This has resulted in
a number of formal tests for the complement/modifier status of PPs.

(a) Relative ordering of complements and modifiers
According to Radford (1988: 177), complements will always be closer to
their head than modifiers. The following examples, he claims, show this
prediction to be correct:

(24) a. the student of Physics with long hair
b. *the student with long hair of Physics

(Hornstein and Lightfoot 1981: 22)

Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 454) are more tentative in their claim:
according to them, posthead complements have a tendency to follow the
head noun directly. Whether or not they do depends, however, on their
‘weight’ (as determined by their length and complexity). They therefore
propose the following constraints:

(25) a. Light posthead complements > Post-head modifiers
b. Light dependents > Heavy dependents

The constraints in (25) predict that where two PPs are both light, the
complement normally precedes the modifier; when the complement PP is
heavy and the modifier light, the modifier tends to precede the comple-
ment; and when both PPs are heavy, both orders are acceptable. This is
shown in example (26) (based on Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 454):

(26) a. the attack on the prime minister in the tabloid press
a0. ?the attack in the tabloid press on the prime minister
b. the attack in the tabloid press on the newly elected prime minister

of Estonia
b0. ?the attack on the newly elected prime minister of Estonia in the

tabloid press
c. the attack on the newly elected prime minister of Estonia in the

editorial of a rightwing tabloid
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c0  . the attack in the editorial of a rightwing tabloid on the newly
elected prime minister of Estonia

In addition, however, Huddleston and Pullum emphasize that the ordering
constraints merely give the preferred order in the default case and that
violation of the constraints, although typically reducing the acceptability of
an expression, may be justified by considerations of scope and information
packaging (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 452 ). Thus it is not only the
principle of end weight that may influence word order, but also that of end
focus. Consider in this respect the following examples (for a more detailed
discussion, see chapter 11 , section 11 .4.3 ):

(27) a. In a recent article in the British journal Design Week on essential
studio equipment, Glen Tutssel . . . said he would never flee from
a flame-engulfed studio without his battered 15-year old Faber-
Castell clutch pencil. <ICE-GB:W2D-016 #46:1>

b. It was only in December last year that that the European Council
decided at its meeting in Strasbourg to establish as soon as
possible a new European Bank to further the implementation in
central and eastern European countries of democracy and economic
reform <ICE-GB:S1B-054 #19:1:B>

In these examples weight cannot account for the order in which the two
PPs appear, since both PPs seem to be equally (and not particularly) heavy.
Instead, the relative order between the PPs seems to be pragmatically
motivated, as in both examples the information contained in the comple-
ment is more salient (in terms of relevance to the discourse topic).

Finally, complement PPs can follow modifier PPs when ambiguity may
arise concerning the scope of the PP in final position. A simple example is
given in (28), where the choice between the two orders is determined by
the scope of the modifier in Britain, which, in final position, can be taken to
modify either fear or attack.

(28) a. the fear of a terrorist attack in Britain (ambiguous)
b. the fear in Britain of a terrorist attack

(b) Number of complements/modifiers
Huddleston observes that while ‘the number of complements in any one
NP is strictly limited’ (Huddleston 1984: 261), ‘there is no grammatical
limit to the number of post-head modifiers occurring in a single NP, but
considerations of style and comprehensibility will normally keep them to
one or two’ (ibid.: 264; cf. Fries 1999: 97). In (29a), for instance, the head
noun author has one posthead complement; in (29b), the head noun criti-
cism has two (assuming the for-PP to have complement status); while (29c)
may be regarded as having three (although the complement status of the
for-PP may again be arguable).
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(29) a. the author of both books
b. his criticism of the book for its repetitiousness
c. his purchase of the land from the Government for £10,000 (from

Huddleston 1984: 261)

True as this may be, it means that the number of PPs in a noun phrase
does not tell us much about their status: whether they be complements or
modifiers, the upper limit is about three. Moreover, since complements and
modifiers may co-occur, one and the same head may actually have up to
five or six posthead PPs, as exemplified in (30), which can be analysed as
containing a head noun collision followed by one PP-complement (between
two cars), two PP-modifiers (on the A259; near Worthing) and one NP-
modifier (last night). In view of the fact that complements need not be
closest to the head and need not always be expressed, the fact that collision
can only have a limited number of complements does not help us to
determine which of the posthead PPs in (30) function as complements and
which as modifiers.

(30) . . . a collision between two cars on the A259 near Worthing last
night . . . <ICE-GB:S2B-009 #49:1:A>

Radford’s (1988) claim concerning the number of complements and
modifiers within one NP is similar to that of Huddleston, although
somewhat more explicit. Using the X-bar framework, Radford accounts for
the unacceptability of (31c) (as opposed to (31a) and (31b)) by assuming
that the rule generating adjuncts (modifiers) is recursive while the rule
introducing complements is not. Consequently, whereas indefinitely many
modifying PPs can be ‘stacked’ on top of each other, this is not possible in
the case of complements. Moreover, this difference between complements
and modifiers would predict that PP modifiers can occur in any order, a
prediction which seems to be borne out by examples (31a) and (31b):

(31) a. the student [with long hair] [in the corner]
b. the student [in the corner] [with long hair]
c. *the student [of physics] [of chemistry]

These observations can, of course, easily be accounted for in semantic
terms. Once the argument positions of a relational noun have been filled,
the noun and its arguments together cannot take another argument, i.e.
saturated relational nouns form non-relational concepts. In other words,
while mother is a relational noun requiring one complement, the con-
struction mother of Jane is a non-relational concept; as such we cannot have
*mother of Jane of John.

The main problem with using the unacceptability of (31c) as proof of the
complement status of the PPs of physics and of chemistry is that it requires
us to recognize the head as a relational noun and the PPs as complements to
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start with. Without the knowledge that student is a relational noun
accepting only one argument, and that both of physics and of chemistry
function as complements here, we cannot attribute the unacceptability of
(31c) to the fact that there are restrictions on the number of complements
in any one NP. The reason for this is that it is not the form or position of
the PPs here, or even their number, that causes the unacceptability, but the
fact that we are unable to construe a meaningful semantic relation between
the second PP and the part it modifies. Thus, (31c) in unacceptable not
only because of chemistry cannot function as a complement of student, but
because, in addition, we cannot interpret it as being stacked or nested
either. This, however, is due to the semantic content of the PP in question,
not to its formal features. As shown in examples (32a)–(32c), it is perfectly
acceptable to have more than one of-PP in an NP, as long as the second
(third, etc.) of-PP can be interpreted as a modifier stacked onto the pre-
ceding part (example (32a)), or as a complement or modifier nested within
the subsequent PP(s) (examples (32b)).

(32) a. a student of physics of high intelligence
a0. a [[student [of physics]] of high intelligence]
b. the lives of people of high intelligence
b0. the [lives of [[people] of high intelligence]]

Moreover, in the absence of a meaningful relation between a PP and the
part it modifies, any sequence of PPs will be unacceptable, irrespective of
the status of these PPs. This is illustrated in example (33), where the two
modifying PPs contain contradictory information.

(33) a. *a student from Japan from India
b. *a house in London in Berlin

In other words, although it is certainly true that there are limits on the
number of complements within an NP, this feature of complements cannot
be used as a diagnostic test for the complement status of PPs. The unac-
ceptability of (31c) may be attributed to the fact that the relational noun
student allows for only one complement. Such an explanation is, however,
only available if we have prior knowledge concerning the status of both the
head noun and the two PPs. Without such prior knowledge, example (31c)
may be unacceptable for other reasons as well, which have no direct
relation to the complement-modifier distinction.

(c) Scope of anaphora
For Radford (1988) the difference between complements and modifiers is a
structural one: while complements combine with a noun (N) to form an N-
bar constituent, modifiers attach to N-bar constituents to form new N-bar
constituents. Since the pronoun one is regarded as an N-bar pronoun,
it should be possible for one to co-occur with modifiers, but not with
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complements. The examples provided by Radford (1988: 189), given in
(34), confirm the first part of the prediction; Radford does not provide
examples to support the second part of the claim.

(34) a. Which [student]? The one with long hair in the corner?
b. Which [student with long hair]? The one in the corner?
c. Which [student with long hair in the corner]? That one?

Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 440–1), too, assume that the indefinite
pronoun one takes as its antecedent a noun together with its complements.
This, then, would account for the fact that the primeless examples in (35)
are impeccable, whereas the primed examples ‘show various degrees of
infelicity’ (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 441):

(35) a. I prefer the poems in Part I to the ones in Part II.
a0. ?I prefer the poems of Goethe to the ones of Schiller.
b. This key is identical to the one in the door.
b0. ?I have the key to the basement but not the one to the attic.

(Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 441)

Once again, however, this claim is far too strong. First of all, the differ-
ences between the primeless and primed examples in (35) are so slight that
they do not support the claim that one can only replace a head noun and its
complement(s); in that case, (35a0) should have been uninterpretable. Sec-
ondly, as pointed out by Huddleston and Pullum (ibid.), one can be used to
replace a head noun without its complement(s) if this head noun is a deverbal
noun; hence the examples in (36) are perfectly acceptable:

(36) a. I support the ban on smoking, but not the one on alcohol.
b. The proof of Pythagoras’ theorem is more clearly formulated

than the one of Parseval’s equality. (Huddleston and Pullum
2002: 441)

There are, however, also plenty of cases where one replaces a basic noun
without its complement(s). Some examples are given in (37).

(37) a. A: How come you gotta’ve got to do twelve. There’s only six.
B: Only do six essays not twelve. . . .
A: I’d uh like to do one on process <ICE-GB:S1A-053 #60:1:A>-

<ICE-GB:S1A-053 #80:1:A>
b. . . . she was showing me some photographs of uh herself and John in

the Lake District and uh oh various ones of Chris and Zoë and uhm
also some of the cottage <ICE-GB:S1A-009 #112:1:A>

c. It is a beautiful image which is presented here, it is one of longing.
<ICE-GB:W1A-018 #61:1>-<ICE-GB:W1A-018 #62:1>

Moreover, although it is true that the use of pronominal one in combi-
nation with a posthead PP may yield a marked construction, it is not at all
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clear that this difference in acceptability can be attributed to the complement-
modifier distinction. Thus it appears that other factors, too, can influence the
acceptability of one followed by a complement. One of these concerns the
definiteness of the NPs in question. Consider the examples in (38).

(38) a. Which watch? – The one of gold./The watch of gold.
a0. What kind of watch? – One of gold./A watch of gold.
b. Which loss? – *?The one of faith./The loss of faith.
b0. What kind of loss? – One of faith./A loss of faith.

The markedness of the first answer in example (38b) is not so much caused
by the fact that loss here is followed by a complement; after all, loss is a
deverbal noun and should as such allow for the presence of a post head
complement (cf. example (36)). Moreover, example (38b0), with an inde-
finite NP, is perfectly acceptable. I will not pursue these issues in further
detail here; what matters is that the claim that one must replace the head
noun together with its complements, and as such cannot be followed by a
complement, is too strong and cannot be used as a diagnostic for the
complement or modifier status of a post head PP.

(d) Coordination
Radford’s claim that it is impossible to coordinate complements with
modifiers is entirely correct. When a head noun is followed by a comple-
ment and a modifier (irrespective of their relative order), the complement
will be in the scope of the modifier. Since coordination is only possible
between two elements with identical scope, complements can be coordi-
nated (as shown in example (39a)), as can modifiers (example (39b)), but
complements and modifiers cannot (examples (39c) and (38d)):

(39) a. a student of Physics and of Chemistry
b. a student with long hair and with short arms
c. *a student of Physics and with long hair
d. *a student with long hair and of Physics (Radford 1988: 190)

Once again, however, since it is not always possible to coordinate two
complements or two modifiers either, this syntactic feature cannot be used
as a test for the complement or modifier status of a PP. As Fries (1999: 101)
points out, complements can only be combined when they are introduced
by the same preposition; thus, whereas examples (40a) and (40b) are
acceptable, example (40c) is not. When the two PPs have different semantic
roles, the result is even worse (example (40d)).

(40) a. a change in volume and in consistency
b. a change of volume and of consistency
c. *a change in volume and of consistency
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d. *the division of European history and into national histories (Fries
1999: 101)

Moreover, modifiers cannot always be coordinated either, which suggests
that some PP modifiers (e.g. locative ones) must be interpreted as taking
other PP modifiers (e.g. qualifying ones) in their scope.

(41) a. a book for children and of great importance
b. *a book of comics and on the table
c. *a man of discretion and from Japan
d. *a girl of sixteen and with long hair

Once again it must be concluded that it is not possible to use the formal
behaviour of coordinated PPs as a test for complement of modifier status of
the PPs in question.

(e) Extraposition
The last two formal differences between complements and modifiers given
by Radford concern the freedom of movement of these elements within the
clause. In both cases the wording is remarkably hedged. The first concerns
the possibility of extraposition, which, according to Radford (1988: 191), is
allowed ‘more freely’ by modifiers than by complements. He illustrates this
by means of the examples in (42).

(42) a. A student came to see me yesterday with long hair.
b. *A student came to see me yesterday of physics.

It will be clear, however, that Radford’s statement is too tentative to be useful
as a diagnostic test. Moreover, no explanation is offered of what is meant by
‘more freely’: which complements or modifiers do allow for extraposition, and
which do not; and under which circumstances? As was shown in chapter 5,
extraposition is an extremely complicated process, involving many factors,
including length and complexity of the PP, its information value and its
definiteness. As a result, it is virtually impossible to make relevant statements
about the acceptability of PP-extraposition in isolated sentences.
At this point I will confine myself to showing that the tentativeness

expressed is, indeed, fully justified, as testified by numerous counter-
examples. Thus, as shown by the examples in (43), modifiers cannot always
be extraposed:

(43) a. A student from Japan borrowed a book yesterday.
a0. *?A student borrowed a book yesterday from Japan.
b. A student of considerable intelligence came to see me yesterday.
b0. *?A student came to see me yesterday of considerable intelligence.
c. The student with long hair came to see me yesterday.
c0. *The student came to see me yesterday with long hair
d. Sheets of silk were on the bed.
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d0. *Sheets were on the bed of silk.
e. A girl of sixteen came to see me yesterday.
e0. *?A girl came to see me yesterday of sixteen.

Moreover, there is little to stop complements from being extraposed, given
the appropriate circumstances. In example (44a), for instance, the extra-
posed complement PP is very long and complex. This is not necessarily
the case, however: what the examples in (44) have in common is that the
displaced PPs present new or otherwise focal information, while the
information value of the verb is relatively low.

(44) a. A hunt’s begun for two gunmen who burst into a pub in South
London and opened fire on drinkers killing two. <ICE-GB:S2B-016
#3:1:A>

b. I had a very frank talk with him the following morning about
offices when as you rightly say he was not disposed to offer me the
Foreign Secretaryship. <ICE-GB:S1B-040 #37:1:D>

(f) Preposing
Radford’s last test for distinguishing complements from modifiers is based
on the (tentative) prediction that complements more easily allow preposing
of the embedded NP than do modifiers (Radford 1988: 191).7 The dif-
ference is illustrated in (45).

(45) a. What branch of physics are you a student of ?
b. *What colour of hair is he a student with? (Radford 1988: 191)

A similar claim can be found in Huddleston (1984: 264), who observes that
in the italicized NPs in (46a) and (46b) it is possible to prepose the PP (or
part of it) if the PP is a complement (example (46a0)), but not if it is a
modifier (example (46b0)).

(46) a. He was king of England.
a0. What country was he king of ?
b. He was a king of considerable intelligence.
b0. *How much intelligence was he a king of ?

According to Davies and Dubinsky (2003), however, the possibility of
preposing (in their case wh-extraction from an embedded NP) depends on
the type of head noun, as well as on whether the construction as a whole is
definite or indefinite. Following Grimshaw (1990), Davies and Dubinsky
recognize three types of nominal: complex event nominals, result nominals
and concrete nominals. Complex event nominals (e.g. destruction or
subordination) denote events (can be modified by frequent); as such they

7 Note that Radford’s claim concerns the NP embedded within the complement PP, not, as
we are given to understand by Fries (1997: 104), the complement itself.
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have argument participants. Result nominals, on the other hand, do not
denote events (e.g. victory and triumph); they may take overt participants,
or else imply participants, but these participants are not grammatical
arguments. Concrete nominals (e.g. dog, car) do not have participants.
According to Davies and Dubinsky, these classes of noun differ with

regard to the possibility of wh-extraction. Complex event nominals always
allow extraction of their participants, as shown in example (47a). Concrete
nominals, on the other hand, never permit extraction, as illustrated by
example (47b). Result nominals do allow extraction of their participants, but
only when the construction is indefinite. This is shown in example (47c).

(47) a. What did they observe/hear about/remember/decry the produc-
tion of ? (Davies and Dubinsky 2003: 15–17)

b. *Which wood was Gene hoping to find a table of for the kitchen?
(ibid.: 16–18)

c. Who were the Phillies hoping for a/*the/*that victory over?
What subject was the student hoping to pass an/some/*the/*that
examination on? (ibid.: 16–19)

Even with these elaborations, however, the criterion of preposing fails to
cover all cases. In (48a), for instance, the derived noun reliance should
count as a complex event nominal (as shown by the fact the modifier
frequent can be used); nevertheless, wh-extraction leads to an unacceptable
result (unless, perhaps, as an echo-question, with strong emphasis on who).

(48) a. I resent her (frequent) reliance on her father.
a0. *?Who do you resent her (frequent) reliance on?

In view of the many counterexamples given in this section to the syntactic
criteria proposed for distinguishing between PP complements and modifiers,
we can only conclude that these criteria cannot be used as a diagnostic tests.
This is not to say that certain differences in formal behaviour between PPs
within the noun phrase are not real or useful (cf. Huddleston 1984: 264). It
does mean, however, that there are no strict formal criteria on the basis of
which a PP can be classified as either a complement or a modifier. In most
cases this is due to the fact that other factors apart from the complement/
modifier distinction determine the behaviour of posthead PPs. As a result,
few complements and modifiers exhibit all the properties attributed to them,
and if they do, we cannot be sure that the behaviour in question reflects the
complement/modifier distinction.

10.2.4 Conclusion

The aim of this section has been two-fold. Its first objective has been to
show that the semantic distinction between relational and non-relational
nouns is, on the whole, intuitively attractive. We probably all feel that there
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is a difference between nouns like mother, prime minister or spire, on the one
hand, and woman, tyrant and cathedral, on the other; a difference which
centres around the feeling that the former cannot be used by themselves,
without reference to some other entity, whereas the latter can. Moreover, it
is more or less generally accepted that these other entities cannot be just
any entity and that the two entities must be related in a specific way.

At the same time, however, these semantic differences do not suffice to
distinguish two separate classes of noun. The first complicating factor
concerns the fact that so-called relational nouns can be used non-relationally,
while many apparently non-relational nouns can be used relationally.
Moreover, the difference between these nouns seems to be one of degree: in
many cases it is difficult to decide whether we are dealing with a relational
noun or with a relationally used non-relational noun (and vice versa).

An alternative approach was then considered, which abandoned the idea
of two separate classes of noun, concentrating instead on the relation between
the head noun and the PP(s) following it (leading to a number of semantic
criteria) and the behaviour of these PPs (giving rise to a list of syntactic
criteria). On the basis of these criteria, a PP would be classified as either
a complement (restricting a relationally used head noun) or a modifier
(indicating a non-relational use of the head noun). Unfortunately, none of
the criteria proposed turned out to constitute a necessary and sufficient
condition for membership of the categories of complements and modifiers.
While it cannot be denied that certain PPs behave differently from others,
these differences cannot always be used as indicators of the complement/
modifier status of the PP; moreover, there are simply too many exceptions to
the criteria suggested to be able to rely on them as diagnostic tests.

In the next section I mean to show that the difference between relational
and non-relational nouns and between complements and modifiers can best
be accounted for in cognitive terms. It will be argued that these distinctions
are a reflection of the way in which categories are represented in the mind. In
addition to giving a basis for the distinctions between relational and non-
relational nouns, and between complements and modifiers, such an approach
will offer an explanation of why it is that the nouns and PPs in question
behave in different ways. Finally, such an approach will be shown to have the
additional advantage of not requiring the distinction between the opposing
categories to be strict; on the contrary, it favours an account in which the
boundaries between the categories are graded rather than clear-cut.

10.3 A cognitive approach to noun frames

10.3.1 Introduction

This section is meant to demonstrate that one of the reasons that existing
approaches to the distinction between relational and non-relational nouns,
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and between complements and modifiers, are unsatisfactory is that they have
been concerned too much with the product of communication – the formal
behaviour of actual linguistic expressions and the semantic relations between
the component parts – and not enough with the cognitive processes
underlying production and comprehension. In particular, I would like to
argue that the distinctions in question reflect differences in conceptualiza-
tion, in the way in which knowledge is stored in and retrieved from memory.

This section starts with a discussion, in cognitive terms, of the differ-
ences between relational and non-relational nouns, and between comple-
ments and modifiers, within the frameworks of both schema-theory
(section 10 .3.2) and network approaches (section 10 .3.3 ). For this purpose,
use will be made of the notions and terminology introduced in chapter 9.
Subsequently, in section 10.3 .4, it will be argued that the only viable
approach to the categorization of nouns as relational or non-relational and
of post head PPs as complements or modifiers is a cluster approach, in
which some uses of nouns/PPs will be regarded as prototypes (best
examples) of the category, while others will be seen as less central members
of the category. Finally, in section 10 .3.6 we will return briefly to the
relation between relational nouns and definiteness (cf. section 10 .2.2.4 ).

10 .3 .2 The ‘conceptual perspective’

According to schema theory, the basic units in the storage and retrieval of
human knowledge extend the meaning of individual lexical items. Thus,
words, or combination of words, do not evoke fixed and predictable
meanings, but instead call up schemata, i.e. data structures for representing
generic concepts stored in memory (Anderson 1977: 68; Rumelhart and
Ortony 1977 : 101). As mentioned elsewhere (chapter 9, section 9.3 .3.2 ),
schemata or frames (henceforth the term ‘general knowledge structure’
(GKS) will be used to refer to both) play an important role in the com-
prehension of information, the acquisition of knowledge, the allocation of
attention, and the process of making inferences. GKSs consist of struc-
tured knowledge: they contain a hierarchical network of interrelations
among their various constituents. Moreover, these knowledge structures
embed one within the other; i.e. one GKS can consist of a number of sub-
GKSs and the relationships between them. Given the associative nature of
our memory, this is what typically happens: each GKS will evoke a number
of related GKSs, which in turn will call up other GKSs. This may be
assumed to continue until some ‘primitive’ attribute is reached, or until the
relation has become so indirect and tenuous that no further information is
activated. At the top level, on the other hand, we are likely to find infor-
mation that will (almost) invariably be part of a particular GKS – the kind
of stereotype or generic knowledge gained through previous experiences
and applied in order to structure and comprehend similar situations.
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For example, a linguistic cue like church will automatically evoke a
schema comprising its various parts, as well as any general cultural back-
ground information we have about churches. As such, at the top level, it
will presumably have a slot for ‘spire’. Similarly, mention of the word spire
will automatically evoke a larger GKS, for instance for ‘church’ or
‘cathedral’, as well as any general information we may have about spires
(and churches, cathedrals, etc.). However, although church and spire evoke
each other, there is an important difference in conceptualization; a dif-
ference we will refer to as a difference in ‘conceptual perspective’: whereas
church tends to evoke various substructures (including one for ‘spire’), spire
invariably and strongly evokes a ‘superstructure’ (for a church- or cathedral-
like building).

The notion of ‘conceptual perspective’ is clearly related to Langacker’s
(1991) notions of ‘conceptual autonomy’ and ‘conceptual dependency’.
Langacker uses these notions to distinguish between noun and verb pro-
totypes, or rather, between the objects and interactions they denote:

. . . an interaction does not exist independently of its participants.
Though we can perfectly well conceptualize an object separately from
any interaction involving it, the conception of an interaction inher-
ently presupposes some reference – however vague or schematic – to
the entities through which it is manifested. (Langacker 1991: 14)

Now, it may be true that the prototypical noun denotes an independent
concept. As we have seen, however, there are plenty of instances where
nouns are more like verbs in that they are not conceptually independent:
even if they can be conceptualized independently from any interaction,
they may nevertheless presuppose some reference to other entities (cf.
Taylor 1996: 39); the only difference being that in the case of a noun these
entities are not so much participants (although they may be), but rather
parts, wholes, attributes, relatives, etc. Moreover, the notions of ‘con-
ceptual autonomy’ and ‘conceptual dependency’ do not suffice to capture
fully the difference in conceptualization between, for example, the nouns
church and spire, since the dependency is in a sense mutual: we cannot
conceptualize the whole without conceptualizing (evoking, activating) its
separate parts, and we cannot conceptualize the parts without also evoking
the whole. To characterize the asymmetry in the relation between ‘church’
and ‘spire’, we need yet another cognitive notion: that of ‘conceptual
perspective’.

Let us try and further elucidate the notion of ‘conceptual perspective’ by
considering the ‘church’-‘spire’ example in some more detail. As we have
seen, the two concepts differ in that whereas ‘church’ is typically inde-
pendently conceptualized, ‘spire’ is typically conceptualized as part of some
larger knowledge structure. It is, of course, true that activation of the GKS
for ‘church’ also activates all kinds of extra information (apart from, say, its
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parts), most of which will in turn belong to other knowledge structures.
Unlike in the case of spire, however, these various bits of activated infor-
mation do not necessarily form a coherent whole. As a result, ‘church’ will
not automatically be interpreted as part of any particular larger structure;
the conceptual perspective will be the coherent set of fairly fixed infor-
mation units, shared by most people, which together represent the concept
‘church’. Since church activates one coherent knowledge structure, in
which the concept ‘church’ functions as the central unit, the conceptual
perspective is that of ‘church’. The linguistic cue spire, on the other hand,
will almost invariably evoke the larger structure of which it forms part, i.e.
that of ‘church’. Thus, for ‘spire’, too, the cognitive perspective is that of
‘church’.

There may, of course, be contexts in which typically independent
concepts such as ‘church’ are presented and interpreted as part of a larger
GKS. We will use the concept of ‘house’ to illustrate this point. Like
‘church’, ‘house’ is typically conceptualized independently. This is what
happens in example (49), where the house in question is conceptualized
(more or less) independently: a pattern is evoked which includes such
attributes as its various parts, its owner, its location, as well as other general
information about houses, all of which will be activated to various degrees.
Alternatively, ‘house’ can be conceptualized as a property of some other,
larger GKS – for instance, as part of a person-GKS, where it may be linked
to the central concept by means of a relation of possession. In that case a
mental representation will be created in which ‘house’ is a substructure of
the larger structure for ‘person’. This will be the representation evoked by
the discourse in (50).

(49) This house is gloriously old and tatty: plaster flakes off the walls, dirt
accumulates on windowsills, the air conditioning system is vintage
1950s as is the fridge and other kitchen furniture. <ICE-GB:W1B-
012 #82:2>-<ICE-GB:W1B-012 #85:2>

(50) A: Uhm but as she she’s got - he’s got somebody living in his house
who’s who used to go to Mrs Parsons’.

B: So how did you meet up with him then
A: Oh he was a member of the bicycle polo club last year <ICE-GB:

S1A-025 #197:1:A>-<ICE-GB:S1A-025 #199:1:A>

Now, in the case of such concepts as ‘house’ or ‘church’, the structure of
the mental representation created depends on the context, on what exactly
forms the focus of attention in the discourse. With some concepts, how-
ever, there seems to be a strong preference for one perspective, irrespective
of the context. In that case, the preferred conceptual perspective need not
coincide with pragmatic highlighting; instead, it will be a long-term,
generic feature of the concept in question. This is what we find in the case
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of ‘spire’, which is conceptualized in long-term memory as part of some
larger knowledge structure; as a result, rather than the concept of ‘spire’
itself, the conceptual point of view will be that of the larger structure.
Nouns denoting concepts of this kind are relational nouns.

Relational nouns can thus be described cognitively as nouns which
automatically and invariably activate some other GKS, within which the
concept evoked by the relational noun functions as an attribute. It is this
other (larger) GKS which provides the conceptual perspective: the concept
evoked by the relational noun will be represented as part of some other
concept rather than itself forming the centre of the retrieved memory state.
Since the relation between the concepts is very strong, the GKS which
forms the perspective will be evoked even when there is no other, separate,
cue (linguistic or other) activating it in the particular context. In that case,
lacking the information to fill in its various slots, the hearer will simply
retrieve the generic information from his/her memory. Such uses are often
referred to as ‘non-relational’ uses of (inherently) relational nouns.
Examples are given in (51).

(51) a. In those days spires tended to be high, slender and elaborately
decorated.

b. This architect is particularly known for his spires.

Note, however, that even in the generic sentence in (51a), which highlights
various attributes of the concept ‘spire’ itself rather than its role within
some other, larger GKS, this larger GKS is nevertheless activated. The
lack of any specific information about the larger GKS ensures that the
knowledge pattern activated will be of a highly abstract kind; as the con-
ceptual perspective for the concept evoked by the head noun, it is, how-
ever, still present. Similarly, in (51b), the GKS for ‘spire’, including its
conceptual perspective, remains unchanged, as the spires in question will
still be conceived of as forming part of some larger entity. The fact that
these larger entities are not relevant in the given discourse setting, does not
affect the long-term organization of information about these entities.

The difference between the concepts of ‘woman’ and ‘wife’ can be
explained in a similar fashion. A cue like woman evokes a GKS consisting
of the general properties of women (body parts, appearance, etc.), as well as
all sorts of other long-term information associated with the concept. The
central unit linking these diverse bits of information is that representing
the concept of ‘woman’. As such, ‘woman’ is typically conceptualized
independently: it is at the centre of the GKS evoked, not part or an
attribute of some other coherent structure. As a result, it is generally
regarded as a non-relational noun.

Again, this does not mean that the noun woman will never be presented
as part of a larger structure. In (52a), for instance, the concept ‘woman’ is
presented as part of the concept evoked by the noun couple. The relation
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between the two concepts is not such, however, that the noun woman
automatically and invariably results in a strong activation of the GKS for
the concept ‘couple’. This is illustrated in example (52b), where mention of
a woman clearly does not present ‘couple’ as an activated concept.

(52) a. We met this elderly couple yesterday. The woman turned out to be
an old friend of my mother’s.

b. I met this elderly woman last night. *?I invited the couple for dinner
tonight.

The concept of ‘wife’, on the other hand, is invariably conceptualized as
part of the GKS for a spouse or a family. It is this larger GKS which forms
the conceptual perspective; as such it will always be activated along with
the concept ‘wife’, irrespective of the discourse context.

What distinguishes relational nouns from non-relational nouns, then, is
that the concepts evoked by relational nouns are automatically and
invariably conceptualized as part of some other GKS. Moreover, in order
for these nouns to be interpretable within a particular discourse, this larger
GKS typically needs to be activated independently in that discourse (made
available to the hearer); if not, the result will be a generic interpretation of
the structure in question, based on the default information contained
within this GKS.

10.3.3 The network approach

How does the cognitive approach to the relational/non-relational distinc-
tion characterized in the preceding section translate into network models of
human cognition? As pointed out in chapter 9, network models consist of a
network of elementary units or nodes, activated in various degrees and
sending signals to other units. The network is a dynamic system and, once
supplied with initial input, spreads excitations and inhibitions among its
units. Each of the connections between the units has a particular strength,
which determines the degree of activation (if any) of the unit given a
certain input (e.g. Bechtel and Abrahamsen 1991: 2; see also McClelland,
Rumelhart and Hinton 1986: 10).
In a network approach relational nouns can be defined as those nouns

which, irrespective of the context in which they are used, always need at
least one more cue apart from the label provided by the head noun.
Consider once more our example of the nouns woman and wife. The lin-
guistic cue woman activates a label unit associated with a particular kind of
entity. This entity is represented by the central (person) unit in the pattern;
the label unit is connected to this central unit, along with units repre-
senting other properties of the person. If the hearer is not expected to
retrieve a specific memory (of a particular woman), this one cue will
typically be sufficient to retrieve the information needed to comprehend
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the meaning of the utterance (e.g. A woman called this morning). If the
speaker expects the hearer to retrieve a specific memory (identify a parti-
cular woman), more cues (textual, situational) are typically needed (e.g. The
woman who’s bought the house on the corner called this morning). Although the
property ‘woman’ is shared by a large number of different person units, its
general, most salient properties are all directly connected to one central
unit, representing the stereotypical woman.

Relational nouns, on the other hand, figure prominently in the activation
patterns of two concepts. Thus, the relational noun wife will first of all
activate a pattern in which the central unit represents a female person with
a number of properties, among which that of being a wife. This one cue is,
however, not enough to retrieve the correct memory: neither of a specific
memory (‘wife’ being a property shared by many person units), nor of a
complete and coherent general pattern (the stereotypical wife). The reason
for this is that the unit representing ‘wife’ is also prominently present in
some other pattern (e.g. the person unit of a man). In this second pattern, it
does not function as a label unit, but represents some other property of the
central unit (in this case the property of ‘wife of’ or ‘married to’). In order
to retrieve all the information needed to form a (sufficiently) complete
representation of the notion ‘wife’, an additional cue (textual, situational,
etc.) is typically needed to retrieve this second pattern. One way of sup-
plying this second cue is by means of a complement PP (rendering, for
instance, the wife of my best friend).

The idea of a network of interrelated nodes also makes it easier to see
what happens when there are two (or more) complement PPs. Take a
construction like the destruction of the city by the Romans. Basically, we have
three candidates for the conceptual perspective: the concept evoked by the
head noun and the concepts evoked by the NPs within the two PPs. In such
cases, the preferred conceptual perspective is that of the concept repre-
senting the patient; i.e. the event of destruction is conceptualized as a
property of the entity destroyed, rather than the other way round. The
concept representing the agent, in turn, is activated as a property of the
event. This conceptual prominence of the patient over the agent would
account for the fact that in constructions of this type, the agent can easily
be omitted, while the patient can only be left out under very specific
circumstances.

We can thus detect the following division of labour between the various
elements within the noun phrase. The function of the head is to indicate
the kind of entity referred to by the NP as a whole. If the head noun is a
non-relational noun, the concept evoked by the head will also be the
conceptual perspective. If the head is relational, the conceptual perspective
is represented by the complement. Modifiers, on the other hand, add
further properties of head and complement together without affecting the
conceptual perspective. Reference, perspective and modification are,
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therefore, to be regarded as separate notions. Likewise, conceptual per-
spective is to be distinguished from the information status of the elements.
Thus, although (‘neutral’) word order typically reflects the internal
structure of NPs, with patient PPs preceding agent PPs, and complement
PPs preceding modifier PPs, alternative word orders may be chosen to
indicate, for instance, differences in information status (see also chapters 11
and 12). Once again, this does not affect the conceptual perspective. The
conceptual perspective associated with a noun is a generic, long-term
feature of that noun; it is not determined by the discourse participants, but
reflects the way in which concepts are represented in long-term memory.
Information status, on the other hand, is a discourse factor, and does
involve choices on the part of the discourse participants.

A final important feature of network models concerns the fact that what
is stored in memory is not the representation of an entity, or the corre-
sponding activation pattern, but the connection strengths between the units
that allow this pattern to be recreated. It is this property which accounts for
the fact that differences between relational nouns and non-relational nouns,
and between complements and modifiers, are gradual rather than strict:
given a certain cue, some units are simply more strongly activated than
others. Now, the more frequently two properties are activated together, the
stronger the connection between these units will become. In the case of
relational nouns, the connection between two units is so strong that acti-
vation of one will automatically lead to activation of the other. As such,
they can virtually be seen as activating one pattern of activation, in which
one cue (the relational noun) activates a unit which functions as an attribute
of a unit activated by another cue (the complement).

10.3.4 Prototype effects

Over the last few decades, the assumption that categories must have clear-
cut boundaries and that category membership can be determined on the
basis of strict criteria (defining necessary and sufficient conditions) has
begun to lose its appeal. The alternative approach, supported by evidence
from research in a large number of branches within cognitive science, is to
accept that categories need not have clear boundaries, and that, even if they
do, category membership may be graded, with some members being better
examples of the category than others. This principle has been applied to a
number of linguistic categories, including syntactic categories such as
nouns and verbs (Hopper and Thompson 1984), syntactic functions (e.g.
subjects; Givòn 2001), transitivity (Hopper and Thompson 1980), thematic
roles (Dowty 1991) and referring expressions (Keizer 1992) (see also Aarts
et al. 2004). In what follows it will be argued that the distinction between
relational and non-relational nouns, and that between complements and
modifiers, should be treated in a similar fashion.
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This chapter has presented the view that our intuitions about which
nouns are relational and which are non-relational, or which PPs function as
complements and which as modifiers, reflect the way in which the infor-
mation conveyed in (activated by) these linguistic expressions is stored in
and retrieved from memory; in particular the nature and strength of the
connections between the concepts involved. In some cases the connection
between two units of information stored in the mind is so strong that
activation of one is bound to evoke the other, irrespective of the discourse
context. In those cases where a noun, apart from activating its own prop-
erties, almost invariably activates a second concept (or knowledge unit) – to
which it is connected as a property in one of a number of ways – we are
dealing with a relational noun, while the second concept corresponds to the
linguistic function of complement. Obviously, the strengths of the con-
nections in question differ from context to context, from noun to noun, and
from complement to complement. Within the NP, these differences are
partially reflected by the formal behaviour of the linguistic elements in
question. Thus, the stronger the connection between the two concepts, the
stronger the need for the (textual, situational) presence of a complement
and the stronger the tendency for the noun and PP to behave, formally, as
one unit.

On the basis of the discussion in sections 10.2.2 and 10.2.3, we can now
draw up a list of features of what may be regarded as prototypical ‘relational
noun þ PP complement’ constructions. In addition, for each feature a
cognitive (and admittedly often speculative) explanation will be provided of
why the construction should behave this way.

Features of prototypical ‘noun þ PP complement’ constructions:
(a) Complement PP must be present (explicitly expressed or inferrable)
Conceptually, relational nouns have a dual function: they evoke a GKS
representing the entity denoted and, at the same time, represent a property
of a second GKS. Retrieval of the correct mental state requires both these
knowledge structures to be activated. This may be achieved through lin-
guistic means within one and the same NP; in that case, the substructure is
denoted by means of the head noun, the larger GKS by means of, for
instance, the (NP embedded in the) PP complement.

(b) Semantic roles of the complements depend on the head noun; number
of complements is restricted
The connection between the two concepts is both fixed and generic: the
concept evoked by the relational noun will always play the same role in the
related GKS. Since this relation is reflected in the semantic function
assigned to the NP embedded in the complement PP, the semantic func-
tion of this NP, too, will be fixed. Since it is the concept denoted by the
head noun which features as a property in the configuration of the NP
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embedded in the PP complement, and since this latter configuration may
contain any number of properties, it is the head noun which determines the
relation between the two concepts.

It is plausible to assume that the number of slots automatically activated
when a GKS is evoked is limited; it is, after all, only those concepts that are
most intrinsically and strongly connected to the central concept that
become active each time the GKS is evoked. Since each slot is unique
within the GKS, and since each slot can be filled only once, the number of
complement PPs (providing the information to fill the most strongly
activated slots) is equally limited.

(c) Complements can only be coordinated with other complements with the
same semantic function
Within a GKS every slot is unique in terms of (i) the type of relation with
the concept represented by the GKS (i.e. the role of the concept filling the
slot within the GKS); (ii) the intrinsicness and strength of the connection
between the two concepts. Within each GKS, every slot can be filled only
once. Coordination of complements is therefore only possible when the
concepts evoked by the two coordinated parts can be interpreted as together
filling one slot. Coordination of two complements with different semantic
roles, or of a complement and a modifier PP, is not possible, because in either
case only one of the coordinated parts can fill the slot in question.

(d) Complements cannot follow the pronoun one
Let us assume that pronominal one, rather than replacing a single lexical item
(the head noun), stands for a recently activated GKS. Now, we have argued
that in the case of a relational noun, the conceptual perspective tends to be the
larger GKS. It is therefore only plausible that one should tend to represent
this larger GKS, rather than the concept evoked by the relational noun only.
Hence one will typically denote the relational noun and its complements
(a ‘closed predication’) and will not itself be followed by complements.

(e) Complement PPs immediately follow the head
The position of the PP as adjacent to the head reflects the close connection
between the two units.

(f) Complements resist extraposition
Since, on account of the close connection between them, the prototypical
complement immediately follows the head, extraposition will not be
favoured.

(g) The PP complement is introduced by the preposition of
The relation between the two concepts is typically not (literally) spatial or
temporal, but tends to be rather abstract in nature (part-of, attribute-of).
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Having lost its original meaning at an early stage, the preposition of is now
used to cover a range of these relations; it has, therefore, come to be used as
the default choice in constructions headed by relational nouns. This is not
to say that of, when used in combination with a relational noun, has no
meaning of its own; it merely means that it indicates the strength and
intrinsicness rather than the type of the relation.

(h) Complements allow preposing of the embedded NP
In prototypical head-complement constructions, the function of the pre-
position of is to express the presence of a strong and fixed (intrinsic)
relation between the head and the NP referred to in the complement.
Since, conceptually, relational nouns denote a property of the entity
referred to in the PP-complement (part-of, attribute-of, possession-of), we
may prefer to assign the construction as a whole the internal structure in
(53a), rather than the one in (53b). This will reflect the property-like status
of the head noun (spire) in relation to the independent concept evoked by
the second NP (church):

(53) a. [NP1 [spire [of]] [NP2 the church]]
b. [NP1 [spire] [PP of [NP2 the church]]]

If so, it is not surprising that NP2 can more easily be preposed than the
string ‘of þ NP2’.
In addition, since, in the case of preposing, the larger GKS is evoked

before mention of the relational noun, the addressee, on hearing the rela-
tional noun, will merely have to incorporate the property denoted by the
relational noun into the already active larger GKS.

As pointed out before, together these features may function as an
indication of the complement status of a PP; they should, however, not be
seen as strict criteria, neither as a set nor individually. In fact, it is highly
unlikely that there is any noun in the English language which, on each
occurrence, possesses all the features mentioned. This does not, however,
invalidate my claim of what prototypical head-complement constructions
look like. As pointed out by Rosch (1978), prototypes are not specific
members of a category. Accordingly, in McClelland and Rumelhart’s
(1986a, b) connectionist models, prototypes exist even if there is no specific
entity representing them.

Next, of course, the question arises whether it is possible to measure the
gradience exhibited by syntactic categories on the basis of the number of
features it shares with the prototype (cf. Aarts 2004). Although this may be
a desirable approach, I do not feel that it is justifiable. First of all, it is
important to realize that there may be no consensus about the proposed
features; and even if there is, there is no guarantee that the list is complete.
And even if we feel the list is complete, we cannot be sure that all the
features are truly diagnostic of the distinction we want to make. Moreover,

Complements and modifiers 255



we cannot be sure that each feature is equally important; and if we feel that
there are differences in weight, it will be difficult to establish the value of
each feature. This is further confounded by the fact that some of the
features are clearly not independent. Finally, as pointed out, some features
do not lend themselves very well as diagnostic tests (in particular those
defined in negative terms, e.g. extraposition).

Consequently, I do not propose to use the features listed as a basis for
deciding exactly how good an example a particular construction, or (use of
a) noun or PP is. This may be considered unfortunate; it is, however, only
unfortunate for those among us demanding clear-cut answers – even where
there are none. Moreover, I do not feel that the lack of any exact mea-
surements seriously undermines the approach suggested, as my concern is
primarily with providing plausible explanations for differences in meaning,
form and use of certain constructions, rather than with providing a means
of calculating, for each separate noun or PP, on each of its uses, the exact
degree to which it deviates from the prototype.

Nevertheless, it will be clear that, on the basis of the characteristics
given, some nouns can plausibly be considered better examples of the
category of relational nouns than others, just as some posthead PPs will
more closely resemble the prototypical complement than others.

10.3.5 Some examples

In this section, a number of examples will be considered to see whether the
features of prototypical ‘head-complement PP’ constructions listed above
confirm our intuitions concerning the extent to which these nouns
resemble the prototypical relational noun. The first noun we will look at is
the basic noun aspect, generally thought of as a relational noun taking one
argument. Consultation of the ICE-GB Corpus gives forty-three relevant
occurrences of aspect.8 Of these 43 occurrences, 35 are followed by a PP,
while in the remaining 8 cases the argument is implicit and easily inferrable
from the context. An example of such implicit use is given in (54):

(54) . . . and then, if anyone wants to photocopy that they’re welcome to
photocopy the whole article. We’ll just be looking at one small aspect.
<ICE-GB:S1B-017 #13:1:A>-<ICE-GB:S1B-017 #14:1:A>

In all forty-three occurrences the relation between the head noun and the
(explicit or implicit) argument is the same; this strongly suggests that the
semantic role of the argument is determined by the head noun. Further-
more, all posthead PPs immediately follow the head noun. There are no

8 Irrelevant uses of the noun aspect are those which occur in incomplete or unclear phrases
(two instances) and those with meanings other than that of facet of an idea, plan, concept
etc. (three instances).
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examples of coordinated PPs. Obviously two PPs with the same semantic
role and introduced by the same preposition can be coordinated; as pointed
out before, however, the fact that certain combinations of PP are excluded
cannot be used as an indication of the status of the PPs in question.

Nor does the corpus contain any examples of replacement of the head
noun by pronominal one. Example (55), however, shows that it is possible
for the head noun to be replaced by one and to be followed by an of-PP:

(55) This is not only an aspect of Coleridge’s work, but also one of
Wordsworth’s work.

The examples in (56) show that extraposition of the of-PP yields
questionable results, even when the of-PP is relatively heavy and complex:

(56) a. This low frequency component is the one aspect of electronic ring
generation that cannot normally be altered. <ICE-GB:W2B-032
#33:1>

a0. ??This low frequency component is the one aspect that cannot
normally be altered of electronic ring generation (or any such
similar process).

b. In this section the aspect of prototype effects in grammatical con-
strucions will be discussed.

b0. *?In this section the aspect will be discussed of prototype effects in
grammatical constructions.

The same more or less applies to preposing of the embedded NP. The
examples in (57) shows that both questioning of the embedded NP and
other cases of fronting of the NP seem to yield acceptable results.

(57) a. This increase in crime is supposed to be an aspect of a certain kind
of development.

a0. What kind of development is this increase in crime supposed to be
an aspect of?

a00. This is the kind of development that this increase in crime is
supposed to be an aspect of.

Next, let us consider the kinship noun sister. The ICE-GB Corpus gives
us forty-two relevant occurrences,9 four of which do not seem to have a
complement. Two instances are given in (58).

(58) a. Was there a sister there? <ICE-GB:S1A-025 #189:1:B>
b. I’ve got a sister <ICE-GB:S1A-051 #324:4:B>

9 Irrelevant occurrences of the lexical item sister are those where it is not used as the head of
the NP (title or adjectival use; four instances) or where it forms part of a name (one
instance).
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In the remaining thirty-eight cases, there is an explicit argument. Of these
only two take the form of a posthead of-PP; in the large majority of cases, the
argument appears in prehead position (31 possessive pronouns, 5 genitive
NPs). The two of-PPs in question follow the head noun immediately.

As in the case of aspect, there are no examples of coordinated PPs, use of
pronominal one, extraposition or preposing. As shown in examples (59) and
(60), pronominal one can be followed by a locative PP, but not by a PP
specifying an argument of the head.

(59) A: I’m going to visit my sister.
B: Which one?
A: The one in London.

(60) A: Are you going to stay with the sister of Peter and Mark?
B: *No, I’ll be staying with (the) one of a colleague of mine.

As predicted, extraposition does not seem possible (example (61)); pre-
posing, on the other hand, is not quite as bad as predicted (example (62)).

(61) a. A parent, brother, sister or child of a person with diagnosed glaucoma
can get a free sight test <ICE-GB:W2D-001 #11:1>

a0. *A parent, brother, sister or child can get a free sight test of a person
with diagnosed glaucoma.

(62) a. The NHS tests the parents, brothers, sisters or children of these
persons.

a0. ?Which persons does the NHS test the parents, brothers, sisters or
children of ?

b. I met the sister of my boss yesterday.
b0. ?Who did you meet the sister of yesterday?

The next noun, journey, is perhaps a less obvious candidate for membership
of the category of relational nouns; nevertheless, it could be claimed that since
every journey has a destination and a point of departure, it might be expected
to take at least two arguments (goal and source, respectively). One may even
consider argument slots for routes and agents. Of the twenty-six occurrences
of the noun journey in the corpus, however, only five are accompanied bymore
than one (potential) argument (four instances with two arguments, one with
three). In eight cases, there is one argument, in four cases the argument(s) are
implied, while there are nine occurrences of journey without any arguments.
Of the, in total, nineteen explicit arguments, eleven indicate goal, one source,
one route and six agent. As can be seen from the following examples, however,
none of these semantic roles need to be expressed:

(63) a. He used his experience from a journey to Jura to explain the
masses of glacial ice movement which covered Europe and North
America. <ICE-GB:W1A-006 #8:1>

The cognitive-pragmatic approach258



b. It is here that dried specimens end their journey. <ICE-GB:W2B-
030 #9:1>

c. Here the journey of the Sun God through the Underworld . . .
<ICE-GB:S2A-052 #30:1:A>

These examples also show that the arguments take various forms. In
most cases, they appear as posthead PPs, but in three cases an adverb was
used (here/home/down) and in one case a possessive pronoun was used.
Moreover, some semantic roles are indicated in more than one way. The
direction argument takes either the form of a PP (introduced by a number
of different prepositions: to, toward, up) or of an adverb (here/home/down),
while the agent takes the form either of a possessive pronoun (five
instances) or an of-PP (one instance).

In all cases of a posthead PP, this PP immediately follows the head. It is
interesting to see which of the PPs comes closest to the head in those cases
where the head is followed by more than one PP.

(64) . . . and most people would not think it surprising to make a round
trip of ten miles as John and Charles Dickens had done each day on
their journey from Hampstead to the Strand. <ICE-GB:W2B-006
#101:1>

In (64) the order between the two PPs is iconical, with the source preceding
the goal. In (63c) we find the agent preceding the route, which may be
considered unusual in the sense that agents usually follow any other
complements in the NP. The fact that the agent is introduced by of
rather than by the preposition by may be taken to indicate that in the
absence of a goal (and/or source), the agent functions as the conceptual
perspective.

For journey, too, there are no examples of coordination; nor are there any
constructions with the pronoun one. It is not difficult to see, however, that
complements can be coordinated (example (65)). Contrary to expectations,
perhaps, the pronoun one can be followed by any of the PPs found with
journey (example (66)).

(65) a. He booked a journey to London or to Berlin.
b. It was a long journey through Germany as well as through Poland.

(66) a. ?We needed money for the journey to Berlin, as well as for the one
to London.

b. ?The journey through Germany was very pleasant, but the one
through Poland wasn’t.

Similarly, extraposition does not yield unacceptable results, in particular
in the case of a heavy PP (example (67a)); preposing, on the other hand,
does yield questionable results (example (67b)).
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(67) a. The journey we had planned to Berlin had to be cancelled.
b. *?Berlin we planned our journey to some time ago.

Let us finally consider the deverbal destruction, often used as an example
of a noun with two arguments (agent and patient). However, among the
twenty-seven occurrences of the noun destruction there are no instances
where destruction is accompanied by two explicitly expressed arguments (in
any form). In twelve cases destruction is followed by an of-PP, in one case
we find a prehead patient, in one case the arguments are implied, while in
thirteen cases destruction is used without any complements.

In all cases where a complement is present, it has the role of either
patient (twelve instances, all posthead of-PPs) or agent (one case, prehead
their), the semantic roles inherited from the argument structure of the verb.
Of the twelve posthead of-PPs, eleven directly follow the head noun. The
one exception is given in (68), where the short time adverbial more recently
precedes the lengthy patient PP:

(68) Terrible as they have been, the death squads in South Africa and El
Salvador, the massacre of the Kurds, the destruction more recently of
people and of priceless buildings, in what was the Croatian Section of
Yugoslavia, the rich insulated western world has only felt itself to be
marginally affected. <ICE-GB:S2B-047 #16:1:A>

This example also gives us the only example of coordination of two
complements (both patients), while at the same time it clearly shows that
extraposition of the of-PP is possible.

There are no examples of destruction being replaced by the pronoun one,
nor of preposing of the embedded NP. Substitution of the head by one,
however, seems difficult (example (69)), irrespective of the type of PP to
follow. Preposing, too, seems to result in questionable constructions
(example (70)).

(69) We witnessed the destruction of a village in Iran, as well as *?one of
Baghdad/*?one by the terrorists/*?one just across the border.

(70) a. *?Which army did you witness the destruction (of the factory) by?
b. *?This town Caesar immediately ordered the destruction of.

We can safely conclude, first of all, that application of the criteria in
question is by no means straightforward, and differences in behaviour
between nouns may have causes other than a difference in the status of the
head noun or the function of the following PPs. Moreover, as pointed out
earlier, some features are easier to check than others. Nevertheless, certain
differences do exist, and, taken together, the results seem to suggest that
some nouns are better examples of relational nouns than others. Thus,
although they do not exhibit all the features of the prototypical relational
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noun, the nouns aspect and sister seem to come closest to the prototype. The
deverbal noun destruction also shares a reasonable number of features with
the prototype, while journey is clearly less good examples of the category.

10.3.6 Relational nouns and definiteness revisited

Finally, let us briefly return to the relation between relational nouns and
definiteness. In section 10.2.2.4 we concluded that although relational
nouns typically appear as first-mention definites, there are too many
exceptions for definiteness to serve as a reliable indicator of a relational
head noun. However, the characterization of relational nouns in terms of
the automatic activation in memory of related concepts given in the pre-
ceding section enables us to define the link between relational nouns and
definiteness somewhat more accurately.

As demonstrated in examples (71)–(73), there is no one-to-one rela-
tionship between the use of a relational head noun and the (in)definiteness
of the construction as a whole. The examples in (71) contain relational head
nouns, but the intended referents are nevertheless not assumed to be
identifiable, and the NPs are, consequently, indefinite. In (72) we find the
same head nouns, but now the NPs are definite despite the fact that the
overall referent is not (uniquely) identifiable. In (73), on the other hand,
the NPs are definite and their referents (assumedly) identifiable, but the
head nouns are generally regarded as non-relational.

(71) a. a spire of this cathedral
b. a sister of my friend

(72) a. the spire of a large cathedral
b. the sister of a friend of mine

(73) a. the woman I met last night
b. the book on the table

Nevertheless, the notion of relational nouns plays an important part in
explaining definiteness, as the availability of a relevant knowledge structure
is one of the requirements for the appropriate use of a definite NP. The
reason the relationship between definiteness and relational nouns is not a
one-to-one relationship is (a) that the available knowledge structure need
not be a GKS, containing general and long-term information, but may also
be a specific knowledge structure (SKS), consisting of specific, typically
short-term, information; and (b) that the availability of such a knowledge
structure (general or specific) is a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition.

Thus, in the case of a relational head noun, a GKS must be available for
the entity denoted to be linked to (or ‘anchored’ in). This GKS cannot be
just any knowledge structure: it must represent that concept which, in
long-term memory, is closely associated with the concept evoked by head
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noun, providing the conceptual perspective needed for full comprehension.
If the head is non-relational, the knowledge structure available is of a more
ad hoc nature, containing information which may not normally be associated
with the entity denoted by the head noun. Examples of the former are the
constructions in (72) (Löbner’s (1985) ‘semantic’ definites); examples of the
latter are the construction in (73) (Löbner’s ‘pragmatic’ definites).
In addition, however, the link between the entity denoted by the head

noun and the larger GKS of which it forms part must be an unambiguous
one, which accounts for the fact that the NPs in (71) are indefinite, despite
the fact that the head noun is a relational noun and the larger GKS pro-
viding the conceptual perspective is independently evoked by means of a
PP complement. The examples in (71)–(73) thus support the following
hypothesis for the appropriate use of the definite article (or, more gen-
erally, a definite expression) (Keizer 1992: 274):

The Anchoring-Unequivocality Hypothesis

The definite article can be used if and only if
a. the head of the expression is anchored in a GKS or SKS which can

plausibly be assumed to be available to the hearer (either evoked by
text or situation or invoked by the hearer) and relevant in the given
discourse situation;

b. the relation between the head and the knowledge structure can
plausibly be assumed to be unequivocal for the hearer.

The reason relational nouns, or nouns which closely resemble the pro-
totypical relational noun, typically appear in definite NPs can now be
accounted for: since relational nouns always activate a larger GKS of which
they form part, the first condition of the anchoring-unequivocality
hypothesis is automatically fulfilled. Since in the majority of cases the
relation between this GKS and the concept evoked by the head noun is
unequivocal, the use of a definite NP is typically felicitous.

10.4 Conclusion

The traditional distinction between relational and non-relational nouns, as
well as the distinction between complements and modifiers, are valid dis-
tinctions to make. The reason that attempts to define these categories in
terms of a number of strict (semantic and syntactic) criteria have failed is
simply that the distinctions in question are not strict and clear-cut, but
gradual. This, in turn, is due to the fact that the differences we intuitively
feel exist between certain nouns and PPs reflect a difference in activation
status of the concepts denoted. Since differences in activation are a matter
of degree, so is the difference between the linguistic expressions reflecting
the activation status of a concept.
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Consequently, the only viable approach to explaining the differences
observed is a cognitive one. As shown in this chapter, both schema theory
and network approaches provide useful insights into the nature of the
distinctions in question. Moreover, Rosch’s recognition that categories in
the mind are organized around prototypes provides us with a way of
accounting for the fact that even among what are generally regarded as
relational nouns, or as complements, some seem to be better examples of
the category than others.

Finally, such an account explains why, in terms of argument structure,
nouns are not all that different from verbs – even if grammatically they,
and their complements, behave in different ways. The similarities are due
to the fact that the way memories are stored and retrieved transcends the
verb-noun distinction: in both cases concepts are being activated, which in
turn results in the activation of related concepts. The differences between
verbs and nouns relate to the kind of entities verbs and nouns typically
represent, to the relations between these concepts and any other concepts
they, in turn, activate, and, of course, to the extent to which these relations
and the strength of their activation is grammatically coded. Thus, whereas
in the verbal domain arguments display consistent and predictable formal
behaviour, argument status within the NP is coded in a much more erratic
fashion: here arguments typically behave in certain ways, but they are not
singled out by means of unambiguous and consistent formal treatment.
This may be an indication that from a communicative point of view the
cognitive relations between head noun and complement/modifier are
considered less important; as such, no unequivocal grammatical treatment
has developed to code these relations.
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11 Discontinuous NPs

11.1 Introduction

Discussions of displacement of an element from the noun phrase domain
typically belong to one of two types: those concentrating on the (largely
syntactic) restrictions which apply to displacement and those which are
more concerned with the circumstances which favour displacement in
situations where the speaker has a choice between two syntactically
acceptable word orders. This chapter is primarily interested in the latter
type. Nevertheless, for a good understanding of the process of displace-
ment and as a way of introducing the most important notions and issues
involved in this process, section 11.2 starts with an overview of some
important contributions made in this area of research.

Once again, before we start, a note on the terminology used may be in
place. In most generative analyses of the kind of constructions discussed in
this chapter use is made of the term extraposition, which reflects the
assumption that the PP has moved out of (been extraposed from) the NP
and placed towards the end of the sentence (e.g. Akmajian and Lehrer
1976; Guéron 1980). Alternatively, the process could be analysed as one of
raising: since this type of movement is only allowed in constructions with
raising or unaccusative verbs (including passive constructions), it makes
more sense for movement theories to regard the subject NP as having
moved from a VP-internal position.1 In either case, the constructions

1 I am much obliged to Huck Turner for bringing the raising analysis to my attention, as
well as for his many other valuable comments on this chapter. Naturally, I will be
responsible for any misinterpretations and mistakes.
It is interesting to note that, although Guéron (1980) uses the term extraposition, the

raising analysis would be more in line with her account, where ‘extraposition’ is allowed
only in those cases where, at the semantic level, the subject is within the scope of a ‘verb of
appearance’ (i.e. a raising or unaccusative verb). This would also account for the fact that
this type of movement is allowed in passive constructions, which are also regarded
containing a raising/unaccusative verb. As acknowledged by Huck Turner (p.c.), however,
the raising analysis is not without its problems either: as the ‘raised’ NP is not generally
analysed as a constituent, it is not available for movement.
In what follows we will assume that these sentences are not produced through

movement of either the PP or the NP. Instead, the generalization that the type of
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in question involve movement of an element from a base position. The
analysis presented in this chapter, however, will not be based on the
assumption that movement takes place in these constructions; instead it
will be based on the view that the elements in question are directly placed
in alternative positions. In discussing examples from the corpus, the terms
‘discontinuous NP’ and ‘displacement of elements’ will be used instead,
reflecting the idea that the word order in these examples is not regarded as
derived but rather as non-prototypical. In our discussion of other theories,
however, the original terminology will be maintained, and use will be made
of such terms as extraction, extraposition and heavy-NP shift.

11.2 Theoretical background

11.2.1 Syntax and semantics: restrictions on extraposition

The earliest theoretical treatments of extraposition from the NP, developed
within the frameworkof generative grammar,were first and foremost concerned
with syntactic restrictions on extraposition, which were typically defined in
terms of NP-cycles, c-command, government, etc. (e.g. Akmajian 1975;
Akmajian and Lehrer 1976; also Culicover and Rochemont 1990). Thus,
building on the constraints on extraposition from embedded clauses formulated
by Ross (1967), and on the assumption that cyclical rules apply not only within
each S, but also within each NP (Chomsky 1970, 1973; Jackendoff 1971, 1972),
Akmajian (1975: 128) suggests that NPs, too, ‘serve to define boundaries that
delimit the application of extraposition-type rules’: just as extraposition out of
embedded clauses is only possible to the next sentence up, elements extraposed
out of the NP can only go one cycle higher. In other words, there is a parallel
between the examples in (1) and those in (2). In (1), the clausal unit that the world
is round can be extraposed from the embedded (subject) clause (example (1b)),
but cannot be extraposed from the main clause (example (1c)).

(1) a. That the world is round is obvious is not clear.
b. That it is obvious that the world is round is not clear.
c. *That it is obvious is not clear that the world is round.

Similarly, in (2) the complement PP of this book can be extraposed from the
subject NP (resulting in (2b)), but cannot subsequently be extraposed from
the subject clause (example (2c)).

(2) a. That a review of this book came out yesterday is catastrophic.
b. That a review came out yesterday of this book is catastrophic.
c. *That a review came out yesterday is catastrophic of this book.

(Akmajian 1975: 117, based on Ross 1967).

displacement in question occurs only with a particular group of verbs will be explained in
pragmatic terms.
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For other types of constructions, different types of restrictions were
defined. In verb-particle (or verb-preposition) constructions, for instance,
the restrictions on extraposition of the NP to the right of the particle (or
preposition) are defined in terms of ‘weight’. Thus, if we assume that the
possibility of displacing NPs is a matter of relative ‘weight’, with only ‘heavy’
NPs being allowed rightward movement (known as the principle of Heavy-
NP shift, see Ross 19 67 ; Stowell 1981: 207; Whitney 19 82 , 19 83 ) , th en the
data in (3) can be accounted for by assuming that both (full) NPs and
particles (or prepositions) are ‘heavier’ than pronouns (Kayne 19 84 b: 12 7).

(3) a. John switched the lights/them off.
a0. John switched off the lights/*them.
b. Peter wrote the address/it down.
b0. Peter wrote down the address/*it.

Exactly which factors determine the weight of a constituent remained,
however, unclear. Aarts (1992: 83) notes that the weight of an NP is clearly
related to the number of elements it contains, but that other factors, such as
informational content, may also play a role. This would account for the fact
that if the pronouns in (3) are stressed, they can appear in final position – a
clear indication that pragmatic factors, such as focality or salience, may also
affect the weight of a particular element.

In addition, a semantic constraint, the ‘definite determiner constraint’,
was proposed to exclude from the grammar sentences such as (4b), where
extraposition takes place from a definite NP (e.g. Akmajian and Lehrer
1976: 402).

(4) a. A review of his new book came out yesterday.
a0. A review came out yesterday of his new book.
b. The review of his new book came out yesterday.
b0. *?The review came out yesterday of his new book.

However, although there is a distinct difference in acceptability between
(4a0) and (4b0), extraposition from definite host NPs is certainly possible,
especially with (complement) clauses (example (5a)), but also with PPs
(example (5b)) (see Guéron 1980: 665 for a critical discussion of this
constraint).

(5) a. At some point the revolutionary idea is born that religion far from
enhancing our moral development significantly obstructs it <ICE-
GB:S2B-029 #68:1:A>

b. However, the potential exists for their reintroduction . . . <ICE-
GB:W2B-024 #25:1>

Now, as indicated before, failure to observe the constraints mentioned so
far usually results in ungrammatical constructions, although occasionally
the resulting construction may exhibit a certain degree of acceptability.

The cognitive-pragmatic approach266



However, these accounts offer little by way of explanation. In what follows,
concern will be primarily with situations in which the speaker has a choice
between two (or more) alternative orders, both (all) of which are syntac-
tically, semantically, even pragmatically, acceptable, to see what determines
the choice for one particular order. Before proceeding to consider relevant
material from our corpus, we will, therefore, have a look at accounts of
extraposition which have addressed this question.

11.2.2 Processing and pragmatics: principles and preferences

In trying to define the circumstances which favour or trigger extraposition,
linguists have often invoked the principle of end-weight (complexity) and
end-focus (communicative weight or information value). Where some have
sought to account for the occurrence of extraposition in terms of one of
these two notions, others insist that the two interact in determining a
speaker’s choice to extrapose or not to extrapose.

In his detailed study of word order phenomena of several languages,
Hawkins (1994) takes the view that these phenomena can be accounted for
in terms of complexity only. Thus, Hawkins (1994: xii) argues, ‘free word
order is not driven by pragmatic considerations, as is generally believed,
but by syntactic processing, specifically by the need to recognize syntactic
structure on-line’. Word order is determined by the tendency for languages
to strive for the most optimal, i.e. least complex, structure available, where
complexity (put simply) is defined as the ratio between the number of
immediate constituents of a construction and the total number of terminal
elements. Eventually, this preference for structures that are easier to
process may lead to the ‘grammaticalization of processing principles’, i.e.
the way we process language has shaped its syntax. In this approach, a rule
such as heavy-NP shift is not a grammatical rule, but a processing rule,
depending as much on the length of the other constituents of the VP as it
does on the length of the heavy NP (Hawkins 1994: 20; see also section
11.3.2 below).

Other linguists, however, have preferred to regard differences between
and restrictions upon word orders as reflecting the communicative or
pragmatic status of constituents. What exactly is meant by this is, however,
not always clear, as different linguists have employed different functional,
discourse or cognitive notions to explain the way clause elements are
ordered, both within and across languages. A brief inventory yields a large
number of often related but nevertheless different concepts, some of which
will be discussed briefly here (for a more detailed discussion, see also
chapter 9).

One important pragmatic distinction that has often been invoked to
account for both basic word order in languages and phenomena like
extraposition is that between Topic (roughly, what a predication is about)
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and Focus (the most salient information in a predication). One of the
(language universal) principles given by Mallinson and Blake (1981 : 151 ),
for instance, is that ‘more topical material tends to come nearer to the
beginning of the clause (to the left) than non-topical material’. Similarly,
for English, Quirk et al. ( 1985 : 1357) formulate the principle of end-focus,
according to which ‘[i]t is common to process the information in a message
so as to achieve a linear presentation from low to high information value’.

For Birner and Ward ( 1998: 255–7 ), on the other hand, the crucial
distinction is that between Given and New information. Their examination
of English postponing constructions, such as inversion, passive, existential
there -insertion and presentational there-insertion, leads them to the con-
clusion that these constructions ‘all postpone information that is unfami-
liar, either within the discourse or within the hearer’s knowledge store’.
Gundel ( 1988: 210), too, mentions the ‘Given before New principle’ as one
of two major cross-linguistic principles of basic word order. Although
clearly there is a strong correlation between the Given-New distinction and
the Topic-Focus, as there is a strong tendency for topical information to be
given and for focal information to be new, this is by no means a one-to-one
relationship and the concepts should therefore not be equated (see e.g.
Prince 1981 ; Mackenzie and Keizer 1991, Keizer 1992 ).

Another distinction used in discussions of word order differences is that
between Topic and Comment. Once again Topic is defined as the entity a
sentence is about (or, more specifically, the entity the speaker intends to
increase the addressee’s knowledge about) (Gundel 1988: 210). The
Comment, on the other hand is that part of the sentence which ‘the speaker
intends . . . to be assessed relative to the topic’. Generally speaking, in basic
word orders, Topic precedes Comment (Gundel 1988: 223). Note that
according to the definition, Topic always refers to an entity, while the
Comment always takes the part of a predication. In this respect Comment
clearly differs from Focus, which is not restricted in this way.

A somewhat different notion is that underlying the distinction between
Theme and Comment. Tomlin (1986: 4) defines thematic information as
information which ‘involves the signalling of information which is most
salient to the development of the particular discourse’. Thus the function
of the Theme is ‘to frame the unfolding discourse by directing the hearer to
specific points in his mental representation of events about which addi-
tional elaboration is to be provided’ (original italics; Tomlin 1986: 39; cf.
Johnson-Laird 1983). Comment, on the other hand, provides the ‘addi-
tional elaboration’, information which is not as yet part of the subject
matter under discussion. Thematic information differs from shared
information: whereas the former is ‘concerned with the selective focus of
attention on information during discourse production and comprehension’,
the latter is ‘concerned with establishing and maintaining reference in dis-
course production and comprehension’ (Tomlin 1986: 39). Consequently,
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although Themes typically contain shared information, these notions
cannot be equated. Finally, Tomlin’s study seems to provide evidence that
‘earlier ordering of thematic information facilitates comprehension while
later ordering inhibits it’, which is why Themes tend to come in initial
position (Theme First Principle; ibid.).2

Although there are clearly important differences between the various
pragmatic principles proposed, which may lead to contradictory predic-
tions concerning the word order of individual sentences, it will at the same
time be clear that they all start from the basic assumption that differences
in word order are determined by such related factors as discourse topi-
cality, aboutness, shared speaker-hearer information, predictability, rele-
vance, etc. Apparently, however, different languages have grammaticalized
different pragmatic notions, and grammaticalized them in different
degrees. In those languages where grammaticalization is far from complete,
it may even be that different factors may play a role at one and the same
time, and that the outcome is really a matter of interaction and, where
preferences clash, of compromise, rather than of any one principle being at
work. In addition to pragmatic principles, these interactive accounts may
also take into consideration other possible influences on word order (e.g.
processing factors). The next section will present some of the theories
advocating such a multifunctional approach.

11.2.3 Multifunctional theories of word order: interacting principles

From the various attempts to account for word order patterns across
languages, it will have become clear that many linguists favour the idea of
one single underlying notion to explain not only all the different basic word
orders, but also the most common deviations from these basic patterns.
However, as we will see, when put to the test, it turns out that none of
these proposals can even account for the non-basic word orders of a very
little set of constructions (discontinuous NPs) in only one language
(English). This has led other linguists to conclude that the only fruitful way
of explaining the complexity of word order variation within and across
languages is to assume that word order is determined by a number of
interacting and possibly competing principles and preferences (e.g. Mallinson
and Blake 1981: 151; Gundel 1988: 229; Dik 1997a: 395–6). According to

2 Other pragmatic notions have been invoked to account for word order phenomena. Givón
(1988), for instance, argues that the underlying word order in languages with (more or less)
free word order (e.g. Papajo, Biblical Hebrew, Polish, Tagálog, Klamath, Cayuga, Ojibwa,
Mandarin Chinese) is governed by the communicative principle of Task Urgency, which
assumes that ‘[a] communicative task is more urgent when the information to be
communicated is either less predictable or more important’. In Cayuga, for example, word
order is determined by such principles as ‘indefinite precedes definite’, ‘new information
precedes old’ and ‘surprising, unpredictable information precedes unsurprising information’
(Mithun 1986).
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Dik (1997 a: 395–6), for instance, what is needed is a ‘multifunctional’
theory of constituent ordering, based on (amongst others) the following
assumptions:

(i) the actual constituent ordering patterns found in a language are the
resultant of a number of interacting principles;

(ii) each of these principles is in itself functionally motivated;
(iii) two such principles do not always define the same ordering pre-

ference;
(iv) the actual ‘solution’ for constituent ordering in a given language will

thus contain an element of compromise, and will to that extent be
characterized by a certain amount of tension.

Although accounting for word order variation through a combination of
interacting principles seems a reasonable approach, it may at the same time
be considered unsatisfactory as long as the relationship between the
competing factors (their relative weight in determining the eventual word
order) remains unspecified. In that case, multifunctional theories may run
the danger of being vacuous, of merely offering explanation after the fact,
allowing linguists simply to call in the principle that can explain the facts in
question (Dik 1997 a: 439). Advocates of the interactive approach, however,
claim that such vacuity can be avoided, provided that:

(i) violations of principle A lead to orderings which are clearly marked
either within or across languages, or both;

(ii) violations of principle A can be understood in terms of the operation
of independently motivated principles B, C, etc.;

(iii) v i o l a t i o n s o f p r i n c i p l e A m a y b e s h o w n t o b e f o l l o w e d b y a d j u s t -
ments which serve to reduce the violation. (Original emphasis; Dik
1997a: 439).

Note, finally, that also from the point of view of the hearer a multifactor
approach seems perfectly plausible. It is, for instance, clearly compatible
with Sperber and Wilson’s ( 1980) principle of optimal relevance. Acting on
the assumption that the speaker has deliberately opted for a particular
construction as the most optimal way of making his/her assumptions
manifest, the hearer will opt for an interpretation which, in the given
context, will be in keeping with the speaker’s choice of construction. From
the set of possible principles, the hearer will therefore select the one which
makes most sense of the speaker’s behaviour. Clearly, some principles will
feature more prominently within this set than others, but in view of the
(assumed) intentions and motivations of the speaker, as well as the dis-
course situation (both linguistic and extralinguistic), the hearer is free to
choose the principle(s) which render meaningful the speaker’s choice of
construction.
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11.2.4 The multifactor hypothesis

In the sections to follow, we will see that when applied to material from the
corpus none of the single-principle approaches to word order variation
outlined in the previous section can account for all cases in which dis-
placement does, or does not, occur. Therefore, despite the inherent danger
of vacuity, a multifactor approach will be proposed consisting pre-
dominantly of a combination of the two main factors mentioned in section
11.2.2. Other factors, such as the distinction between complements and
modifiers, the morphological complexity, definiteness and specificity of the
constituents, as well as stylistic considerations, register (formal/informal
language), temporal/spatial iconicity, etc., will, however, also be taken into
consideration. The following very general hypothesis for displacement
from NPs in English will be taken as a starting point:

� Hypothesis 1
a speaker’s (conscious or subconscious) decision to place material
structurally belonging to an NP outside that NP is determined by a
number of independent principles; where two or more principles define
conflicting word orders, the speaker performs a kind of balancing act, the
outcome of which depends on the particular discourse situation.

Clearly, Hypothesis 1 requires further specification. Before moving on,
however, let us briefly consider what has been called the Principle of
Economy. Note that each of the existing accounts discussed so far starts
from the premise that the language performance system is a highly efficient
system, which, in order to be communicatively successful, produces
messages in as optimal a form as possible. As we have seen, however,
economy can be viewed from different angles. Thus, there is efficiency in
processing, which requires the speaker to use the least complex form
available to convey the propositional content of the intended message.
Efficiency may, however, also be obtained by indicating the information
status of the various elements needed to achieve the required commu-
nicative effect. In most cases of displacement, the two requirements go
hand in hand, the result being an ‘optimal’ (or optimally cooperative)
structure, in which displacement fulfils the dual function of reducing the
overall complexity of the construction and highlighting focal material often
introducing a new discourse referent. Some examples from the corpus can
be found in (6).

(6) a. I said to Norman that the rumour was about that he was going to the
Department of Employment. <ICE-GB:W2B-012 #19:1>3

3 Note that about here is not a preposition (‘a rumour about something’), but an adverb (‘the
rumour was about’, i.e. ‘going around’).
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b. A possibility exists that the first person to whom both versions of the
epithet were applied (and within a couple of pages of each other),
actually deserved them. <ICE-GB:W2B-010 #163:1>

c. A hunt’s begun for two gunmen who burst into a pub in South
London and opened fire on drinkers killing two. <ICE-GB:S2B-016
#3:1:A>

As can be seen from the examples in (7) and (8), however, the two
requirements may also clash. Moreover, in such cases, there is not one
requirement which always outweighs the other. In the examples in (7), for
instance, there is no reason to assume that the displaced material is focal;
nor does it introduce new discourse referents. Moreover, in these three
examples, the basic (non-extraposed) order would not have been much
more complex than the displaced orders, while they would have had the
advantage of keeping together what is generally believed to belong together
(head noun and complement in (7a), head noun and modifier in (7b)
and (7c)).

(7) a. There is definitely and there was a thing in the I think the Sunday
Times or the Observer a couple of weeks ago and they’ve got
articles in the Careers Office about it talking about are they worth
whose are worth getting <ICE-GB:S1A-079 #37:1:A>

b. We had been a distributor for fifty years for them and he appeared
on his first occasion at the meeting <ICE-GB:S1B-065 #51:1:B>

c. I mean one bloke did get married from our course. <ICE-GB:S1A-
014 #155:1:C>-<ICE-GB:S1A-014 #158:1:B>

However, even if we were to accept that the word order in these cases can
be explained in terms of decreased complexity,4 such an explanation is not
available for the non-displaced constructions in (8), where the subject noun
is very complex and the predicate structurally simple. In (8a), however, the
word order used may be justified by assuming that the predicate contains
the focal information, while (as we will see in section 11.4.2.2.2) stylistic
factors may play a role in determining word order in (8b).

(8) a. The possibility that the conducting filament is a mixture of micro-
crystallites and dielectric is real. <ICE-GB:W2A-034 #74:1>

b. An accuracy of approximately 1 mm has been achieved. <ICE-GB:
W2A-033 #81:1>

We can think of a number of reasons why these sentences have the form
they have. First of all, we can conclude that language users are simply not
always efficient, and that there are, in fact, a large number of utterances,
predominantly in spoken language, which do not exhibit optimal word

4 As argued by Hawkins (1994).
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order (whether in terms of complexity or in terms of their communicative
function). Given, however, that in most cases the constructions in ques-
tion are acceptable, and arguably the most optimal available, it would
presumably be more correct to conclude that language itself is not as
efficient a system as it is generally assumed to be (e.g. Da̧ browska 2004 :
27). In other words, we have to accept that there may, of necessity, be a
measure of redundancy, vagueness or underdetermination in many lin-
guistic utterances, and possibly in the language system itself, with the
success of a speech act often relying as much on extra-linguistic clues and
the cooperativeness of the hearer as on the form of the utterance.

Secondly, certain expressions may not appear optimal in terms of
(syntactic) complexity and information structure, but may nevertheless be
quite efficient in terms of other factors. Thus the relative ‘weight’ of an
element may not depend on its (syntactic) structure only, but may also be
influenced by such characteristics as lexical or morphological complexity.
Similarly, the communicative success of the utterance may depend not only
on achieving end-focus, but in addition on stylistic factors (e.g. degree of
formality) or rhetorical factors (e.g. use of parallel structures).

Thirdly, it will be assumed that where the optimal form is not available,
one factor, or a combination of concurrent factors, will overrule its com-
petitor(s). Which factor outweighs the other(s) will, however, depend on
the specific circumstances. This means that to establish which factors may
play a role, and to what degree, we will have to look at examples in their
original context, and especially at those cases where complexity and focality
do not go hand in hand.

In the discussion of displacement to follow, each occurrence of apparently
non-optimal, unexpected word order will be seen as resulting from a com-
bination of these three explanations. We have to allow for a certain degree of
inefficiency in our performance; either due to the specific circumstances or
due to the fact that the system itself does not appear to have an optimal
construction available. This may be true in particular for spoken language,
but will also be seen to hold for written language – the difference being one
of degree rather than of principle. In other words, language performance is
not simply a matter of finding the one optimal form; instead, different factors
may have to be weighed against each other. The outcome of this balancing
act will eventually lead to an utterance which from the speaker’s point of
view is the best he or she can produce to create the desired effect; even
though judgement as to effectiveness may differ from person to person and
from time to time. This then leads to the following more specific hypothesis:

� Hypothesis 2

(i) a speaker’s choice to place material structurally belonging to an NP
outside that NP is determined first and foremost by two inde-
pendent principles: structural weight and communicative weight;
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(ii) in the majority of cases these two factors favour the same word order;
(iii) where the two factors favour competing word orders, the speaker

will try to decide which of the two factors, in the given circum-
stances and given his/her communicative intentions, outweighs
the other in terms of efficiency and effectiveness;

(iv) in such situations other (independent) factors may also play a role;
these other factors, though usually not strong enough to determine
word order by themselves, may therefore tip the balance in the
case of a ‘draw’;

(v) the ultimate order of the elements is the one which the speaker, in
the given circumstances, believes to be the most efficient one
available or attainable, despite the fact that at least one major
word ordering principle has been violated.

Since, according to this second hypothesis, structural complexity and
communicative weight are the two key factors triggering displacement, we
need to define more clearly what exactly is meant by these concepts. The
following section will therefore discuss in some more detail two important
exponents of the ‘pragmatics-only’ approach (Guéron 1980) and the
‘complexity-only’ approach (Hawkins 1994).

11.3 Some existing accounts of extraposition

This section will concentrate on two accounts of extraposition that will
feature prominently in the discussion of examples from the corpus to follow
in section 11.4. The two accounts in question represent the two prominent,
and often competing, principles triggering extraposition: complexity (pro-
cessing) and discourse function (pragmatics). Proceeding in chronological
order, section 11.3.1 will present a discussion of Guéron (1980), which will
be followed by a discussion of Hawkins (1994) in section 11.3.2.

11.3.1 Presentation versus predication: Guéron (1980)

In Guéron’s (1980) account, for extraposition from NP to be possible two
conditions must be fulfilled: (i) the host NP is focal; and (ii) the verb is a
non-focal verb denoting the appearance of the subject into the world of
discourse. Extraposition is thus only acceptable in presentational con-
structions, its function being the signalling of the introduction of a new
discourse entity. The crucial difference, therefore, is that between pre-
sentation sentences and predications, which, according to Guéron (1980:
651), can be regarded as a difference in logical form:

(9) a. Predication: (S (NP) (VP) S)
b. Presentation S: (S VERBi (S (NP) ( . . . vi . . . ) S) S)
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As can be seen from (9), the two types of structure differ in terms of the
scope relations between the subject NP and the verb or VP: in a pre-
dication, the VP is in the scope (or in the c-command) of the subject,
whereas in a presentation S, the subject is in the scope of the verb.

Next, Guéron defines two rules for focus assignment to apply to these
logical forms. The first rule, given in (10), is the rule of Focus marking,
which gives two alternatives for Focus assignment; the second rule, the rule
of Complement linkage, is given in (11):

(10) Focus marking
a. Mark the last argument in the c-command of the verb ‘Focus

of S’
b. Mark the VP ‘Focus of S’

(11) Complement linkage
Mark the PP (or relative clause) to the right of S ‘Complement of
Focus NP’

Now let us apply these rules to the constructions in (12) (Guéron 1980: 651). In
the predication in (12a), the VP will be marked as the focus, in accordance with
rule (10b); rule (11) results in the PP being interpreted as the complement of
Focus NP. However, as there is no Focus NP for this PP to link to, the
construction is not acceptable. If, on the other hand, the logical form is that of a
presentation S, the NP a manwill be marked as the focus through rule (10a); in
that case, the PP can be linked to a focus NP and the sentence is acceptable.

(12) A man appeared from India.

a. Pred.: (S (S (NP a man) (VP appeared) S) (PP from India) S))

Focus Complement of Focus

b. Pres.: (S (S appearedi (S (NP a man) ( . . . vi . . . )S) S)

Focus

(PP from India S)))

Complement of Focus

However, as pointed out by Guéron (1980: 652), application of these rules
would also predict the acceptability of the construction in (13), as this
sentence would be given a representation of the kind given in (12b); yet,
Guéron continues, this sentence is ill-formed.

(13) *A man died from India.

As the only difference between the constructions in (12) and (13) is the
choice of verb, Guéron (1980: 652) concludes that this difference does not
involve the rules of (core) grammar,5 but rather the rules of discourse. She

5 As pointed out by Huck Turner (p.c.), however, different verbs might require different
structural analyses, in which case the difference in question would belong to the syntactic
domain after all.
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therefore proposes a rule of semantic interpretation, filtering the outcome
of the rules of grammar. This rule is defined as follows (ibid.: 653):

(14) Interpretation of Predications and Presentation Ss:
a. Predication: The subject refers to an individual or object (or set of

these) whose existence in the world of the discourse is pre-
supposed.

b. Thematic subject. The VP describes a property of the thematic
subject.

c. Presentation S: The VP denotes, essentially, the appearance of the
subject into the world of discourse.

Note, however, that further provisos have to be made. Thus, Guéron
(ibid.) admits that (13) is acceptable in contexts where the subject NP can
be construed as the (contrastive) focus, as exemplified in (15).

(15) Several visitors from foreign countries died in the terrible accident.
A woman died from Peru and a man died from India. (Guéron
1980: 653)

Now, Guéron (1980: 653–4) accounts for such cases by assuming that these
constructions are really presentation Ss, as ‘the verb is pragmatically
emptied of all semantic content beyond that of ‘‘appearance in the world of
discourse’’ ’. However, although the second sentence in (15) clearly has a
presentational function, this does not mean that the verb died no longer
describes a property of the subject; moreover, the subject, being to some
extent inferrable from the preceding predication, is in fact more thematic
than the subject in (13). The presentational effect is achieved by assigning
focus to the subject: the difference is not in the role of the verb, but in
the pragmatic status of both the verb and the subject. In other words, in
both (13) and (15) we are dealing with a predication; the difference being
that in the former a focal VP predicates a property of a focal subject
(the whole predication being in focus), whereas in the latter a presupposed
verb predicates over a contrastive, and hence highly focal, subject.
What this means is that (14) is an oversimplification: other types of sen-
tences can be distinguished apart from these two in terms of discourse
function, and in terms of the semantic and pragmatic functions of the
subject and verb; consequently, extraposition is not restricted to Guéron’s
Presentation S.

This conclusion is confirmed by the fact that extraposition is acceptable
in other types of constructions as well. In (16B), for instance, the verb is
clearly the focus, whereas the subject has a high degree of themacity.
Nevertheless, with the right intonation, (16B) is perfectly acceptable.

(16) A: People from India are quite safe here.
B: No, they aren’t. A man (actually) died from India last week.
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Moreover, Guéron (1980: 661) states that ‘the VP may be in the scope of
negation only in a predication’. This would mean that (17a), where the VP
is in the scope of negation, must be a predication; nevertheless extra-
position is possible.

(17) a. He freely admitted that the technology did not exist to implement
his ideas . . . <ICE-GB:W2B-034 #18:1>

b. The conclusion is inescapable that in Bernicia a very small and
largely aristocratic Anglian element ruled over a predominantly
British population. <ICE-GB:W1A-001 #86:1>

Finally, Guéron only discusses presentational structures with verbal pre-
dicates. Often, however, the structures in question are copular construc-
tions with an adjectival predicate, where this adjectival predicate typically
provides the focal (new/most salient) information. Nevertheless, as illu-
strated in example (17b), extraposition is possible (for a discussion, see
example (35)). Clearly, these constructions cannot be accounted for in
Guéron’s account of extraposition.

All in all, it looks as though Guéron’s basic principle, that extraposition
from NP is related to the pragmatic function of introducing new topics into
the discourse, does indeed, in a majority of the cases, offer a plausible
explanation of why extraposition occurs. However, the underlying prag-
matic notions involved, as well as their structural correlates, seem to be too
narrowly defined, leaving a large number of cases unaccounted for. Thus,
in all of the examples considered so far, extraposition does indeed take
place from a focal (salient) subject NP; however, this NP is not necessarily
non-thematic. This means that other types of construction are relevant
apart from the two represented in (12) and that extraposition need not be
restricted to presentational sentences.

11.3.2 Complexity: Hawkins (1994)

For Hawkins (1994) word order is determined by the (relative) complexity
of the constituents of a construction. Whether or not extraposition takes
place depends on the complexity of the extraposed constituent in relation
to that of the relevant larger unit of which it forms part, where complexity
is defined purely in terms of syntactic processing:

It is argued, on the basis of a detailed textual analysis of several lan-
guages, that free word order is not driven by pragmatic considerations,
as is generally believed, but by syntactic processing, specifically by the
need to recognize syntactic structure on-line.’ (Hawkins 1994: xii)

These principles of syntactic processing, which in part have become
grammaticalized, invariably yield orders of constituents which maximize
processing ease and efficiency (Hawkins 1994: 19–24.)
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So what exactly are these principles? The system for determining syn-
tactic complexity Hawkins proposes starts from the basic intuition that
‘words and constituents occur in the orders they do so that syntactic
groupings and their immediate constituents can be recognized (and pro-
duced) as rapidly and efficiently as possible in language performance’
(Hawkins 1994: 57). In addition, following Fodor (1983), Hawkins hypo-
thesises ‘that parsing decisions are made obligatorily and immediately upon
encountering the triggering input’ (Hawkins 1994: 62). In other words, the
bigger the effort required on the part of the hearer to parse a construction
on-line, the more complex that construction is. The speaker, however, will
always choose the least complex (most optimal) word order available to
convey his/her message. Pragmatic (or other) considerations do not play a
role in determining the ultimate order of the constituents, as complexity is
determined independently from discourse context, identity of hearer,
speaker’s intentions or any other pragmatic factors.

Next, Hawkins proceeds to describe the system for calculating complexity
in great detail. Discussion here will be restricted to the main concepts, which
will suffice to give a general impression of how the system works. The first of
these is the notion of Constituent Recognition Domain (CRD) (Hawkins 1994:
59), which consists of the minimal number of nodes needed for the addressee
to recognize the structure of a relevant part of the tree:

The CRD for a phrasal mother node M consists of the set of terminal
and non-terminal nodes that must be parsed in order to recognize M
and all the ICs [ ¼ Immediate Constituents] of M, proceeding from
the terminal node in the parse string that constructs the first IC on
the left, to the terminal node that constructs the last IC on the right,
and including all intervening nodes that they construct.

The CRD is seen as a psychologically significant subset of the total set of
nodes in the tree. Thus, for the constructions in (18) and (19), it is on the
basis of the CRD that an important parsing decision can be made; in this
case, a decision concerning the structure of the VP (indicated by italics).

(18) a. I gave the valuable book that was extremely difficult to find to Mary
b. S [NP VP [V NP [Det A N . . . ] PP [P NP]]] (See Hawkins

1994: 59)

In (18), the CRDof the VP starts with the verb gave (first terminal node of first
IC on the left: V) and ends with to (the first terminal node of the last IC on the
right, i.e. the PP). The CRD for (19) is considerably less complex than that for
(18), as here the CRD ends with the first terminal node of the final NP, the.

(19) a. I gave to Mary the valuable book that was extremely difficult to find
b. S [NP VP [V PP [P NP] NP [Det A N . . . ]]] (See Hawkins

1994: 60)
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Before, however, the concept of the CRD can be used to explain word
order preferences, we must be able to calculate its exact the size. To this
purpose Hawkins introduces the notion of the IC-to-non-IC ratio of a
CRD. On the assumption that ‘[t]he ICs of each phrasal node M will be all
and only the phonetically realized lexical, functional and phrasal categories
most immediately dominated by M in surface structure, excluding any
phrasal categories that are non-maximal projections of the head’ (Hawkins
1994: 73), the IC-to-non-IC ratio of a CRD can be calculated as follows:

The IC-to-non-IC ratio for a CRD is calculated by dividing the
number of ICs in the domain by the total number of non-ICs (or
words alone), expressing the result as a percentage. The ratio for a
whole sentence is the aggregate of the scores for all CRDs within the
sentence. (Hawkins 1994: 76)

In simple terms, this means that in the case of a high ratio there is not
much additional structure in the CRD apart from the ICs, while with a low
ratio there is a lot of additional structure. Applied to the sentences in (20),
for instance, we find that, despite the fact that both have identical terminal
and non-terminal nodes throughout the tree, the two word orders differ in
terms of the IC-to-non-IC ratios of their respective CRDs. Since the CRD
of (20b) is less complex (higher IC-to-non-IC ratio), this construction is
preferred over the one in (20a) (see Hawkins 1994: 70–1).6

(20) a. Joe looked the number of the ticket up.
S [NP VP [V NP [Det N PP IC-to-word ratio: 3/7
[P NP [Det N]]] Part]]

b. Joe looked up the number of the ticket.
S [NP VP [V Part NP [Det N PP IC-to-word ratio: 3/3
[P NP [Det N]]]]]

All the various concepts are subsequently assembled in the main principle
underlying Hawkins’s system, the principle of Early Immediate Constituents
(EICs):

The human parser prefers linear orders that maximize the IC-to-non-
IC ratios of constituent recognition domains. Orders with the most
optimal ratios will be preferred over their non-optimal counterparts
in the unmarked case; orders with non-optimal ratios will be more or
equally preferred in direct proportion to the magnitude of their
ratios . . . (Hawkins 1994: 77–8)7

6 Since Hawkins fails to make clear how exactly sentences ought to be parsed (see also
below), calculations here are based on the number of words.

7 Hawkins adds that for finer discriminations (to be used in case structures of different
orders have the same IC-to-non-IC ratio), IC-to-non-IC ratios will be measured left-to-
right. For the relevant definitions of the procedures used, see Hawkins (1994: 82).
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Most of the rest of Hawkins’s study is devoted to a testing of the EIC’s
performance and grammatical predictions on various languages (English,
Finnish, German, Greek, Hungarian, Japanese, Korean, Polish, Rumanian,
Turkish) and a comparison between the performance of his system to other
accounts of word-order variation. As indicated before, Hawkins’s conclu-
sion is that the rules of word order are not rules of grammar, but the result
of performance arrangements and their ranked selections: constituents are
ordered the way they are ordered because of their complexity and its effect
on processing.

Impressive though Hawkins’s s ystem is, with its elaborate and detailed
c alculations, there are n evertheless a nu mber of d rawbacks. S ome of t hese are
of a t heoretica l nature; o th ers become appa rent when trying to ap ply Haw-
kins’s system to arbitrary examples (for a discussion of Hawkins’s treatment
of word order within the NP, s ee also cha pter 12 , section 12 .3.1.2).

First of all, although large enough to yield statistically significant results,
Hawkins’s sample of texts is nevertheless rather small, while all extracts are
taken from written texts of a certain kind. Secondly, it will be clear that
much of Hawkins’s system depends on the analysis given to a construction.
It is not always clear, however, how sentences are to be parsed, and what
(independent) principles determine the choices he makes. Thirdly,
throughout Hawkins’s study, there is a strong emphasis on (processing)
efficiency. Yet in some cases the majority of constructions of a particular
type are assumed to be non-basic, i.e. derived (e.g. English verb-particle
constructions). This seems to suggest that, in some respects at least, the
language faculty is not particularly efficient.

Moreover, Hawkins is clearly only concerned with the overall patterns
that arise. Nevertheless, we may assume there to be individual differences
with regard to processing. Complexity of a constituent can certainly be
measured, but this does not mean that extraposition of certain constituents
is (equally) acceptable under all circumstances. There is, in other words,
not one particular degree of complexity which dictates that an element
must always be extraposed. After all, with the exception of the gramma-
ticalized cases, the difference is, indeed, one of degree of acceptability
rather than of (un)grammaticality. Use of a particular word order is
inspired by the speaker’s estimation of its effect versus the cost of pro-
duction/processing. The outcome of this is thus dependent on the specific
discourse context (e.g. intentions of the speaker, identity of the hearer, etc.)
and the ultimate choice may, as such, be influenced by pragmatic or sty-
listic factors. That such individual differences exist is clear from the fact
that there are differences in acceptability of extraposition between spoken
and written language, as well as from the fact that in editing texts many of
the proposed changes concern the ordering of the constituents.

However, since Hawkins takes complexity to be the one and only factor
determining word order, in testing his principles, he does not offer any
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context; nor does he discuss the actual examples he has found. It is
therefore impossible to see to what extent context may account for dif-
ferences in acceptability between two constructions with exactly the same
structure, but differing only in the choice of one terminal element; in
particular in those cases where this difference (e.g. definite versus indefi-
nite host NP (see section 11.4.2.1.1.2), or the choice of verb, e.g. make
versus repeat (see section 11.4.2.1.1.3)) can be seen as relating to non-
structural factors.

Furthermore, Hawkins does not discuss any of the exceptions to his
predictions about the occurrence of extraposition. It is true that the large
majority of the cases behave as expected, but a 10 per cent exception rate is
nevertheless quite considerable. It is, of course, exactly in the exceptional
cases that other factors may be expected to play a role. Once again, how-
ever, this possibility is not considered. And yet, in denying pragmatics any
role in determining word order, Hawkins is not wholly consistent either.
Although he denies that pragmatic factors can have any influence on word
order, he does, at the same time, admit that (contrastive) stress may play a
role. Still, it seems beyond dispute that contrastive stress reflects the
information status of an element and does not affect its structural com-
plexity.8 Let us consider some cases in point. In his discussion of English
particle movement, Hawkins (1994: 180–2) points out that stressed pro-
nouns are not subject to the grammaticalization effect which normally
prevents pronouns from following the particle. This is illustrated in
example (21), where small capitals indicate (contrastive) stress:

(21) a. Joe looked the number/those up. basic order
a0. Joe looked up the number/*those. rearranged order
b. Joe looked the NUMBER/THOSE up. basic order
b0. Joe looked up the NUMBER/THOSE. rearranged order

Hawkins does not offer any explanation, apart from remarking that
stressed pronouns behave like all other stressed NPs in this respect. In the
case of similar observations in the case of heavy NP shift, Hawkins is a little
more explicit, but hardly more convincing. Thus, on the basis of the
examples in (22), Hawkins (1994: 187) once again concludes that elements
which normally do not allow shifting, can be placed in final position when
stressed (examples (22b) and (22b0)).

(22) a. I gave these books to my father basic order (compl. þ contr.)
(not to my mother).

a0. I gave these books to my father basic order (complexity)
(not these records).

8 It has, of course, been argued that stress affects the ‘heaviness’ of an NP (e.g. Aarts 1992).
In that case, however, heaviness is not only measured in terms of structural complexity,
but also in terms of properties reflecting the pragmatic status of the element in question.
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b. I gave to my father these books rearranged order (�)
(not to my mother).

b0. I gave to my father these books rearranged order (contrast)
(not these records).

Hawkins (ibid.) further observes that

once again the contrastive stress options for Heavy NP shift are a proper
subset of those found in the corresponding basic orders . . . The
rearrangements are restricted contrastive stress structures, therefore.
Such stress is always possible on constituents in right-peripheral posi-
tion in the VP, butmay fall on other constituents in the basic order. This
is a formal and structural property of these constructions, with con-
sequences for the (more limited) expressive power of the rearrange-
ments. It is not a necessary property, but because such structures as
[22b0] are grammatically possible, they can be used on occasions of
contrastive stress, even in the absence of an EIC motivation.

This passage seems to contain a contradiction: on the one hand Hawkins
concedes that a rearranged ordering like (22b0) is possible only in the
presence of contrastive stress; on the other hand the last sentence of the
passage clearly suggests that this word order is available independently of
contrastive stress. Either way, both the exceptional order and the restrictions
on its use are left unaccounted for. The only explanation Hawkins offers is
relative frequency: the statistics of Hawkins’s sample suggests that the
rearranged ordering is used relatively rarely. However, given the small size
of the sample, and given the fact that this sample consists of written texts
only (where contrastive stress may be expected to be much rarer than in
spontaneous speech), such an explanation is far from satisfactory.

The truth is, of course, that this phenomenon is much easier to explain in
pragmatic terms. If English prefers end-focus, then elements with contrastive
stress are preferred in final position; hence the rearrangement in (22b0) and the
unacceptability of (22b), which violates both the complexity and the focality
requirements. Example (22a0) seems to be a compromise: stress is used to
indicate focality, while the PP appears in final position on the basis of com-
plexity. This seems to suggest that structural and pragmatic considerations
may combine to determine a speaker’s choice for a particular ordering.

11.4 A multifunctional approach: examples from the corpus

11.4.1 Introduction

As we have seen, there are also theories of constituent ordering which
recognize the role of more than one factor, in particular end-focus and
complexity. In the vast majority of cases, the various principles will favour
the same (optimal) word order; in some cases, different principles may prefer
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competing word orders, eventually resulting in a non-optimal solution,
where one or more principles outweigh any others to produce the most
efficient structure available in the given circumstances. In this section, we
will look at a large number of examples from the corpus to see if such a
combined approach is indeed feasible, which other (if any) factors may play a
role in triggering (or resisting) displacement, and how these various prin-
ciples interact to produce sentences that will best satisfy the requirements of
both communicative effectiveness and structural efficiency.

The remainder of this chapter will be concerned with instances of dis-
placement of restrictive material belonging to the noun phrase to non-
prototypical positions (either outside or within the noun phrase). Within
this group different types of displacement can be distinguished on the basis
of the form and syntactic function of the displaced material (e.g. clause or
PP; complement or modifier) and the target position (NP-final or clause-
final). The same general principles will be assumed to apply to all these
various types of displacement; for the sake of convenience, however, these
types of displacement will be discussed separately.

11.4.2 Displacement from NP into clause-final position

11.4.2.1 Displacement of clauses
Embedded clauses are among the most typical cases of the kind of dis-
placement from NP: the displaced material is relatively lengthy and
complex and typically contains focal (salient, often new), stressed infor-
mation, while the intervening material is typically short, semantically light,
non-salient (presupposed/given) and unstressed. In what follows we will
look at two different types of embedded clauses – complement clauses and
restrictive relative clauses – which will be dealt with in separate sections.
Each section begins with a brief look at some typical cases of displacement,
before proceeding to a discussion of more problematic examples. The typical
cases are uncontroversial in that displacement can be accounted for in terms
of both complexity and focality. The more problematic cases, on the other
hand, are those cases where (i) displacement takes place while one or both of
these conditions are violated or (ii) displacement does not take place, despite
the fact that both conditions are met.

11.4.2.1.1 Complement clauses
11.4.2.1.1.1 Complexity and pragmatics
Example (23) contains some typical cases of displaced complement clauses
found in the corpus:

(23) a. Is the Secretary of State aware that uh a rumour circulated in
south Wales that guidelines have been issued by the various health
authorities which dictate that if patients suffer heart attacks over the
age of seventy they should receive less priority treatment than those
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who suffer similar conditions under the age of seventy <ICE-GB:
S1B-056 #18:1:D>

b. Even among the more fanatical elements in the world of Islam, the
realisation is dawning that Saddam Hussein, far from being a hero, is
a monstrous liability. <ICE-GB:W2E-001 #69:4>

c. As the crowds outside the United Nations headquarters
demonstrate against war there is a growing conviction among
delegates here that even if the midnight deadline is not immediately
followed by fighting the diplomatic process has run its course <ICE-
GB:S2B-010 #47:1:B>

In all three cases, displacement takes place from a subject NP headed by a
content or deverbal noun which (generally speaking) requires the presence of
a (clausal) complement. As with most complements, the typical position of
these complement clauses is immediately right of the head. In (23), however,
discontinuity is justified by the fact that they are (relatively) long and
complex and in all cases contain focal information. Moreover, they fulfil
Guéron’s requirement that the displaced material (or rather, the host NP as a
whole) introduce a new discourse topic, while the verbs in (23a) and (23b)
can be interpreted as ‘verbs of appearance’. In (23c), the intervening material
is not a verb, but a PP-modifier; nevertheless, the sentence, introduced by
existential there, is clearly a presentational one.

Counterexamples to the principle of complexity, although admittedly a
minority, are not hard to find. Most of these can be explained in pragmatic
terms. Thus, in the constructions with definite host NPs in examples
(24a)–(24b), displacement would yield syntactically fully acceptable con-
structions; in both cases, however, addressees would in all likelihood
interpret the displaced material as containing the focus, whereas this is
clearly not the preferred interpretation of the original constructions. In
examples (24c)–(24d), on the other hand, displacement clearly leads to a
marked construction, possibly because an interpretation of these sentences
with the focus on the complement clause rather than the predicate (or VP)
is hard to obtain (in any discourse context).

(24) a. The suspicion that Robert Scholey, BS chairman, has his own agenda
for closing down steel production in Scotland, come what may, is hard
to resist. <ICE-GB:W2C-007 #16:1>

b. The possibility that the conducting filament is a mixture of micro-
crystallites and dielectric is real. <ICE-GB:W2A-034 #74:1>

c. Thenews that theForeignOfficewas advisingBritish dependants in Jordan
andYemen to leavewell before January the fifteenthwas broadcast on the
BBCWorld Service earlier today.<ICE-GB:S2B-012#61:1:D>

d. However, subsequent feelings that the government in Tel Aviv will not
retaliate pending further allied strikes against Iraq’s missile launchers
proved reassuring. <ICE-GB:W2C-012#43:3>
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Now consider the examples in (25). Once again, displacement has not
taken place, despite the presence of a complex subject clause in clause-initial
position and a relatively short verb phrase. It may be argued that this is
because the alternative is not available: as shown in the primed examples
displacement yields distinctly marked results. Note, however, that, from a
syntactic point of view, the use of a pseudo-cleft construction results in an
entirely acceptable construction, while at the same time having the advantage
of placing the heavy NP in final position (examples (25a00) and (25b00)).
Nevertheless, it will be clear that, in the given context, these constructions
are entirely infelicitous (indicated here by #): in both cases the focus is on
the predicate, while pseudo-clefts typically present the information provided
by the wh-clause as either given (inferrable) or unchallengeable. This clearly
shows that the reason for opting for the original word order is, again, a
pragmatic one; even if it means violating the principle of complexity.

(25) a. Uhm, but I mean the fact that we’re able to use such slow machines
at all sort of amazes me. <ICE-GB:S1A-029 #126:1:A>

a0. *?Uhm, but I mean the fact sort of amazes me that we’re able to use
such slow machines at all.

a00.#Uhm, but I mean what sort of amazes me is the fact that we’re
able to use such slow machines at all.

b. The theory that he was deliberately relocated from Manau Goddodin
(South Eastern Scotland) to Gwynedd by either the Romans or Vor-
tigern has largely been discredited. <ICE-GB:W1A-001 #43:1>

b0. *?The theory has largely been discredited that he was deliberately
relocated from Manau Goddodin (South Eastern Scotland) to
Gwynedd by either the Romans or Vortigern.

b00.#What has largely been discredited is the theory that he was delib-
erately relocated from Manau Goddodin (South Eastern Scotland) to
Gwynedd by either the Romans or Vortigern.

Obviously, then, in the constructions in (24) and (25) considerations con-
cerning the information status of the various elements outweigh the demands
of complexity. The result is a compromise: the ultimate ordering of the
constituents violates one of the main principles, but is nevertheless considered
to be the most efficient one available to convey the intended meaning.

Finally, let us consider the displaced construction in example (26a), where
the principles of complexity and end-focus interact in an interesting way:

(26) a. But there is hardly a hint in the texts that any war was prompted by
the need for slaves. <ICE-GB:W2A-001 #38:1>

a0. ?But there is hardly a hint that any war was prompted by the need
for slaves in the texts.

Example (26a) is a presentational construction: the NP a hint in the texts
that etc. is presented as containing new, discourse-salient information.
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Note, however, that this does not mean that each part of this construction
introduces new information into the discourse. We can see this from the,
slightly marked, example in (26a0): here neither the information provided
in the complex NP, nor the existence of certain text is presented as new or
unpredictable in the context; instead the salient information seems to be
the relation between the two. Example (26a), on the other hand, seems to
favour a reading in which the information provided in the displaced that-
clause is the new, focal information. Once again, both complexity and
focality play a role here. Thus (26a), where the principles of complexity
and focality favour the same word order, is perfectly acceptable, whereas
tension between the two principles leads to markedness in (26a0).
Once again, the evidence presented in this section supports the view that

both complexity and focality play a major role in determining word order.
Moreover, the examples discussed suggest that, in some circumstances at
least, pragmatic considerations take precedence over the principle of
complexity.

11.4.2.1.1.2 The role of definiteness
Although it has often been claimed that displacement typically involves
indefinite NPs, there is no reason to assume that such a restriction exists in
the case of complement clauses. This is illustrated in examples (27) (see
also (23b)). Note that, as in the case of indefinite NPs, the definite NP is
relatively complex and serves to introduce new, salient information.

(27) a. At some point the revolutionary idea is born that religion far from
enhancing our moral development significantly obstructs it <ICE-
GB:S2B-029 #68:1:A>

b. But once the idea took hold that morality was a matter of individual
choice it became hard to see how it could be legislated <ICE-GB:
S2B-029 #103:1:A>

c. At exactly 5.15 p.m. he looked up and told me that at that very
moment the announcement was being made that he was going to
the Department of Education and Science. <ICE-GB:W2B-012
#59:1>

d. The survival of Celtic river names throughout England supports
this view, while Alcock goes even further to declare that in the
North: ‘The conclusion is inescapable that in Bernicia a very small
and largely aristocratic Anglian element ruled over a predominantly
British population’. <ICE-GB:W1A-001 #86:1>

At the same time, it cannot be denied that displacement from a definite
construction is more likely to yield marked results than displacement from
constructions with an indefinite host NP. Obviously, this cannot be
accounted for in terms of structural complexity: there is no reason to
assume that indefinite NPs are more complex than definite ones. There is,
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however, a relation (albeit not a one-to-one relation) between (in)defi-
niteness and focality/topicality: whereas indefinite NPs typically provide
new or focal information, given or topical information tends to be
presented in the form of a definite NP. Now let us look at some of our
earlier examples, and consider in more detail the interaction between word
order and definiteness.

The examples in (28) show that where the sentence clearly has a presenta-
tional function (i.e. contains a ‘verb of appearance’, whose main function is to
introduce a newentity into theworld of discourse), displacement of the content
clause is the preferred strategy for both definite and indefinite constructions:

(28) a. A possibility exists that the first person to whom both versions of the
epithet were applied (and within a couple of pages of each other),
actually deserved them. <ICE-GB:W2B-010 #163:1>

a0. The possibility exists that the first person to whom both versions of the
epithet were applied (and within a couple of pages of each other),
actually deserved them.

a00. *?A/??The possibility that the first person to whom both versions of the
epithet were applied (and within a couple of pages of each other),
actually deserved them exists.

In (29), however, where the (non-verbal) predicate real contains focal
information, differences do arise: both in the (original) prototypical word
order and in the displaced version of the sentence a definite NP is clearly
preferred. The explanation is simple: with the predicate containing the
focal information, the heavy NP, making up the rest of the sentence, is
likely to provide topical information; as such, the use of the definite article
is more appropriate than the use of the indefinite article.

(29) a. The possibility that the conducting filament is a mixture of micro-
crystallites and dielectric is real. <ICE-GB:W2A-034 #74:1>

a0. ?The possibility is real that the conducting filament is a mixture of
microcrystallites and dielectric.

b. *?A possibility that the conducting filament is a mixture of micro-
crystallites and dielectric is real.

b0. *?A possibility is real that the conducting filament is a mixture of
microcrystallites and dielectric.

Now consider what happens when the predicate in example (28) is made
focal, for instance by adding salient information in the form of the adverb
still. As becomes clear from (30a0), the non-displaced order is now accep-
table in the case of a definite host NP, but remains highly questionable in
the case of an indefinite NP. What happens is that the focal predicate
makes a presentational interpretation unlikely; instead the preferred
reading will be a predicational one with a topical subject, which is more
readily available when the subject NP is definite.

Discontinuous NPs 287



(30) a. The/A possibility still exists that the first person to whom both
versions of the epithet were applied (and within a couple of pages of
each other), actually deserved them.

a0. The/*?A possibility that the first person to whom both versions of the
epithet were applied (and within a couple of pages of each other),
actually deserved them still exists.

Observe that the displaced order is available both with a definite and an
indefinite subject NP (example (30a)). Here the indefinite version can only
be interpreted as a presentational construction, even with emphasis on the
adverb. Interestingly, the definite version can be given either a presenta-
tional or a predicational reading. This means that on the predicational
reading both the displaced and the basic order seem to be available: as the
principles of complexity and end-focus favour different word orders, the
former outweighs the latter in (30a), while the reverse is true for (30a0).

Finally, this explains why there is no displacement from NPs with
determiners which unambiguously indicate givenness and identifiability,
such as demonstrative pronouns, irrespective of the complexity of the NP
in question. Thus in (31), displacement is not really an option, despite the
length and complexity of the subject NP.

(31) a. and I think this idea that Mr Gorbachev wants the Americans to
negotiate at this stage is completely unrealistic . . .<ICE-GB:S2B-
014 #105:1:G>

a0. *?and I think this idea is completely unrealistic that Mr Gorbachev
wants the Americans to negotiate at this stage . . .

All these examples support the view that complexity and focality both play
a role in determining word order, and, since there is a relationship between
(in)definiteness and topicality/focality, that word order also interacts
(indirectly) with the (in)definiteness of the host NP.

11.4.2.1.1.3 Choice of the verb
As we have seen in section 11.3.1, Guéron’s (1980) account of extraposition
from NP is based on the idea that the acceptability of displacement may
also depend on the type of the verb. In example (32), for instance, com-
plexity (as defined by Hawkins 1994) cannot account for a difference in
use/acceptability between the two constructions, which are identical apart
from the choice of verb:

(32) a. at that very moment the announcement was being made that he was
going to the Department of Education and Science . . . <ICE-GB:
W2B-012 #59:1>

a0. ??at that very moment the announcement was being repeated that
he was going to the Department of Education and Science . . .
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a00. at that very moment the announcement that he was going
to the Department of Education and Science was being
repeated/*?made . . .

Whereas the displaced construction in (32a) is perfectly acceptable with the
verb make, it is far less so with the verb repeat (example (32a0)). This is,
however, not surprising; after all, whereas a verb like make in this context
clearly functions as a verb of appearance, the meaning of the verb repeat is
at odds with the presentational character of (32a) and (32a0). As can be seen
from (32a00), however, the reverse is true for the non-displaced word order.
Here the focus is more likely to be on the predicate, with the complex
subject NP providing presupposed information; a distribution of infor-
mation more in line with the meaning of repeat than with that of make.

Now let us consider another example from the corpus. Example (33a)
gives us the sentence as it occurred in the corpus: a predicational structure,
with a long and complex definite subject NP followed by a relatively simple
focal predicate. Example (33b) shows what happens if the predicate is
replaced by the kind of predicate which typically appears in presentational
constructions: as expected, the result is a distinctly marked construction. If,
on the other hand, the complement clause is displaced, as in example
(33b0), the reverse is true: here the verb develop is clearly preferred over the
verb discredit.

(33) a. The theory that he was deliberately relocated from Manau Goddodin
(South Eastern Scotland) to Gwynedd by either the Romans or
Vortigern has largely been discredited <ICE-GB:W1A-001
#43:1>

b. ??The theory that he was deliberately relocated from Manau
Goddodin (South Eastern Scotland) to Gwynedd by either the
Romans or Vortigern has recently been developed.

b0. The theory has recently been developed/??has largely been dis-
credited that he was deliberately relocated from Manau Goddodin
(South Eastern Scotland) to Gwynedd by either the Romans or
Vortigern.

Finally, examples (34a) and (34a0) show us what happens when an indefinite
host NP is used instead of a definite one: the combination of indefiniteness
and complexity more or less forces the use of a presentational construction,
which, not surprisingly, is only available with the verb develop.

(34) a. A theory that he was deliberately relocated from Manau Goddodin
(South Eastern Scotland) to Gwynedd by either the Romans or Vor-
tigern*?has largely been discredited/??has recently been developed.

a0. A theory has recently been developed/*?has largely been discredited
that he was deliberately relocated from Manau Goddodin (South
Eastern Scotland) to Gwynedd by either the Romans or Vortigern.
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Thus far, all the examples discussed in this section are passives. This,
however, is not really surprising, as it is only in passive sentences that the
opposition observed easily occurs. In active sentences, noun-complement
constructions like the ones discussed here (the theory that, the idea that,
etc.) typically only occur as the subject when followed by a verb of
appearance (e.g. examples (23a) and (23b) and (27a)–(27c)). In passive
constructions, on the other hand, NPs containing a complement clause can
appear as the subject of both a predicational and a presentational con-
struction. As a matter of fact, passives may be claimed to be particularly
suitable for presentational purposes, as they allow the speaker to draw
attention away from the presenter to the object or concept presented. As a
result, however, a conflict may arise, as the combined principles of com-
plexity and end-focus may prefer the subject NP to be placed towards the
end of the clause. The solution is for the complement clause to be dis-
placed, resulting in a construction which makes optimal use of the possi-
bilities offered by the English language.

This view is confirmed by the fact that not all passive constructions
favour displacement to the same extent, as shown by the primed examples
in (32)–(34). Moreover, the same opposition can be observed in active
sentences with non-verbal predicates. Consider in this respect the examples
in (35) (cf. (27d)):

(35) a. The conclusion is inescapable that in Bernicia a very small and
largely aristocratic Anglian element ruled over a predominantly
British population. <ICE-GB:W1A-001 #86:1>

a0. ??The conclusion that in Bernicia a very small and largely aristocratic
Anglian element ruled over a predominantly British population is
inescapable <ICE-GB:W1A-001 #86:1>

b. *?The conclusion is nonsense that in Bernicia a very small and
largely aristocratic Anglian element ruled over a predominantly
British population.

b0. ?The conclusion that in Bernicia a very small and largely aristocratic
Anglian element ruled over a predominantly British population is
nonsense.

In (35a) the contents of the conclusion is presented as new, focal infor-
mation, and a discontinuous construction is clearly preferred (cf. (35a0)). In
(35b) and (35b0), on the other hand, the choice of the predicate excludes a
presentational reading; instead, the conclusion will be interpreted as pre-
supposed and the predicate as new information. Accordingly, a dis-
continuous construction is not appropriate.

11.4.2.1.2 Restrictive relative clauses
Like complement clauses, restrictive relative clauses can be separated from
their antecedent. With relative clauses, however, the result is more likely to
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be marked, especially in the case of a definite antecedent. In most cases,
displacement takes place from indefinite (direct, indirect or prepositional)
object NPs, in which case the intervening material is typically non-verbal
(object predicate, place or time adverbial, PP-modifier, etc.), non-focal and
relatively short. In a large number of cases the host NP consists of an
indefinite pronoun (something/someone, anything/anyone, nothing, etc.). Some
examples are given in (36):

(36) a. They call basically they call anything a burger that you slap into a
roll <ICE-GB:S1A-055 #201:1:B>

b. If somebody has just done something to you that you don’t like
then you would <ICE-GB:S1A-037 #250:1:A>

c. Imean I’mgoing to see a play nextweekwith an actress friend ofmine in
itwho is nowwho’s doing verywell now<ICE-GB:S1A-067#178:1:B>

This does not mean, however, that we never find displacement of relative
clauses from subject NPs, as shown in example (37). As in the case of
complement clauses, the intervening material is typically a relatively short,
non-focal predicate containing a verb of appearance or a passive:

(37) a. Is the Secretary of State aware that uh a rumour circulated in
south Wales that guidelines have been issued by the various health
authorities which dictate that if patients suffer heart attacks over the
age of seventy they should receive less priority treatment than those
who suffer similar conditions under the age of seventy <ICE-GB:
S1B-056 #18:1:D>

b. The indications are that Europe will once again become the
priority because slowly and awkwardly, a treaty is taking shape
which will most likely emerge by the end of this year as a new
European union <ICE-GB:S2B-040 #117:3:A>

c. As a major requirement was that the corpus structure be user-
definable, and therefore usable with different corpora, some system
had to be devised by which the structure could be displayed and
altered interactively on-screen. <ICE-GB:W1A-005 #27:1>

d. A key is provided which, when removed, ensures that messages
cannot be accidentally over-recorded. <ICE-GB:W2B-039 #56:1>

Although far less frequent, displacement from definite NPs can also be
found, as demonstrated in (38), but again not from NPs containing a
demonstrative determiner, unless we are dealing with conversational
(discourse topic introducing) this/that (example (39)).

(38) a. I’m delighted to say that despite her train problems I think I can
now see the black limousine arriving outside the Cathedral which will
bring Her Majesty the Queen to Glasgow for this National Service of
Remembrance and Thanksgiving <ICE-GB:S2A-020 #117:2:A>
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b. The poor machine stood up to it for several months, but the day
came when it got a harder knock than usual and the result was a
£1,500 bi bill bill for a new disk. <ICE-GB:W2B-033 #55:1>

(39) a. I’ve been asked out by this actor/journalist tonight that I went to
see last week and I’m really not interested. <ICE-GB:W1B-010
#64:2>

b. Has Richard filled that form in that he’s got <ICE-GB:S1A-007
#254:1:B>

The examples in (36)–(38) are straightforward cases of displacement,
with displaced material that is both complex and salient. The cases in (39)
are slightly different. Here the host NP is focal, introducing a new dis-
course entity, while the relative clause contains identifying rather than
focal information. What all the examples in (36)–(39) have in common,
however, is that the displaced relative clause serves to link the focal
referent of the complex NP to the discourse topic. The displaced mate-
rial, in other words, has an anchoring function, which gives it a high
degree of discourse relevance. It is, therefore, through a combination of
the focal status of the host-NP, the complexity of the displaced material
and its discourse-anchoring function that displacement becomes the
preferred option.

The same is true for the indefinite constructions in (40). In both (40a)
and (40b) the discontinuous NP introduces a new referent; in both cases,
the displaced relative clause, serving to link this referent to the current
discourse situation, may be regarded as having a high degree of discourse
relevance. Note, in addition, that the word order chosen in (40b) is the
only order which allows the speaker to present the NP head (departmental
administrator) and the intervening material (in history) as sharing the
focus.

(40) a. Laura there are other people in the house that would like to receive
phone calls if you could just bear with us and leave the phone free
for five minutes <ICE-GB:S1A-041 #235:1:A>

b. <discussion on who within the faculty is on a academically-
related scale>
There’s a departmental administrator in history who is on an acade-
mically-related scale <ICE-GB:S1B-075 #20:1:A>

In other cases, all three elements (host NP, displaced relative clause, as
well as intervening material) may contain new or focal information.
Nevertheless, the reasons for displacement of the relative clause may be
pragmatic, as the displaced material may clearly be the most relevant in the
given context. An example is (41a), where the host NP (some friends), the
intervening material (coming to supper) and the displaced relative clause
(whose daughter’s there) all contain new information. The relative clause is, in
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fact, the only part which is explicitly anchored in the discourse (by means of
the anaphoric expression there); at the same time, this part obviously contains
the most salient information, as it introduces a new discourse topic. The
same is true for (41b) and (41c), although here, of course, the length and
complexity of the relative clauses leave the speaker little choice.

(41) a. <discussion on a school and its restrictions on weekend
clothing>
We’ve got some friends coming to supper whose daughter’s there so I
can question tomorrow so I can question her about it <ICE-GB:
S1A-054 #174:1:A>

b. <discussion of the composer Arnold Bax>
Uh I have friends in Dublin whose father was John Larshey the
professor of music at University College Dublin who personally knew
Bax who he used to go and see in Bray in just outside of Dublin and
places like that <ICE-GB:S1B-032 #109:1:C>

c. <discussion on the situation in Iraq just after the Gulf War>
And I met uh an Iraqi exile yesterday uh who made the very good
point that these horrors that we are seeing now in our newspapers uh
that had happened to the Kuwaiti people in the last seven months . . .
<ICE-GB:S1B-036 #15:1:C>

So far we may conclude that in displacement of relative clauses there seems
to be little tension between complexity and pragmatics: in most cases, the
displaced material is both complex and focal. Even in those cases where the
displaced relative clause does not contain new or focal information, prag-
matics still plays a role, since in these cases the host NPs are focal, which
means that (in accordance with Guéron 1980) these relative clauses are still,
strictly speaking, contained within a focal NP.

Complex restrictive relative clauses are, however, not always dis-
placed. In such cases the definiteness of the host NP as well as the type
of verb clearly play a role. As can be seen from the examples in (42),
displacement of the relative clause leads to a construction that would be
highly marked in any context. Not that this should come as a surprise:
the definiteness of the NPs containing the relative clauses in (42)
reflects their (assumed) status as given information, which is reinforced
by the fact that they have subject function and appear in initial position
in the clause.

(42) a. The girl I’m seeing at the moment lives there <ICE-GB:S1A-090
#231:2:A>

a0. *?The girl lives there [who] I’m seeing at the moment
b. On the twenty-third of December eighty-five she went to the

Kent and Sussex Hospital, and uh, the injury which I’ve mentioned
was diagnosed <ICE-GB:S2A-062 #22:1:A>
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b0. ??On the twenty-third of December eighty-five she went to the
Kent and Sussex Hospital, and uh, the injury was diagnosed
which I’ve mentioned

c. However, the Mascot facilities that allow reusable modules to be
combined into a variety of module and subsystem test harnesses are
fully supported. <ICE-GB:W2A-038 #72:1>

c0. *?However, the Mascot facilities are fully supported that allow
reusable modules to be combined into a variety of module and sub-
system test harnesses.

Displacement of complex material may, however, also yield questionable
results if the host NP is indefinite. Thus, although in (43) displacement leads
to syntactically acceptable structures, the communicative status of the ele-
ments clearly changes, rendering these sentences infelicitous in the given
context. In both (43a) and (43b), the predicate (more specifically the elements
very and can) will be interpreted as containing focal information. In accor-
dance with the principle of end-focus, this information is placed in sentence-
final position, despite the fact that the subject is lengthy and complex.
Displacement of the relative clauses, however, changes this information
structure. Thus, example (43a0) is only really acceptable if contrastive
emphasis is given to any and the predicate is presented as presupposed; in
(43b0), the relative clause is likely to be interpreted as the (only) focus (with
stress on no or single), while the predicate will, again, be interpreted as given.

(43) a. . . . any place that’s dominated by one kind of type of person or kind
of mentality is very repressive <ICE-GB:S1A-081 #20:1:A>

a0. ? . . . any place is very repressive that’s dominated by one kind of
type of person or kind of mentality

b. I hope that enough has already been said about the differences
between the movements to make it clear that no single scenario
could possibly describe the range of their potential development,
but one scenario that is by no means confined to a single movement
can be briefly sketched. <ICE-GB:W2A-012 #74:1>

b0. ?I hope that enough has already been said about the differences
between the movements to make it clear that no single scenario
could possibly describe the range of their potential development,
but one scenario can be briefly sketched that is by no means
confined to a single movement.

The examples in (42) and (43) clearly show that complexity alone is not
enough to warrant displacement of relative clauses; nor is displacement
only possible in constructions with a verb of appearance. In all these cases,
the discontinuous word order is not available because it would disturb the
informational balance of the utterance. This once more seems to suggest
that where the two basic principles of complexity and pragmatics favour
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different word orders, the latter usually takes precedence. Only in cases of
extreme complexity will the principle of complexity prevail; even then,
however, the speaker may be expected to find some other means of
expressing the information structure (distribution of topic and focus)
intended.

11.4.2.2 Displacement of prepositional phrases
In discussing the displacement of prepositional phrases, a distinction will
be made between displaced complements and displaced modifiers.
Although far from unproblematic (see chapter 10), this distinction may
affect the demands made on the hearer in processing the construction in
question, and may, as such, influence the speaker’s choice for or against
displacement. Thus it is generally assumed that the presence (explicit or
implicit) of complements is required by the semantics of the noun, which is
considered to be (semantically) uninterpretable or incomplete without
them. Displacement of complements may therefore be expected to increase
the load on a hearer’s short-term memory, since the addressee cannot
interpret the information provided by the head until he/she comes to the
displaced complement. With modifiers, this is not the case, as the head can
be interpreted on its own, which means that, from a semantic point of view
at least, the modifier is neither needed nor expected.

11.4.2.2.1 Complement PPs
Some typical cases of displacement are given in (44). In all these examples
the displaced PP is complex and presents new or otherwise focal infor-
mation, while the information value of the verb (or other intervening
material) is low.

(44) a. A hunt’s begun for two gunmen who burst into a pub in South London
and opened fire on drinkers killing two <ICE-GB:S2B-016 #3:1:A>

b. So there’s a lot of manipulation going on of the audience’s sense of the
happening uh of this play <ICE-GB:S1B-019 #6:1:A>

c. But it also comes as the US Secretary of State James Baker is
himself in the Gulf finding out just how much support there is in the
Arab world for military action to end the crisis <ICE-GB:S2B-017
#69:1:A>

d. I had a very frank talk with him the following morning about offices
when as you rightly say he was not disposed to offer me the
Foreign Secretaryship <ICE-GB:S1B-040 #37:1:D>

Note in particular the example in (44d). Here the PP about offices is placed
at the end of the main clause, despite the fact that this PP is not complex
and is placed between the (new, but not particularly discourse salient)
antecedent the following morning and the (non-restrictive) relative clause
introduced by when. Apparently its pragmatic status (introducing a new
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discourse topic, i.e. offices) is enough to make up for this otherwise far
from optimal choice of word order.

As can be seen from the examples in (45)–(47), it is again quite accep-
table for the host NP to be definite. In (45a) this can be accounted for by
the fact that, although the definiteness here clearly indicates givenness (the
hearers may be assumed to be familiar with the title of the lecture), the
given information is nevertheless the most salient in the given context,
introducing the topic of discussion. As the PP also exhibits a certain degree
of (morphological) complexity, its clause-final position is in accordance
with both basic principles. In (45b), on the other hand, complexity and
focality seem to be making conflicting demands. The displaced PP is not
complex, while the intervening material is relatively lengthy. However,
both the host NP and the displaced PP clearly contain focal information;
the reason for postponing the PP may even be to create some kind of
suspense, with the speaker deliberately withholding new, salient informa-
tion from the hearer.

(45) a. I’ve given the title to this lecture of The Immunological Compact
Disc <ICE-GB:S2A-042 #1:1:A>

b. and he is the proud recipient this morning in the birthday honours
list of an MBE, which has delighted everybody here at . . .<ICE-
GB:S2A-011 #136:1:A>

In example (46), the definiteness of both the host NP and the NP
contained in the PP may suggest givenness and, consequently, a low
information status. As it turns out, however, the definiteness of the host
NP is due not to givenness but to inferrability: in Prince’s (1981) terms
what we have here are ‘containing inferrables’, i.e. definite constructions
whose referent is assumed to be identifiable on the basis of the information
contained within this construction itself. The function of the PP in these
constructions is, therefore, to link the nominal head to the discourse topic.
Moreover, the construction, containing an unstressed verb of appearance,
is clearly a presentational one. In other words, both the complexity and the
pragmatics of the construction favour placement of the PP in clause-final
position.

(46) However, the potential exists for their reintroduction because of cut-
backs on the use of pesticides, and the large numbers of recent
immigrants who could be sources of infection. <ICE-GB:W2B-024
#25:1>

Some less straightforward cases can be found in (47). In both cases, the
displaced information is not complex, nor does it contain new information.
The host NP, on the other hand, does contain new, salient information.
Once again, the function of the displaced PP is to ‘anchor’ the host NP in
the discourse situation. Moreover, the intervening material, though new,
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does not introduce new discourse topics. Note that use of a continuous
construction (room for that; articles about it), with the PPs in their flat and in
the Careers Office at the end, would have suggested a higher degree of
salience of this information; in both cases, however, the locational PPs are
merely meant to provide background information. In other words, the
word order here seems to be inspired by the focality of the host NP, the
relative non-salience of the intervening material and the anchoring function
of the displaced PP.

(47) a. There isn’t room in their flat for that <ICE-GB:S1A-017
#141:1:A>

b. There is definitely and there was a thing in the I think the
Sunday Times or the Observer a couple of weeks ago and
they’ve got articles in the Careers Office about it talking about
are they worth whose are worth getting <ICE-GB:S1A-079
#37:1:A>

Finally, it appears that under certain circumstances the presence of a
non-specific (negated or questioned) host NP may favour, or possibly even
require, displacement of the PP. In most cases, the requirements of both
complexity and end-focus are complied with; this seems to be the case in
the examples in (48).

(48) a. No experience existed of working the seam in a virgin area, although
the Four Feet Seam had been worked at nearby Ammanford
Colliery. <ICE-GB:W2A-031 #27:1>

b. No appointment shall be made by the Senate to any post in a
Central Activity or School to be held by an Appointed Teacher, . . .
<ICE-GB:W2D-008 #12:1>

c. If no attempt were made to describe the abuse of children and to set
out the parameters of ‘good enough parenting’ . . . <ICE-GB:W2B-
017 #9:1>

d. It is both inevitable and right that Conservatives should give the
most careful consideration to the former Deputy Prime Minis-
ter’s words before making their personal decisions about what
view to take of their party’s dilemma. <ICE-GB:W2E-005
#45:3>

In other cases, however, complexity does not seem to be a major con-
sideration. This is illustrated in the examples in (49). Nevertheless, in each
of these cases, the alternative, continuous word order (given in the primed
examples) yields a semantically questionable result.

(49) a. It was an improvement on the payments of some unions but still
inadequate in that no specific provision was made for rent. <ICE-
GB:W2B-019 #99:1>
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a0. ?? . . . no specific provision for rent was made
b. I asked William Davis what effect he thinks the Royal Family have

on trade <ICE-GB:S2B-032 #51:1:A>
b0. *? . . .what effect on trade he thinks the Royal Family have
c. Before considering how quality of life can be measured what

impact can assessments of this kind actually have on medicine
<ICE-GB:S2B-038 #8:1:A>

c0. *? . . . what impact on medicine can assessments of this kind
actually have

The PPs in these constructions appear in final position for two reasons. First,
they provide focal information, while the verbs have little semantic content.
Secondly, although superficially similar to head-complement construction,
the PPs in the original examples do not function as complements of the
noun, but as complements of a complex verbal predicate (to make a provision
for, to have an effect on, to have an impact on). As a result, these examples do
not involve displacement of the PP, which, as a VP modifier, appears in its
prototypical position. The same would then also apply to examples (48c) and
(48d), and possibly to (48b), though clearly not to (48a).

Let us now consider a number of instances where, against expectation,
displacement has not taken place. First of all, we find that text type and
stylistic conventions may have an effect on the word order chosen. Con-
sider the example in (50a), where no displacement has taken place, despite
the fact that the subject NP is both complex and salient (introducing a new
discourse topic). A look at intonation and discourse context reveals that the
focal information is spread out all over the sentence: thus both compromise
and carried are stressed, while in the NP a national language the indefinite
article is given contrastive stress. Displacement of the PP, however, would
have presented the notion of a (compromise) amendment being carried as
presupposed and the complement alone as containing the new, salient
information. Since this is not the reading intended, use of a continuous
construction seems to have been the best way to convey the informational
status of the various elements; this, apparently, was judged to be more
important than efficiency in terms of processing cost for the hearer.

(50) a. Chalutsky fought unsuccessfully for a resolution declaring
Yiddish the national Jewish language. A compromise amendment to
the effect that it was a national language was carried <ICE-GB:
S2B-042 #72–73:1:A>

b. Teat positions have been measured directly using an ultrasonic
proximity sensor 9 mounted on a robot arm. This moves laterally,
at constant speed, under the cow, so that the sensor scans the
udder from the front, and measures the positions of the front two
teats in the horizontal plane before the teatcup attachment is
attempted. An accuracy of approximately 1 mm has been achieved.
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Teat detection is validated by comparing the measured separation
of the front two teats to that recorded at the previous milking.
<ICE-GB:W2A-033 #78–82>

Example (50b) is from an academic article on a technological subject
(milking machines) and describes the method of the experiment. As is
usual in methods sections, passive perfect constructions, typically with
indefinite subjects, are used to describe the various stages in the system or
experiment. The reason why no displacement has taken place in the ita-
licized constructions, despite the complexity of the subject, is that the state
of affairs as a whole (an accuracy of 1mm) is the focus rather than just the
result (1mm). In addition, the fact that we are dealing with formal, written
language makes the use of a complex, indefinite subject perfectly accep-
table.

Two similar examples where pragmatic considerations seem to outweigh
complexity can be found in (51). Both these constructions qualify for
displacement on the basis of the complexity of the subject NP, the relative
shortness of the verb and the potential of the verb to act merely as a verb of
appearance. Yet a discontinuous construction, although perfectly gram-
matical, proves infelicitous, as this would invite the hearer to interpret the
displaced part as the most salient. In (51a), however, focus is both on the
verbal predicate and on various parts of the subject. In (51b) the PP
complement has merely an identifying function, while the determiner
(another) performs the dual function of providing the focal information and
linking the referent of the NP to the discourse.

(51) a. When writers embarked on the new literary form of auto-
biography, when Rembrandt started painting his long series of
self portraits, when Shakespeare has Polonius say to Laertes this
above all to thine own self be true; the idea of the individual as a
reality in itself apart from its social roles was beginning to emerge
<ICE-GB:S2B-029 #65:1:A>

b. Soon after that another example of his interest in his staff occurred
<ICE-GB:S2A-041 #89:1:A>

11.4.2.2.2 Modifier PPs
Displacement of modifying PPs is quite likely to result in an ambiguous
construction, as these modifiers may also be interpreted as modifying the
VP or some other NP within the VP. If there is no risk of ambiguity,
modifying PPs can be displaced for the same reasons as complement PPs.
Some typical examples involving modifiers of time and place are given
in (52). In all these examples the displaced PP is both focal and complex.
(In (52c) and (52d), where the intervening material is verbal, the PPs can
also be interpreted as modifying the VPs; in these particular examples,
however, such a reading is not very likely.)

Discontinuous NPs 299



(52) a. He went for a job yesterday as an uhm London Tourist Board
information giver <ICE-GB:S1A-005 #202:1:B>

b. I mean I’m going to see a play next week with an actress friend of
mine in it who is now who’s doing very well now<ICE-GB:S1A-067
#178:1:B>

c. Voting is well under way in Poland’s presidential election the first
time the Polish people have been able to vote directly for a
president <ICE-GB:S2B-009 #35:1:A>

d. ‘n’ closed our shop at nine o’clock in Ivy Bridge in Fore Street
<ICE-GB:S1A-028 #132:1:A>

As illustrated by the examples in (53), however, complex PP modifiers do
not always appear in final position, even when the verb is short. This is
typically the case when the information provided within the NP is given or
inferrable, while the focus is on the verb. In addition, stylistic factors may
play a role: in (53a) we find a series of sentences which all display the same
S-V word order. Note also that placing the PP in clause-final position in
(53b) would suggest an interpretation as VP-modifier.

(53) a. It’s more that all the signs are that fewer people respect the law.
Police public confidence continues to dissolve. Confidence in the
judicial process falters. Scepticism about fair and equal treatment of
offenders and alleged offenders grows. <ICE-GB:S2A-039 #58:1:
A>–<ICE-GB:S2A-039 #61:1:A>

b. And every single person without a computer background failed
<ICE-GB:S1A-005 #168:1:A>

Nor, as can be seen in (54), need the displaced PP be complex, as long as
the information contained in the displaced NP is the most salient in the
given setting. Thus in (54a) the second clause consists of new information
only; the most salient information, however, is the locational element for
London. Example (54b) is part of a conversation on food and what can go
wrong with it; as such, the salient information is not the fact that the
speaker had sardines but that there was a fly in her food.

(54) a. So I went back to Tel Aviv and jumped on a plane that night for
London <ICE-GB:S2A-050 #112:1:A>

b. I had sardines once with a fly on it <ICE-GB:S1A-055 #221:1:B>

As pointed out before, however, for an element to be salient, it need not be
new. Consider the examples in (55). In all these examples the intervening
element is relatively light and unstressed, the new, focal information is
contained in the head noun, and the displaced PP serves to link this new
information to the given context. In (55a), for instance, the information for
my presentation functions to anchor the focal noun slides in the discourse
(the fact that the speaker is going to give a presentation being given
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information). Example (55b) is a presentational construction, introducing
the referent of the indefinite subject NP. The displaced PP is salient in the
sense that it functions to link this new information to the discourse topic
(the compatibility of output devices). Finally, while in (55c) the focal
information is contained in the preposed question element how hideous, the
displaced PP, providing a link between the head noun and the preceding
discourse, receives secondary stress.

(55) a. Do you know where I can get slides from for my presentation
<ICE-GB:S1A-074 #62:1:A>

b. lf a PM driver exists for the output device, then all PM programs
can use the device. <ICE-GB:W2B-036 #49:1>

c. it is slightly sometimes disconcerting listening to uhm the
description of the war in video game terms when whatever one’s
view about how hideous the policies are of Saddam Hussein we
know that we know today that there have been casualties
obviously on both sides <ICE-GB:S1B-038 #91:1:B>

The examples in (56) are interesting for two reasons. First of all thematerial
intervening between head and displaced PP takes the form of a relative
clause, while normally, when anNP contains a PPmodifier as well as a relative
clause, the latter, being more complex, comes at the end of the construction.
Secondly, the intervening material provides focal information.

(56) a. Thing that pisses me off about my sister – whenever we have a
family lunch she’s about six foot tall – and she wears eight-inch
you know really high heels – and then she always says something
like it’s funny isn’t it how I’m so tall and you’re so short. I hate
her sometimes <ICE-GB:S1A-042 #344:1:B>–<ICE-GB:S1A-
042 #340:1:B>

b. And the thing that concerns me more about the present crisis in the
arts is that there is enormous audience out there in London both of
home grown Londoners and of the tourists that come and they are
being denied access to the arts <ICE-GB:S1B-022 #60:1:D>

Example (56a) is a taken from a conversation about clothes (reference is
made to high heels, jeans, coats, Debenham’s, etc.). All the information
given in this construction is new, with stress on thing, off and sister. Clearly
it is the NP my sister which introduces the new discourse topic: in what
follows the speaker goes on to explain what it is that she finds so annoying
about her sister (whereby high heels seem to form the link with the
preceding discourse). Note that the reverse order (with the PP preceding
the relative clause) would give the impression that the referent of my sister
is given information, rather than the new discourse topic. In example (56b)
the primary stress is on the element more, with secondary stress being given
to the head noun thing. The function of the PP is, once again, to ground the
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new, focal information in the discourse by linking this information to the
topic of conversation.

Finally, there are those cases where the position of the PP seems to have
been prompted by neither complexity nor saliency. In these examples, it is
the intervening material which appears to contain the most salient infor-
mation. Some examples are given in (57).

(57) a. Like you say people are friendly to you because they wanted a
gold chain or something you were wearing . . . I mean one bloke
did get married from our course. He married a girl from the Soviet
Union and she followed him <ICE-GB:S1A-014 #155:1:C>–
<ICE-GB:S1A-014 #158:1:B>

b. But occasionally you you want the atmosphere of that of that
period of the sixteenth or seventeenth century. I mean in in that
piece we’ve just heard from The Revenger’s Tragedy it’s a
mixture isn’t it of original instruments and kind of what sound to
me like modern trumpets. Do you use original instruments a lot of
that period <ICE-GB:S1B-023 #139:1:A>–<ICE-GB:S1B-023
#141:1:A>

c. A: Did you attend meetings together?
B: No. As I’ve said earlier this the reason he appeared at that

meeting was because he was in fact he’d worked for the
company who had now made him a distributor. We had been
a distributor for fifty years for them and he appeared on his first
occasion at the meeting <ICE-GB:S1B-065 #48:1:A>-
<ICE-GB:S1B-065 #51:1:B>

In (57a) primary stress is on one, secondary stress on did. However, the PP
is certainly discourse relevant in that, as in (55) and (56), it anchors the
focal head noun in the discourse. Example (57b) is harder to account for.
Here two elements are given focal stress. The adjective original is given a
weakly contrastive emphasis (as opposed to modern trumpets), while focus is
also on a lot, the only new element in the clause. The referent of that period
has obviously been mentioned before. Moreover, focality does not seem to
have been the reason for postponing the PP, as the function of the
displaced PP here is not to anchor the head noun (which, after all, has
been used before) in the discourse. Nor is the PP particularly complex.
Not surprisingly, then, there does not seem to be much difference in
meaning and acceptability between the order used and the non-displaced
order.

The same seems to be true for the example in (57c). Here the infor-
mation contained in the head noun is given, primary stress being on the
intervening VP-modifier for fifty years. Again the displaced PP functions as
a restrictor on the head noun, rather than as a means of anchoring this
information in the discourse. Again the reversed order would have been
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perfectly acceptable, and might, from the point of view of both end-focus
and complexity, even be considered preferable.

It is difficult to say what these examples show. They may, of course,
simply be instances of inefficient language use or performance errors; after
all, especially in spoken language, speakers may be expected not always to
succeed in choosing the most optimal form to convey a message. Alter-
natively, we may conclude that apparently there are other factors at work
here, which outweigh the principles of saliency and complexity. Finally, we
may simply account for these orders by assuming that there are situations
where the difference between two competing word orders, both in terms of
cost of processing and in terms of information structure, is minimal and
both options are equally successful in achieving the intended effect.

11.4.3 Displacement within NP: complement-modifier switch

In this final section we will take a brief look at alternative word orders
within the NP. The basic assumption will be that in NPs containing both a
complement and a modifier, the former will precede the latter (for details,
see chapter 4). There are, however, circumstances which favour placement
of the complement in NP-final position. Some examples illustrating basic
word order within the NP are given in (58).

(58) a. In the first edition of Punch during the war, a short story by
A. A. Milne satirises military commanders and foretells of
100,000 dead . . .<ICE-GB:W2A-009 #10:1>

b. And some writing remains more than a historical curiosity, such
as Wells’s account of troubled liberalism in ‘Mr Britling Sees It
Through’ or Hugh Walpole’s evocative picture of the Eastern Front
in ‘The Dark Forest’ (both 1916). <ICE-GB:W2A-009 #29:1>

c. Consequently the announcement of a national family planning
programme later in that year appeared as an about-turn from the
government’s longstanding pro-natalist position . . . <ICE-GB:
W2B-018 #20:1>

As can be seen from these examples, complexity does not appear to play a
major role in determining the order between complement and modifier:
even when the complement is relatively heavy, as in (58c), the complement
immediately follows the head. This may be taken to suggest that the close
relation between head and complement outweighs the advantages of dis-
placement. From the point of view of processing this seems to make
sense: after all, if the head noun depends on the complement for its
interpretation, the hearer will not be able to fully establish the meaning or
the structure of the NP before coming to the complement.

Nevertheless, there are cases where the complement does appear in final
position. Some examples are given in (59).

Discontinuous NPs 303



(59) a. In a recent article in the British journal Design Week on essential
studio equipment, Glen Tutssel, creative director of London
practice Michael Peters, said he would never flee from a flame-
engulfed studio without his battered 15-year-old Faber-Castell
clutch pencil. <ICE-GB:W2D-016 #46:1>

b. It was only in December last year that that the European Council
decided at its meeting in Strasbourg to establish as soon as
possible a new European Bank to further the implementation in
central and eastern European countries of democracy and economic
reform . . . <ICE-GB:S1B-054 #19:1:B>

c. During her period of office, traffic increased by over 27%, and
the Department of Transport now predicts a further increase by
the year 2005 of between 83% and 142%, and proposes to
encourage this increase by pledging £6 billion to building new
roads! <ICE-GB:W2B-014 #18:1>

Once again, complexity cannot be taken to be the driving force behind the
switch between complement and modifier; instead the switch seems to be
pragmatically motivated. In (59a), for instance, both the complement and the
modifier present new information; the complement, however, is more salient
in that it contains information relevant to the discourse topic. The reversed
(basic) order would have suggested the information provided by the com-
plement to be presupposed, while giving more prominence to the modifier.

Likewise in (59b), the switch between complement and modifier serves
as an indication of the informational status of these elements. Thus, once
again the focal, most salient, information comes at the end: the Central and
Eastern European countries are the topic of discussion; the new informa-
tion is contained in the head noun and its complement (implementation of
democracy and economic reform), whereby the focus is on the comple-
ment. In (59c) the most salient information (the new discourse topic) can
again be found in the head and, in particular, its complement.

Note that in all these cases, the order chosen competes with processing
requirements inasmuch as the relational or deverbal nouns article, imple-
mentation and increase clearly need a complement, which means that the
hearer cannot process the information given in these nouns and the con-
struction they head before reaching the complement. However, since use
of the basic order would not convey the intended message, pragmatic
considerations overrule the complexity factor.

11.5 Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to show that accounting for word
order differences (even in one language) on the basis of one underlying
principle is not feasible. With regard to the type of displacement discussed
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here (either from the NP to the end of the clause, or to the end of the NP),
it turns out that in the large majority of cases, word order choices can be
accounted for both in terms of complexity (of the displaced material and
the construction as a whole) and in terms of the pragmatic status of the
elements involved (head noun, intervening material and displaced con-
stituent). At the same time, however, there are numerous cases where
either one or both of these principles are violated. In this chapter an
attempt has been made to find out what determines the choice for a par-
ticular word order in these cases.

As pointed out repeatedly, most instances of displacement are fairly
uncontroversial, the discontinuous word order being the most optimal one
from the point of view of both complexity and pragmatics. In such optimal
cases, the displaced material is (relatively) long and complex, the host NP
contains focal information, typically introducing a new discourse entity,
and the intervening verb is a light verb signalling the appearance of this
new entity into the world of discourse.

It will have become clear, however, that the principle of complexity, or,
more specifically, Hawkins’s processing approach, can be violated without
necessarily resulting in an unacceptable construction. In virtually each of
these cases, pragmatic considerations can be shown to outweigh the
demands of structural weight. In addition, however, it appears that these
pragmatic considerations encompass more than Guéron’s requirement that
the sentence in question be a presentational one. Instead, we have seen that
the displaced material (or the NP as a whole) need not introduce a new
topic into the discourse, while the intervening material need not be a verb
of appearance – need not be a verb at all, for that matter.

This does not mean, however, that the motives for displacement are not
pragmatic in nature. It is true that in some cases the sole reason for using a
discontinuous construction is, indeed, our inclination to prefer less com-
plex structures. This is particularly the case in constructions containing an
inherently complex modifier or complement like a relative clause or content
clause. However, in many cases, in particular those involving displacement
of PPs, the motivation for displacement is pragmatic, even if the con-
struction is not a presentational one. Certainly, the introduction of a new
discourse entity is one (important) reason for postponing information. It is,
however, not the only possible pragmatic motivation for this kind of dis-
placement. Nor need the displaced information, strictly speaking, be new
to the hearer. Instead, what all instances of displaced PPs seem to have in
common is that the displaced element contains discourse relevant infor-
mation, fulfilling an ‘anchoring’ function by linking the focal head of the
NP to the current discourse topic. This means that the order of con-
stituents in these cases may be inspired either by the focality of the host NP
or by the anchoring function of the displaced element. In either case, the
intervening material tends to be non-salient.
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Other factors, too, may play a role in determining a speaker’s choice for a
continuous or discontinuous construction. One of these is the speaker’s
desire to avoid (structural) ambiguity, which may lead to the use of a
continuous construction even in those cases where, from the point of view
of both complexity and salience, displacement would have been preferred.
In addition, stylistic considerations may occasionally play a role, although
they are unlikely to be a major determining factor. A more important role is
reserved for the (in)definiteness of the NP and the choice of the verb.
These two factors, however, do not operate independently: both are related
to the information structure of the clause. Definite NPs are typically used
to refer to entities that are given, non-focal in the discourse; as such they
are unlikely candidates for extraposition. In those cases, however, where it
is the function of a PP to indicate the discourse relevance of a concept by
linking it to the ongoing discourse, displacement of the PP was found to be
perfectly acceptable. Likewise, there may be a link between the kind of
verb used and its information status. Verbs of appearance, for instance,
typically have little semantic content, their main function being the
introduction of a new discourse entity; as such the verb will normally not
contain the most salient information. More generally speaking, semanti-
cally heavier verbs are more likely to provide discourse salient information
than lighter verbs; it will therefore not come as a surprise that displacement
turns out to be more frequent in constructions with the latter than in
constructions with the former.

On the whole, it seems therefore justified to conclude that in choosing
the most optimal word order available, a speaker is often involved in some
kind of balancing act. In particular, in those cases where the two basic
principles favour different word orders, the resulting constructions will
always be non-optimal; however, using the means at her/his disposal, the
speaker will select the order most likely to convey the intended message
while at the same time minimizing extra processing cost for the hearer.
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12 Possessive constructions: the author’s
opinion versus the opinion of the author

12.1 Introduction

Another area where speakers often seem to be presented with a choice
between two equally acceptable word-order patterns is that of possessive
constructions. To indicate a relationship of (inalienable) possession, as well
as a number of other semantic relations (e.g. ‘part-whole’, ‘feature-of ’), a
speaker can use one of two competing constructions: the prenominal
possessive (or genitive: my parents’ house; the author’s opinion) or a post-
nominal possessive (the of-possessive: the house of my parents; the opinion of
the author). Once again, we will be looking at factors which determine the
preference of one construction over the other.

The aim of this chapter is not to give a comprehensive description and
analysis of possessive constructions in English. Obviously, apart from the
two options mentioned, there are other ways of expressing the semantic
relation of possession, such as relative clauses (the house owned by my
parents), postnominal genitives (a friend of my parents’; a friend of theirs) and
predicative possessive constructions (this book is mine). For an admirable
attempt at a unified account of all these constructions, see Taylor (1996).
Neither will this chapter provide a detailed description of all the various
uses of the English prenominal possessive, or genitive, construction
(see e.g. Quirk et al. 1985: 321–2; Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 474).
Moreover, the discussion in this chapter will not cover cases of post-
nominal of-phrases which do not have a genitive counterpart, such as
qualifying, appositional, binominal, partitive and pseudo-partitive con-
structions (which are dealt with in part i of this study).
Instead, this chapter is concerned primarily with those cases where,

syntactically at least, the speaker seems to have a choice between a pre-
nominal genitive construction and a postnominal of-construction. What
follows will be an attempt to answer the question of what determines the
choice between these two constructions. Discussion are largely restricted to
possessive constructions (where possession is given a broad interpretation;
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see also chapter 10); deverbal constructions will be mentioned in passing,
but will not be the focus of attention.1

Sections 12.2 and 12.3 first of all discuss the various factors that may
influence a speaker’s choice for a particular expression. Section 12.2 con-
siders some traditional, descriptive accounts of the genitive in English,
where various factors tend to be given for using one construction rather
than the other. Section 12.3 discusses some theoretical and/or experi-
mental accounts (both single-factor and multifactor) which seek to explain
the distribution of possessive constructions.

Before we proceed, however, once again a quick word on the termi-
nology used. In most traditional accounts the term genitive is used for
constructions with a prenominal possessor. In discussing these studies, this
term will be used; after the discussion these constructions will be referred
to as prenominal possessive constructions (or prenominal possessives). The
two nominal elements contained within the possessive constructions in
question will be referred to as the possessee (i.e. the head noun) and the
possessor. These terms will be used irrespective of whether the possessor is
used prenominally (as a genitive) or postnominally (as part of an of-PP),
and irrespective of the exact nature of the relation between possessee and
possessor.

12.2 Traditional accounts: interacting principles

12.2.1 Some absolute constraints

Although in many cases a genitive NP and a postnominal of-construction
can be thought of as fulfilling more or less the same function, there are, of
course, many situations in which only one of the two constructions is
syntactically or semantically acceptable. To start with, there are quite a
number of of-constructions which do not permit a genitive alternative. As
pointed out before these include the constructions dealt with in part i,
where the semantic relationship between the two nominal elements is not
that of (inalienable) possession or one between part and whole (for a more
exhaustive list, see Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 477). Furthermore, a
genitive cannot be used when the possessor takes the form of an adjectival
or participial noun; thus, the examples in (1) do not have a genitive
counterpart:2

1 See Altenberg (1982) for the effect of the subjective/objective relation between the
deverbal head and the complement/modifier on the choice between a genitive and
of-construction in seventeeth-century texts.

2 Observe, however, that in the case of more or less completely lexicalized past participles
with singular reference (e.g. the accused, the deceased, the insured ) this restriction does not
hold (the accused’s country of origin <ICE-GB:W2B-020 #13:1>; the deceased’s particular
merits as a human being. <ICE-GB:W2F-010 #76:1>).
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(1) a. Less cooperation means less detection of crime fewer convictions of
the guilty and further damage to the social fabric <ICE-GB:S2B-
031 #9:1:A>

b. they were accepting the established doctrine of Greek political
philosophy that government exists for the welfare of the governed
<ICE-GB:W2A-001 #50:1>

c. Kaye doesn’t even finish till late but I don’t think I’ll still be in the
land of the living when Kaye’s stopped talking to be honest with
you <ICE-GB:S1A-005 #90:1:A>

Another syntactic constraint on the use of the genitive is illustrated in
example (2), where the presence of certain postmodifiers of the possessor
excludes a prenominal position of the possessor NP.

(2) a. We regret to announce the death of Mr. A. B., aged 52. (from
Kruisinga 1932: 70)

b. The wife of Charles, who now was thirty-two, was pretty in a pale
way. (Ibid.)

c. Is my young landlord then the nephew of a man whose virtues are
so universally known? (from Poutsma 1914: 73)

In other cases, it is only the genitive construction that can be used.
Although there are numerous instances where the genitive may generally
be preferred to the of-construction (see discussion below), cases where use
of an of-construction would yield an ungrammatical result are mostly of an
idiomatic nature, as in (3) (see also Quirk et al. 1985: 326).

(3) a. The lion’s share of future defence budgets however shrivelled . . .
<ICE-GB:S2B-034 #86:1:A>

b. Crown lawyers tried to the last to treat the convictions of the
Birmingham Six like a curate’s egg: good in parts. <ICE-GB:
W2E-007 #93:3>3

12.2.2 Preferences and tendencies

12.2.2.1 Semantic and syntactic factors
Restrictions on either of the two constructions are not, however, always
absolute; in many cases we are clearly dealing with tendencies rather than
strict constraints. Thus, Poutsma (1914) makes a distinction between those
cases where the use of one of the two constructions is ‘unavoidable’,
‘practically obligatory’ or ‘distinctly preferable’. Huddleston and Pullum
(2002: 477) also distinguish between structures which exclude the genitive

3 Several linguists, however, have suggested that these constructions better be regarded as
compounds (cf. a boys’ school, a bird’s nest, cow’s milk, etc.; e.g. Poutsma 1914: 54, 69;
Taylor 1996: 189; 287–314).
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reading and cases where one or the other construction is favoured, while,
according to Quirk et al. (1985: 321), in many cases genitive constructions
and of-constructions ‘are equivalent in meaning and are both perfectly
acceptable’, while in other cases ‘either the genitive or the of-construction
is the only appropriate choice’. Naturally, the question arises of what
determines the use of one construction rather than the other where both
constructions seem to be available, and over the years linguists have
identified various factors which seem to influence this choice.

Descriptive grammars in particular tend to provide a (large) number of
reasons for choosing one construction rather than the other. One important
factor concerns the semantic features of the genitive noun, in particular the
type of entity it denotes. According to Quirk et al. (1985: 323; also 1972:
198), for instance, ‘the genitive is favoured for classes which are highest on
the gender scale . . . , i.e. ‘‘personal’’ pronouns (particularly those referring
to human beings and higher animals) and collective nouns with personal
gender characteristics’. Consequently, among the noun classes most fre-
quently found as possessor nouns in prenominal position are proper names
referring to persons (Mary’s car, Michael’s hair), common nouns referring
to persons (the boy’s new bicycle, my friend’s garden) and nouns denoting
higher animals (the horse’s tail, our dog’s teeth). In addition, genitive con-
structions are often used with collective nouns denoting groups of people
(the government’s plans, the company’s future) (see also Poutsma 1914: 42–3,
49; Curme 1931: 135; Jespersen 1933: 143; Huddleston and Pullum 2002:
477; 49). Various experimental studies have indeed confirmed this ten-
dency (see Rosenbach 2002: 45–9 for an overview).

That we are not dealing with an absolute constraint becomes clear from
the fact that, even if, generally speaking, a genitive construction may be
preferred in these cases, an of-construction is often perfectly acceptable (the
garden of my friend, the teeth of our dog, the plans of the government), though
sometimes the result is clearly marked (??the car of Mary, ??the hair of
Michael). Moreover, nouns denoting inanimate or abstract entities some-
times do appear in genitive position. Thus, the genitive can also be found
with geographical names (Europe’s mainland/the mainland of Europe),
locative nouns (the earth’s interior/the interior of the earth), temporal nouns
(the decade’s events/the events of the decade), as well as with other nouns ‘of
special relevance to human activity’ (the brain’s total weight, my life’s
aim, the novel’s structure; Quirk et al. 1985: 324). In some cases even a
concrete, inanimate noun can appear in genitive position (the car’s engine,
the vessel’s course). Finally, pronouns can appear in postnominal position,
although, as illustrated in the examples in (4), one reason for placing
them in this position is that, in keeping with the general tendency, a
prenominal position might have triggered an (unintended) animate inter-
pretation of the pronoun (for a more detailed discussion, see section
12.4.3.2.3).
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(4) a. What about tying that scarf round the middle of it [i.e. a shirt]
<ICE-GB:S1A-007 #300:1:B>

b. Uh so much so I can’t remember the name of it [i.e. a book]
<ICE-GB:S1A-016 #211:1:C>

Other factors, too, may be involved. Kruisinga (1932: 70), for instance,
observes that the prepositional form is necessary, or usual, with longer
groups of words (see also Jespersen 1933: 143). Thus the genitive use of
a complex construction is awkward, or hard to process, as in (5a); in such
cases a postnominal modifier is usually preferred (example (5b)). For the
same reason an of-construction may be preferred in the case of a conjoined
possessor (example (5c)).

(5) a. He is my wife’s first husband’s only child’s godfather. (From
Jespersen 1933: 143)

b. It’s in the Bible that Abraham stands up and argues with God over
the fate of the cities of the plain <ICE-GB:S1B-047 #133:1:B>

c. I will mention the obvious points as to the weight to attach to the
evidence of Payne and Watson <ICE-GB:S2A-068 #32:1:A>

If, on the other hand, it is the head noun (possessee) which is postmodified,
a genitive is preferred (example (6); see also Poutsma 1914: 71–2); espe-
cially in those cases where ambiguity might arise (example (7)).

(6) a. The Commission’s plan of work for nineteen ninety ninety-one includes a
targeted increase in EMA staff and posts from a hundred and thirty-
four to a hundred and forty-six. <ICE-GB:S1B-057 #82:1:N>

b. The Herbarium’s collection of fungi is the largest, richest and most
important in the world . . . <ICE-GB:W2B-030 #14:1>

(7) a. The Prison Department’s acceptance of the need for reform emerged
during the final stages of Lord Justice Woolf ’s inquiry into this
year’s disturbances at Strangeways and other prisons. <ICE-GB:
W2C-001 #72:4>

b. We reportBritain’s lack of enthusiasm forFrance andGermany’s proposal
for a common European defence policy<ICE-GB:S2B-001#12:1:A>

Occasionally, an of-construction is required to avoid ambiguity in con-
structions where an adjective can be interpreted as modifying either the
genitive noun or a compound noun the first element of which is a bare
genitive. Thus in (8) poor can only modify the noun doctor. Had a genitive
been used (a poor doctor’s daughter), the adjective could have been inter-
preted as modifying the possessive compound doctor’s daughter.

(8) . . . there is an officer class implied in in in the structure of that
play and the the daughter of a poor doctor falling in love with the
wrong chap <ICE-GB:S1B-023 #131:1:C>
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Furthermore, according to Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 478), there
are also morphosyntactic restrictions on the use of the genitive. They note
that there is a (slight) preference for the postnominal position (even with a
human possessor) in those cases where, in spoken language, the possessor is
potentially ambiguous between a singular and a plural referent (e.g. my
parents’ house; cf. Kruisinga 1932: 67; Poutsma 1914: 44; Zandvoort 1978:
136, 141). The use of a postnominal construction in (9a) and (9b) may be
accounted for in this way (see, however, example (20) below).

(9) a. This being a dispute about the scope of the authority of the
arbitrators uh the relevant principles of law uh uhm were outlined
uh by Mr Justice Devlin . . . <ICE-GB:S2A-065 #76:1:A >

b. Basically you tie the hands of the contestants behind their back . . .
<ICE-GB:S1B-079 #318:1:A>

Occasionally, the use of a genitive may be favoured because of other
semantic properties of the construction. Consider, for instance, the
examples in (10). Here, for the genitive NP to be interpreted as the agent
(or first argument) of the verb which forms the base of the past participles
owned and managed, it must appear in prenominal position.

(10) a. and we rely on the settlement by the BBC’s wholly owned sub-
sidiary <ICE-GB:S2A-064 #45:2:A>

b. In 1995, the supply contract with GrandMet’s 1,540 managed pubs
runs out. <ICE-GB:W2C-016 #113:3>4

Other restrictions are of a (lexico-)semantic nature. As Huddleston and
Pullum (2002: 482) observe, the adjectival element own is ‘virtually
restricted to occurring after a genitive subject-determiner’; this is true even
if an of-construction might have been preferred on other grounds (e.g. an
inanimate or complex possessor). An example can be found in (11).

(11) To date, 14 young Jaquots have been fledged in Jersey and a pair is
due to be flown back to St Lucia accompanied by the Prime
Minister, Mr John Compton, to start the island’s own captive
breeding programme. <ICE-GB:W2B-028 #101:1>

12.2.2.2 Pragmatic and stylistic considerations
There are also cases, however, where the speaker’s reason for choos-
ing either of the two constructions is neither (lexico-)semantic nor

4 Note that where the possessor is not the implied agent of the past participle, and where the
participle is likely to receive an adjectival reading a genitive is acceptable:

(i) I was delighted to get your letter, of course, and very pleased to hear about the
Council’s increased interest in the Hospice Movement. <ICE-GB:W2F-004 #75:1>

(ii) On the European stage reassured perhaps by Germany’s confused reaction to the war and
its continuing problems of unification France seems readier to play a constructive role
<ICE-GB:S2B-039 #90:3:A>

The cognitive-pragmatic approach312



(morpho)syntactic. Poutsma (1914: 74) draws attention to the notion of
prominence as an additional factor:

The comparative emphasis of the head-word and the noun in the
modifying element, which varies according to the prominence of
the ideas they indicate have in the speaker’s or writer’s mind, may
cause either the genitive or the prepositional construction to be the
more preferable construction.

Although Poutsma does not elaborate on this remark, his examples show
that where the possessor has been previously mentioned, it is more likely to
appear in genitive position (e.g. example (12a)), whereas an of-construction
is preferred if the possessor is newly introduced (example (12b)) (Poutsma
1914: 74–5).

(12) a. He at once saw that open battle against Dr. Grantly and all
Dr. Grantly’s adherents was a necessity of his position.

b. Running on in this way, Mr. Tupman’s new companion adjusted
his dress, or rather the dress of Mr. Winkle.

He adds, however, that ‘the exigencies of emphasis are not always potent
enough to change the genitive in the prepositional construction, and
sometimes vice versa’, particularly in cases where contrastive stress is used
to indicate relative prominence (Poutsma 1914: 75). Zandvoort (1978: 139),
too, acknowledges the difference in prominence given to a possessor in
prenominal and postnominal position, claiming that ‘[i]t should be noted
that the position after the headword usually gives more prominence to the
proper name than the position before the headword . . . ’ These early
considerations of centrality and prominence are clearly forerunners of more
recently introduced theoretical notions like (discourse-)topicality and end-
focus. Quirk et al. (1985: 323), too, observe that the choice between a
genitive and an of-construction may be determined by the principles of
end-focus, according to which ‘the genitive tends to give information focus
to the head noun, whereas the of-construction tends to give focus to the
prepositional complement’.

Finally, some linguists note that occasionally there may be stylistic
reasons for preferring one construction over the other. Jespersen (1933:
144) observes that poets often use the genitive where one would normally
expect an of-construction. Poutsma (1914: 58) also notes that in verse the
use of the genitive is often extended to any noun, while sometimes the
choice between the two constructions is determined by laws of metre and
rhyme (76). In prose, too, constructions may be chosen for their rhetorical
effect. In (13), for instance, the genitive construction Arabs’ inability to
co-operate is more powerful than its prepositional counterpart the inability
of Arabs to cooperate, due to the structural parallelism with the following
two structures (the West’s lack of interest . . . , the West’s continuing ability).
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(13) The Iraqi dictator is benefiting from decades of Arab frustration:
frustration at Arabs’ inability to co-operate, let alone unite; frustration
at the West’s lack of interest in a Palestinian solution; frustration at the
West’s continuing ability, decades after the disappearance of formal
colonial rule, to dominate the region. <ICE-GB:W2E-007 #32:1>

12.2.3 Conclusion

In the preceding sections we have seen that a speaker’s use of a genitive or
an of-construction can be motivated in a number of ways. Sometimes
semantic or syntactic properties of the construction allow for only one of
the two constructions, the alternative construction being either ungram-
matical or ambiguous. In other cases, there may be a preference for one
particular construction on the basis of semantic, syntactic, pragmatic or
stylistic considerations. Thus, there seems to be an interaction between, at
least, the following (possibly competing) factors:

(i) gender/animacy of the possessor
(ii) number of the possessor
(iii) complexity of the possessor
(iv) presence of certain types of pre- or postmodifier of the head noun
(v) centrality or prominence of the possessor/possessee
(vi) stylistic considerations

The problemwith descriptive approaches, however, is that the effect of each of
these factors is illustrated independently by means of fairly straightforward
examples. As such, there is no indication of why in a particular case one
particular factor should take precedence over all the other factors. Thus,
although in some cases the various principles are assumed to interact, there is no
attempt to specify the relation between these principles; nor is there any sug-
gestion that someprinciples aremore basic than others.Moreover, no attempt is
made to establish the independence of the various factors. Thus, theremaywell
be a (causal) relation between twoormore of these principles (e.g. topicalitymay
be higher among animate entities; focal NPs may typically be more complex
than topical ones). As a result, it is almost always possible to account for the use
of a particular construction by invoking at least one of the various factors, even if
other factors are obviously violated. As such, it is virtually impossible to make
any predictions about which construction is likely to be used.

12.3 Theoretical and experimental approaches: the single-factor
approach versus the multifactor approach

12.3.1 The single-factor approach

In this section three recent linguistic accounts of the variation between the
prenominal genitive and the postnominal of-construction are discussed and
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evaluated. Each of these proposals seeks to explain the tendencies observed
in the previous section as resulting from one basic underlying principle
rather than from a combination of partly reinforcing and partly competing
principles. In the first of these proposals, that of R. Hawkins (1981), the
major factor is that of gender and animacy; in the second, that of
J. Hawkins (1994), the one underlying principle is that of complexity; while
in the third account, by Taylor (1996), the choice between the two con-
structions is explained in terms of topicality.

12.3.1.1 R. Hawkins (1981)
One of the most widely accepted semantic principles determining the use of
the prenominal possessor as opposed to a postnominal of-phrase is the pre-
sence in the possessor noun of the features [þhuman] and [þanimate]. This
rather crude characterization has been further elaborated by Hawkins (1981).
Hawkins’s principle aim is to demonstrate that Chomsky’s (1970, 1972)

transformational account of such possessive expressions as John’s picture,
the picture of John’s and the picture of John cannot be extended to explain the
use of other types of genitives (including those expressing inalienable
possession or part-whole relationships). At the heart of Chomsky’s argu-
ment lies the observation that whereas the construction John’s picture is
three-way ambiguous, such ambiguity is absent from the related con-
structions the picture of John and the picture of John’s. Chomsky seeks to
account for this difference by assuming that (i) these expressions have
different base forms; and (ii) the construction John’s picture has three
different base forms, corresponding to its three different meanings,
whereas the other two constructions have only one base form. According to
this account, all that is needed are three extrinsically ordered transfor-
mational rules mapping the base forms into the surface structures:

(14) a. the picture that John has ) John’s picture
b. John’s picture ) the picture of John’s
c. the picture of John ) John’s picture

Rule (14a) derives the possessive construction John’s picture from a con-
struction containing a relative clause explicitly expressing the possessive
relation. The second rule, (14b), takes as its input a prenominal genitive
construction expressing an ‘intrinsic connection’ between NP and head
noun (in this case, maker/creator of N) and generates a postnominal
genitive. Finally, rule (14c) derives a genitive construction from a post-
nominal of-phrase, which only allows an ‘objective’ reading ( John as the
object depicted). This accounts for the fact that John’s picture has all three
interpretations, while the other two have only one reading each.

One of the problems with this account concerns the notion of ‘intrinsic
connection’. In the original proposal this notion would cover cases like
John’s picture, where the relation between John and the picture is that of
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maker/creator, as well as expressions like John’s leg, where the relation is
one of inalienable possession. Other plausible candidates, however, would
be the relation between objects and their physical properties (as suggested
by Bowers (1975) on the basis of the existence of the table’s width, the lake’s
depth), as well as part-whole relationships (the ship’s funnel, the car’s
interior).

As pointed out by Hawkins (1981: 251–4), however, the account runs
into difficulties for any construction other than those of the kind John’s
picture. First of all, it fails to account for the existence of both the funnel of
the ship and the ship’s funnel. Since the relationship here is not one of
possession (witness the awkwardness of the funnel that the ship has), and
since the ship’s funnel is not ambiguous (allowing only for a part-whole
interpretation), the ship’s funnel must derive from the funnel of the ship
according to rule (14c). This rule, however, only applies to constructions
where the relation is an ‘objective’ one, whereas, as pointed out before, the
part-whole relation is more likely to classify as an intrinsic connection.

Secondly, constructions such as ??the mountain’s foot, ??the river’s mouth
and ??the valley’s bottom are all questionable. Nevertheless, the relationship
here is an intrinsic one (part-whole), which means that these constructions
should be base forms and input to rule (14b). As such, they should auto-
matically generate such expressions as *the foot of the mountain’s and *the
mouth of the river’s, which are, however, clearly unacceptable. The con-
structions the foot of the mountain and the mouth of the river, on the other
hand, are perfectly acceptable; these, however, can only derive from the
prenominal genitive through rule (14c), which should only apply to con-
structions expressing an objective relationship. Kinship nouns also turn out
to be problematic. According to Chomsky’s proposal, an expression like
Mary’s brother has three sources (the brother that Mary has, Mary’s brother
and the brother of Mary), and should, as such, have three interpretations.
This is clearly not the case.

Finally, Hawkins expresses doubt as to whether the distinction between
possession and ‘intrinsic connection’ is justified. After all, on the basis of
such constructions as the control that John has and the belief that John has,
genitives like John’s control and John’s belief should be ambiguous between a
possessive and an intrinsic reading (one in which John possesses a belief
and one in which John is the believer). This, again, is totally counter-
intuitive.

The alternative offered by Hawkins (1981: 256) is to regard both the
genitive and the postnominal of-construction as base-generated and to
assign both the interpretation ‘intrinsic connection’ (which is also taken to
cover possession). The restrictions observed, Hawkins claims, are due to a
semantic strategy whereby human nouns have linear precedence over non-
human nouns. According to this strategy, if one noun denotes a human
being and the other a non-human entity, the construction in which the
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human noun precedes the non-human noun is more acceptable. Refine-
ments of this principle include a separate position for nouns denoting
body-parts (whether or not used to refer to human body-parts), which are
classified as human attributes and placed between human and non-human,
and a distinction between non-human animate and non-human inanimate,
whereby nouns denoting the former take precedence over those denoting
the latter. The complete hierarchy is given in (15); examples are given
in (16).

(15) [human]< [human attr]< [non-human anim]< [non-human inanim]

(16) a. two human Ns: Mary’s brother/the brother
of Mary

b. human N þ human attr: Peter’s legs/??the legs of Peter
c. human N þ non-human
anim N: Mary’s dog/?the dog of Mary

d. human attr þ inanimate N: the foot of the mountain/??the
mountain’s foot

e. non-human anim N the cat’s basket/?the basket
þ inanim N: of the cat

f. two inanimate Ns: the ship’s funnel/the funnel
of the ship

However, although this hierarchy seems to work well in the majority of
cases, it leaves many things unaccounted for. To start with, it is by no
means clear where abstract nouns would rank in the hierarchy. Presumably,
they would fall under non-human inanimate, but their behaviour does not
seem to warrant such a classification, even if the connection between the
two nouns can plausibly be thought of as ‘intrinsic’. Thus we have the basis
of their friendship, but hardly *?their friendship’s basis; the intensity of his
emotion, but not *?his emotion’s intensity. Yet, this may not be altogether
surprising, as there are, in fact, quite a number of concrete inanimate nouns
as well which do not (always) behave as predicted by the hierarchy. Thus,
although both expressions in (16f) are acceptable, this does not hold for any
conceivable combination of two inanimate nouns: the front of the house is
clearly preferred to ??the house’s front, while the reverse seems to be true for
constructions like the room’s Persian carpet and ??the Persian carpet of the
room, all of which should be equally acceptable.

Moreover, the hierarchy does not explain the preference (in terms of
frequency of occurrence) of Mary’s brother over the brother of Mary; nor
does it explain what determines the choice between the two constructions
where – semantically and syntactically – they seem equally acceptable; or
even, occasionally, the choice for a non-preferred construction. Thus,
whereas the hierarchy predicts a preference for Mary’s arms, there are
certainly contexts where the arms of Mary is preferred; a preference which
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tends to be stronger if the genitive is slightly more complex, as in my best
friend’s arms versus in the arms of my best friend .

The inevitable conclusion, therefore, is that, as a further refinement of
the gender factor, Hawkins’s ( 1981) proposal is useful and may help to
account for certain tendencies; on the whole, however, its applicability and
power of prediction remain rather limited.

12 .3 .1.2 J. Hawkins ( 1994 )
As in the case of discontinuous NPs, Hawkins (1994 ) tries to explain the
variation between the genitive construction and a postnominal of -
construction solely in terms of structural complexity.5 As pointed out in
chapter 11 (section 11.3 .2), Hawkins’s overall approach is to explain word
order variation in terms of the number of immediate constituents (ICs)
within a relevant domain (the CRD6 ) relative to the number of non-
immediate constituents or words within that domain (their IC-to-non-IC
or IC-to-word ratios). In accounting for the position of ICs relative to the
head (i.e. prehead or posthead position), however, the crucial difference is
that between (possibly) single-word ICs and multi-word ICs. In Hawkins’s
( 1994 : 291) view, the performance generalization for the English NP can be
summarized as follows:

( 17 ) a. If an IC is prenominal within NP, then it is possibly single-word
in the CRD for NP.

b. If an IC is necessarily multi-word in the CRD for NP, then it is
postnominal.

c. If an IC is possibly single-word in the CRD for NP, then it
precedes all necessarily multi-word ICs.

The reason for choosing a different approach is that the IC-to-word ratios
often fail to favour the preferred word order and may even favour a non-
preferred word order. Close examination of the generalizations in ( 17 ),
however, show very similar failings. Let us take Hawkins’s example of the
NP yellow books. The generalizations in ( 17 ) correctly predict the accept-
ability of yellow books, since the prenominal IC yellow is indeed a single-
word IC. Note, however, that the generalizations in ( 17 ) do not exclude the
possibility of a single-word IC appearing to the right of the head, thus
accounting for the fact that there are certain adjectives that typically, or
necessarily, appear in posthead position ( available , present, proper ), as well
as constructions which only allow the adjective in postnominal position

5 See section 11 . 3. 2 for some general points of criticism of Hawkins’s proposal.
6 CRD stands for Constituent Recognition Domain , i.e. the minimal number of nodes needed
for the addressee to recognize the structure of a relevant part of a tree (Hawkins 1994 : 59 ).
For more details, see chapter 11 , section 11 . 3. 2.
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(something useful, anyone intelligent, somewhere quiet). Where both positions
are available, this is also reflected by the respective IC-to-word ratios; thus,
both books available and available books will have an optimal score (2/2).
The same, however, is true for yellow books and *books yellow (both 2/2 on
Hawkins’s analysis), as well as for the people present and *the present people
(both 3/3). Thus neither the generalizations in (17) nor the IC-to-word
ratios can explain why in most cases only one order is allowed.

Let us, however, concentrate on Hawkins’s treatment of possessive con-
structions. According to Hawkins’s (1994: 292) analysis, both the prenominal
possessive (e.g. the king’s) and the postnominal possessive (e.g. of the king)
consist of a head category – Poss (i.e. -s) and P (of), respectively – plus an
NP. Now, at first sight, Hawkins continues, genitives appear to be proble-
matic for the generalization in (17a), as ‘this amount of structural complexity
seems unexpected in prenominal position’. In reality, Hawkins continues,

the distribution of the two is entirely consistent with [(17a)]. The
prenominal PossP can dominate just a single word, and frequently
does so: John’s daughter. The PP is of necessity multi-word, and it is
exclusively postnominal. (Ibid.)

However, if Poss (-s) is a separate category – which it is in Hawkins’s analysis,
functioning as the head of a PossP – whether the prenominal PossP dominates
a single word or not is immaterial, since the NP preceding -s will not be part
of the CRD of the top NP. In other words, whether we have the king’s
daughter or John’s daughter should make no difference, as in both cases the
prenominal NP (the king and John) falls outside the CRD for NP.7 Hawkins
thus applies the single-word/multi-word distinction not to the NP as a whole,
but to the NP within the PossP (in which case (17a) does not apply).
Finally, Hawkins’s approach suffers from a more general weakness as

well. Thus the generalizations in (17), as well as the notions of necessarily
or possibly single- or multi-word IC they employ, merely describe the
pattern observed (i.e. genitive NPs occur in prenominal position, of-
phrases in postnominal position), but do not explain why one construction
is used rather than the other where both are possible. Instead we have to
resort to the difference in complexity of the CRD for the NP within the
PossP. However, no such difference exists in the case of the daughter of the
king and the king’s daughter, which both have optimal IC-to-word ratios for
the top NP CRD (3/3 and 2/2, respectively), while the embedded NPs also
have the same degree of complexity. The generalization in (17) only tells us
that the IC in prenominal position is possibly single-word, while the

7 Note, that Hawkins’s analysis does yield the expected IC-to-word ratios: with the genitive
in prenominal position, NPs like John’s daughter or the king’s daughter obtain an optimal
score (2/2); with the genitive in postnominal position (the daughter John’s; the daughter the
king’s) the scores are considerably lower (2/3 and 2/4 respectively).
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postnominal IC is necessarily multi-word. This does not explain the dif-
ference in use between the two constructions, thus leading to predictions
about frequency and acceptability of use which are not in accordance with
the generally observed tendencies (see section 12.2.2).

12.3.1.3 Taylor (1996)
Some linguists, Taylor (1996) foremost among them, choose to regard the
difference between genitive and of-constructions as reflecting the cognitive-
pragmatic status of the two nouns. Thus, most of the tendencies and
preferences observed and described in section 12.2.2 can, in Taylor’s view,
be accounted for in terms of the discourse functions of the possessor and
possessee nouns. To account for the speaker’s choice for a particular
possessive construction, we therefore need to consider the function of the
two nouns in the given context, in particular their roles in the hearer’s
attempt to identify the intended referent of the construction as a whole.
Not surprisingly, such an approach relies heavily not only on the infor-
mational (topic/focus), textual (given/new) and cognitive (active/inactive)
status of the concepts denoted by the two nouns, but also on the idea that
the particular form of a possessive construction serves as an instruction
from the speaker to the hearer on how to identify the intended referent(s).
In this respect Taylor (1996: 17) uses Langacker’s (1991) notion of a
‘referent point’, which is described as follows:

The world is conceived as being populated by countless objects of
diverse character. These objects vary greatly in their salience to a given
observer; like stars in a nighttime sky, some are immediately apparent
to the viewer, whereas others become apparent only if special effort is
devoted to seeking them out. Salient objects serve as reference points for
this purpose: if the viewer knows that a non-salient object lies near a
salient one, he can find it by directing his attention to the latter and
searching in its vicinity. (Langacker 1991: 170; original italics)

Taylor applies this analogy to possessive constructions in the following way:

The point of the analogy with the night-time sky, therefore, is that when
we single out a less salient entity for individual conscious attention, we
frequently do so via the prior conceptualization of another, more salient
entity. The special character of the possessive construction lies in the
fact that it invites the hearer to first evoke the possessor entity, and
conveys that the possessee nominal is to be located in the neighbour-
hood of the possessor. The import of the possessive phrase is thus to
make explicit the mental path that the hearer must follow in order to identify
the target. (Taylor 1996: 17; original italics)

This approach enables Taylor to address the question which Hawkins
ignores: not only does, in his view, the referent point analysis provide a
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characterization of the possessive construction which covers the range of
attested uses and restrictions; in addition, he argues such an analysis can
serve ‘as a basis for differentiating the prenominal possessive from its close
competitor in English (i.e. postnominal of ) . . . ’ (Taylor 1996: 18).

Already we see how some of the preferences and tendencies mentioned in
section 12.2.2 can be regarded as following from the referent point analysis.
Thus it is plausible to assume that some entities are more suitable to act as
referent points than others. Referent point entities may, for instance, be
expected to be ‘high in topicworthiness’ (i.e. denoting concepts with a high
degree of cognitive accessibility), and will therefore typically take the form of
‘inherently topicworthy entities’, such as human beings. Moreover, fulfilling
a grounding or anchoring function, possessors may be assumed to refer to
identifiable entities, and will therefore typically be definite and specific.8

Another essential property of prenominal possessors is that they are
topical (see Taylor 1996: 205–35) – a property which, like identifiability, is
connected to their function as reference points. As Taylor points out, the
reference point phenomenon is not restricted to the prenominal possessive
construction. Any postmodifier (phrasal or clausal) may function to indi-
cate a semantic relation between a referent point (mentioned in the
modifier) and the intended referent of the construction as a whole. Many
languages, however, do have special constructions which have grammati-
calized the reference point function; examples are the ‘topic construction’
in Chinese and Japanese. For Taylor (1996: 207), the English possessive
construction also grammaticalizes the reference point function:

The possessor nominal, therefore, can be regarded as a kind of ‘local
topic’, which, like the Chinese-style topic, delimits the referential
possibility of the possessee nominal – prototypically, down to a
single, uniquely identifiable entity . . . Of relevance here could be the
fact that the possessor nominal, like the Chinese and Japanese topics,
occupies initial position within the construction.

A topic, in Taylor’s sense, has to do with the accessing of mental entities,
or, using Chafe’s terminology, the activation of concepts. According to
Chafe (1987: 25),

8 Nevertheless, Taylor hastens to point out that ‘identification’ of the referent does not
require definiteness and specificity. Unlike, for instance, Woisetschlaeger (1983), Taylor
allows for definite and indefinite, specific and non-specific, readings of the prenominal
possessive construction as a whole. In addition, Taylor argues, the possessor can be specific
(definite or indefinite) or non-specific, (Taylor 1996: 187–93). There is a restriction,
however, on the number of possible combinations in the sense that the possessee may not
be lower on the scale of definiteness than the possessor. This restriction, too, is
functionally motivated: since the prenominal possessive is used to facilitate the
identification of the entity denoted by the possessee noun, Taylor argues, its use is only
justified if this aim is achieved (ibid. 193).
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An active concept is one that is currently lit up, a concept in a
person’s focus of consciousness. A semi-active concept is one that is
in a person’s peripheral consciousness, a concept of which a person
has a background awareness, but which is not directly focused on. An
inactive concept is one that is currently in a person’s long-term
memory, neither focally, nor peripherally active.

As pointed out in chapter 9 (section 9.2 .3), the term topicality is used in
many ways. According to Taylor, however, all these different kinds of topic
are, to some extent at least, related, as they are typically differentiated from
non-topics by a cluster of properties, including definiteness, givenness and
animacy (more specifically, reference to human beings) (Taylor 1996 : 209 ).

There are, of course, various ways in which a concept can be activated, or
made accessible. In the first place, a concept may be evoked in the discourse
in which it occurs (discourse topicality). Concepts may, however, also be
activated indirectly, entering a person’s focus of consciousness through
activation by a ‘frame’ (or ‘schema’), i.e. a body of knowledge conventionally
associated with an already named concept, or with some feature of the
situational context (Chafe 1987; Taylor 1996: 212; see also chapter 9, section
9.3.3). In addition, there may be reason to assume that some concepts, by
their very nature, are inherently more accessible than other concepts, irre-
spective, almost, of discourse context (inherent topicality; Taylor 1996: 211).
This would account for the fact that the general pattern (say, for the pro-
totypical possessive construction) is for a human possessor to serve as a
reference point for an inanimate target (see also section 12.2.2). We have seen
how this point was taken up and elaborated by Hawkins (1981), while Quirk
et al. (1985), too, set up a gender hierarchy of nouns reflecting the inherent
topicworthiness of human and animate nominals as opposed to inanimate
ones. A cognitive basis for this pattern is provided by Deane (1987: 194–5),
who suggests that the inherent topicworthiness is a result of several inter-
related psychological factors, such as egocentricity, basic level primacy (e.g.
Rosch et al. 1976; Lakoff 1987; Taylor 2003) and acquisition. In other words,
egocentric concepts (concepts learned and understood with reference to the
speaker himself and his immediate environment) that are basic level and
acquired in early childhood have high inherent topicality and are as such
suitable for use as a prenominal possessive.

Once we accept that the basic requirement for the use of a prenominal
possessive is that the possessor is topicworthy, Taylor (1996: 212–13) con-
tinues, it will not come as a surprise that these possessors often refer to
entities mentioned in recently preceding text, tend to be discourse topics, are
overwhelmingly definite and often take the form of a pronoun. An earlier,
quantitative study reported in Taylor (1991) shows that possessor nominals
have typically been recently mentioned and are likely to be mentioned again
(i.e. they score low on ‘Lookback’ and high on ‘Persistence’, as defined by
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Brown 1983), with only 6 per cent of the possessors introducing entities out
of the blue, without previous mention (many of which could be said to have
semi-active status).

Having defined the nature of the possessor noun, Taylor (1996: 217)
briefly discusses the nature of the possessee (or head) noun. These are,
according to Taylor, pragmatically speaking the exact opposite of the
possessor. They typically introduce new, previously unnamed entities into
the discourse which are usually not referred to again (i.e. they do not
introduce new discourse topics). Or, as Taylor puts it:

The crucial point, with respect to referent continuity, is that possessee
nominals are maximally differentiated from possessors. The possessor is a
maximally topical nominal, which functions as a reference point for a
maximally non-topical possessee. (Taylor 1996: 217–18; original italics)

In addition, Taylor claims, prenominal possessives are semantically dif-
ferent from postnominal of-constructions: whereas in of-constructions the
semantic relation between the two nouns is explicitly encoded (through use of
the element of), this is not the case in prenominal possessives. Instead, Taylor
argues, the point of the prenominal possessive construction ‘is to convey the
accessibility of the target to the conceptualizer, given the reference point’ (Taylor
1996: 351; original italics). This notion of the accessibility of the possessee to
the possessor has been subjectified (Langacker 2002: 315–42), i.e. the relation
between possessee and possessor is not itself the ‘object’ of conception, but is
invoked by the conceptualizer in the process of grounding the possessee in the
discourse context. Unlike, for instance, possessive verbs like own, have and
possess, the prenominal possessive does not actually encode the relation of
possession between the two concepts. As a result, the relation is not restricted
to that of possession, but can have a wide range of semantic values. Post-
nominal of-constructions, on the other hand, indicate an intrinsic semantic
relation between possessor or possessee; this relation is explicitly invoked and
is itself the object of conceptualization. This difference, Taylor continues, is
also reflected in the way definite reference is achieved: in prenominal pos-
sessives, it is the possessor which ‘grounds’ the referent of the possessee noun
in the discourse context, whereas postnominal of-constructions achieve
definiteness in virtue of the initial the (Taylor 1996: 18).

Impressive, insightful and comprehensive as Taylor’s account is, there
are still a number of aspects which are not quite convincing. As we have
seen from the preceding, Taylor makes a number of claims concerning the
difference between prenominal possessives and the postnominal of-
expressions; these can be summarized as follows:

a. Reference point analysis
Prenominal possessors are reference points, they function to identify
the possessee; postnominal of-phrases enrich the semantic structure of
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a relational noun, they indicate the kind of entity described by the
possessee noun.

b. Topicality
Prenominal possessors are topical (either discourse topics or inherent
topics); NPs in postnominal of-phrases are not.

c. The relation between the two concepts
The prenominal possessive does not encode any specific relation
between possessor and possessee; in postnominal of-constructions, of
indicates an intrinsic semantic relation between the head and the NP
contained in the of-phrase.

d. Definiteness
Prenominal possessive constructions achieve definite reference through
the presence of a prenominal possessor; postnominal of-constructions
do so via the initial definite article.

It will be clear that these four claims are not entirely independent. For
instance, as Taylor points out, it is the topicality of the possessor which
makes it suitable as a reference point. This is, indeed, perfectly plausible; it
does not, however, exclude the possibility of the NP in a postnominal of-
expression also being topical. Thus, although I agree with Taylor that
prenominal possessors are typically topical (in the somewhat watered down
sense of ‘activated’), I am sceptical about his claim that NPs in postnominal
of-phrases are not. After all, these NPs, too, function to identify the pos-
sessee, thus justifying use of the initial definite article.

Another problem with Taylor’s use of the notion of topicality to dif-
ferentiate between the prenominal possessive and the postnominal of-
construction arises from the fact that Taylor defines (discourse) topicality
here in terms of activatedness. Possessors typically denote active, or at least
semi-active, concepts; possessees typically denote new, unmentioned
concepts. From Chafe’s (1987: 25) original definition, however, we can
only conclude that semi-active concepts are typically not discourse topical:
they are in a person’s ‘peripheral consciousness’ and are ‘not directly
focussed on’. One of Taylor’s own examples confirms this view. As men-
tioned before, in an earlier study Taylor found that only 6 per cent of all
prenominal possessors introduced entities ‘out-of-the-blue’, without pre-
vious mention (Taylor 1991, 1996: 114). However, Taylor continues, ‘even
the referents of many of these out-of-the-blue nominals could be said to
have semi-active status . . . in the hearer’s/reader’s consciousness in virtue
of the context in which the nominals occurred’ (Taylor 1996: 214). The
example he gives is that of the expression Britain’s younger novelists, which
occurred as a first mention in a first sentence of a newspaper article on
Salman Rushdie. Nevertheless, Taylor argues, given the fact that Rushdie
is named in the title, and assuming the reader to be aware of the fact that
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Rushdie is a British novelist, the possessor acquires semi-active status
through the activation of frame-based knowledge.

Although I do not find fault with this line of arguing, I fail to see how
such a notion of topicality/activatedness can serve to distinguish pre-
nominal possessors from NPs in postnominal of-phrases: as various studies
of definiteness have shown, the NP in a postnominal of-phrase is also
typically (semi-)active, and often discourse topical. Moreover, the
assumption (again based on Taylor 1991) is that proper names and pro-
nouns typically occur in prenominal position, which is indeed what we may
expect if the prenominal possessor serves as a reference point for the
hearer. A search in ICE-GB, however, confirms this for pronouns, but not
for proper names:9 proper names, both active and inactive, occur fre-
quently in postnominal position. A few examples will suffice:

(18) a. Peter I think the important thing I think this is understood by
people in Britain in a way which I think perhaps the rampant
jingoism which I see expressed in some portions of the British
press do not understand is that the people of Britain do know are
not in a jingoistic mood for war <ICE-GB:S1B-027 #37:1:D>

b. Beauchamp was the family name of Mansfield <ICE-GB:S1B-044
#75:2:B>

c. Uh the record of Saddam Hussein does not lead us to believe that
what he says he’ll do he necessarily will do <ICE-GB:S1B-027
#20:1:C>

In (18a), the concept of Britain is quite clearly activated; nevertheless, a
postnominal of-construction is preferred over the prenominal possessive
Britain’s people. Example (18b) occurs in a radio programme on Katherine
Mansfield, whose name has been mentioned repeatedly prior to this
example. Similarly, (18c) is part of a discussion of the Gulf War, in which
Saddam Hussein is one of the discourse topics.

In other words, although I agree with Taylor that in prenominal pos-
sessive constructions the possessor and possessee are maximally different in
terms of topicality and activatedness, I do not agree that topicality/acti-
vatedness distinguishes the prenominal possessor from the possessor in
postnominal of-phrases: in both prenominal and postnominal position, the
possessor can be (typically is) topical/activated, serving, in both positions,
as a means of identifying the referent of the construction as a whole –
although the conceptual path to identification is different in the two cases.

The same more or less applies to Taylor’s claim that whereas in of-
constructions the element of indicates an intrinsic relation between the NP

9 A quick and dirty search shows 1,916 prenominal occurrences of proper names and 2,024
postnominal proper names (includes all possible semantic relations represented by
’s and of ).
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contained in the of-phrase and the nominal head, no such relation is
indicated in a prenominal possessive construction. First of all, following
Langacker (1991), Taylor defines ‘intrinsic relation’ in terms of ‘conceptual
autonomy’ and ‘conceptual dependency’:

An entity is conceptually autonomous to the extent that it is possible to
conceptualize the entity in and of itself, without making necessary
reference to anything outside the entity. An entity is conceptually
dependent to the extent that conceptualization of that entity presupposes,
or requires, reference to other entities; these latter entities are, we shall
say, intrinsic to the conceptually dependent entity. (Taylor 1996: 39)

Taylor subsequently points out that the difference is one of degree, as,
presumably, no concept is fully autonomous. Nevertheless, it will be clear
that parts of entities are more dependent than the entity they are part of,
or, more generally, that possessors are assumed to be more conceptually
autonomous than possessees.

As we have seen in chapter 10, the conceptually dependent/autonomous
distinction (or the ‘conceptual perspective’) enables us to give a cognitive
characterization of the traditional notion of relational nouns, the clearest
examples of which are, indeed, kinship names, body parts and other part-
whole relationships. Possession in the strict sense (ownership), on the other
hand, has generally been regarded as a less intrinsic relation, the possessee
having a relatively high degree of conceptual autonomy. As such, the
function of the possessor in definite constructions involving non-intrinsic (or
less intrinsic) relationships may not be primarily to enable conceptualization
of an entity, but rather to facilitate its identification.

Thus, although the notion of conceptual dependency helps to clarify the
difference in function between possessors and possessees, it does not seem to
correspond to a difference between prenominal possessives and postnominal
of-constructions. In both cases the possessor facilitates conceptualization
and/or identification; its exact role depending on the ‘conceptual depen-
dency’ of the possessee noun; in both cases conceptualization/identification
takes place via the referent of the notion represented by the possessor NP.
The point is that the two constructions are used in (communicatively)
different ways, enabling the hearer to achieve identification by means of
different mental routes.

The difference noted by Taylor between the definiteness of prenominal
possessives and postnominal of-constructions follows from his analysis of
the prenominal possessive. As we have seen, Taylor does not analyse the
prenominal possessive as necessarily, or inherently, definite; whether or not
the construction is interpreted as having definite reference depends on the
context in which it is used. This indeterminacy is, of course, a direct result
of the absence of any definiteness marker. Postnominal of-constructions, on
the other hand, are presented as having either definite or indefinite
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reference, their (in)definiteness indicated through the choice of initial
determiner.

This does not mean, however, that the two types of construction differ
with regard to the (contextual/pragmatic) grounds for their (in)definiteness.
In both constructions, (in)definiteness is determined by the (assumed) degree
of identification of the overall referent for the hearer; in both cases, this
identifiability is assumed to be attainable through reference to another entity
(the possessor), irrespective of the form and position of the element denoting
this other entity. In other words, if in a given context John’s house is intended
to have definite reference, (the basis for) its definiteness does not differ from
that of the expression the house of John; in both cases, definiteness (iden-
tifiability) is achieved by means of an (unambiguous) link between the con-
cepts house and John. The presence of the definite article in the postnominal
of-construction reflects this (assumed) identifiability, but does not achieve it.

12.3.2 Interactive principles: Rosenbach (2002)

Rosenbach (2002) offers a multifactor account of what determines a
speaker’s choice between an ’s-genitive and an of-genitive. On the basis of
earlier treatments of possessive constructions (including Hawkins 1981 and
Taylor 1996, 2003), she selects three factors that are likely to influence this
choice; subsequently she examines whether the predictions she has for-
mulated concerning the role of these factors and their interaction are borne
out for Modern English as well as for earlier stages of English. This section
will be concerned only with the synchronic part of Rosenbach’s study,
which consists of an experimental study designed to test her predictions.10

The three factors that are tested by Rosenbach are animacy, topicality and
the possessive relation. The reason for selecting these three factors is that
these together are regarded as determining the ‘naturalness’ of a possessive
construction in a given discourse situation, whereby, following Dressler et al.
(1987: 11), naturalness is defined in terms of what is ‘easy for the human
brain’ (see Rosenbach 2002: 105). The concept of naturalness, in turn, is
regarded as a bridge for an application of iconicity, which is also described in
terms of ease of processing (Rosenbach 2002: 105–6, 110–11). The factors
animacy, topicality and possessive relation are taken to reflect two natural/
iconic principles (Rosenbach 2002: 126–7). In the case of animacy and
topicality, the underlying iconic principle is that of linear sequencing:
[þanimate] possessors are considered to be higher on the animacy hierarchy
than [-animate] possessors. As such [þanimate] possessors may be expected
to precede the possessum, resulting in a preference for an ’s genitive, while
[-animate] possessors are predicted to favour the of-genitive. Similarly, since

10 For a multifunctional approach to the genitive/of-construction alternation in seventeenth--
century English texts, see also Altenberg (1982).
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[þtopical] possessors are higher on the topicality hierarchy than [–topical]
possessors, the former are expected to precede and the latter to follow the
possessum. In the case of the possessive relation, the iconic principle reflected
is that of conceptual distance, the prediction being that the closer – i.e. more
prototypical – the possessive relation, the more likely the use of the ’s-
genitive, while the of-genitive is predicted to be preferred when the possessive
relation is non-prototypical (see below).

To test her hypotheses, Rosenbach used an elicitation test. In this test 104
British and American subjects were given short text passages from novels
containing one or more possessive constructions, and at various points were
asked to choose between an ’s-genitive and an of-genitive. Subjects were male
and female and represented various age groups. All subjects had a relatively
advanced level of education (Rosenbach 2002: 128).

The results were as Rosenbach predicted: [þanimate], [þtopical] pos-
sessors with a prototypical possessive relation with the possessum strongly
favoured the use of an ’s-genitive, whereas constructions with [–animate],
[-topical] possessors and a non-prototypical possessive relation strongly
favoured use of an of-genitive (Rosenbach 2002: 149). Examination of the
other possible combinations of the six features showed that animacy was the
most influential and possessive relation the least influential factor (Rosenbach
2002: 147–8). Rosenbach subsequently discusses the influence of the other
variables, i.e. the differences between British and American usage and the
differences between different age groups (‘change-in-progress’).

Although the use of an experimental study is a great improvement on the
introspective approach used in previous studies of the possessive, and
although the theoretical notions used by Rosenbach to account for the
patterns observed are definitely interesting, the experimental design
unfortunately suffers from a number of weaknesses. First of all, there is, of
course, the fact that only three factors were tested, whereas many more
may be assumed to play a role. Given the importance of the notion of ‘ease
of processing’ in the explanation of Rosenbach’s findings, it is particularly
surprising that the complexity factor was not included in the experiment.
This, however, was a deliberate choice, which Rosenbach (2002: 132)
justifies as follows:

. . . rightbranching expansions of the possessor or the possessum may
affect the choice of the genitive construction considerably. Therefore
no items have been included in which the possessor or the possessum
is postmodified.

Premodified possessors and possessums are excluded for the same reason.
This is rather odd for a study intended to explain why speakers choose one
construction rather than the other in particular circumstances. As it turns
out, Rosenbach’s experimental design does not allow her to achieve this
aim; it merely tests the relative influence of the three previously selected
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factors. As such, little is added to the discussion, as there is no way of
establishing new factors or of refining the factors chosen.

In fact, the opposite seems to be the case, as the operational definitions
given of the three factors tested are (of necessity, no doubt) greatly over-
simplified. Thus, the feature [þanimate] is reserved for personal nouns only,
while [-animate] is restricted to concrete nouns; thus all proper nouns,
pronouns, collective nouns and abstract nouns are excluded from the
experiment (Rosenbach 2002: 112–13). The feature [þtopical] is assigned to
second mention, definite possessors only, while [–topical] is defined as first
mention and indefinite; nevertheless, it is well known that the relation
between topicality and definiteness, as well as that between topicality and
(textually) given is certainly not one-to-one. In addition, [topicality] is
applied to referential expressions only. Furthermore, both in the case of
animacy and in the case of topicality, it is only the features of the possessor
that are taken into consideration. Finally, Rosenbach’s definition of the
prototypical possessive relation is based largely on Taylor (2003: 228–9), who
proposes the following criteria for prototypical possession:

(i) the possessor is a specific human being
(ii) the possessed is a specific concrete thing
(iii) the relation is an exclusive one (there is only one possessor)
(iv) the possessor has the right to make use of the possessed
(v) the possessor is responsible for the possessed
(vi) possessor and possessed are in close spatial proximity
(vii) the relation is a long-term one.

As will be argued in the following section, however, it is not so much the
prototypicality of the relation that seems to matter, but its activation status
(which partly depends on the degree of prototypicality).

Various other relevant items were controlled as well, leading to further
restrictions (Rosenbach 2002: 131–3). Thus possessors ending in /s/, /z/
or /h/ were excluded, as well as all plural possessors. Finally, the style
factor was controlled: all texts came from stylistically comparable novels. It
will be clear that, given all these restrictions and exclusions, Rosenbach’s
aim to explain why the distribution of the ’s-genitive and the of-genitive is
the way it is (Rosenbach 2002: 1) can at best only be partly achieved. In
particular the exclusion of the factor of complexity, and the restriction to
one specific type of text only, severely diminishes the explanatory potential
of her study. Moreover, as in most statistical studies, no attempt is made to
account for the exceptions to the tendencies observed.

12.4 The present study

The present study, too, will advocate a multifactor approach to the ques-
tion of what determines a speaker’s choice between a prenominal possessive
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and a postnominal of -construction – an approach in which each of the
principles described in existing accounts will be shown to play a role. A
possible objection to such an approach is that it will have little new to
contribute, as this is exactly the point made by the various traditional
accounts presented in section 12 .2, or, indeed, by Rosenbach ( 2002 ).
However, the current proposal seeks to go beyond these earlier accounts in
offering a pragmatically and cognitively plausible explanation of the
observed facts and in particular of the way in which the various principles
interact. In addition to identifying (and refining) the various factors that
may determine the speaker’s preference for one construction over the
other, an attempt will be made to show that

(i) all these factors have the same functional origin;
(ii) as a result, they typically supplement or reinforce each other;
(iii) where two or more factors are in competition, a speaker’s preference

for one construction over the other can again be explained in terms of
this same functional principle.

In the most general sense, it will be assumed that a speaker’s choice
between a prenominal possessive and a postnominal of-construction
can be accounted for in terms of Grice’s ‘Cooperative Principle’ (see
section 9.2.2 ). On the whole, speakers choose the form which they take to
be both the most efficient and the most effective, given their intention and
given the discourse context (including the hearer). As in the case of dis-
continuous constructions, efficiency will be achieved by choosing the least
complex structure available, thus minimizing the cost of processing on the
part of the speaker; effectiveness, on the other hand, will be achieved by
clearly signalling to the speaker the information status of the elements in
question.

As pointed out before (chapter 11), the principles of complexity and
topicality are not wholly independent, as the degree of structural com-
plexity of an element may be expected to be (inversely) related to the
degree of topicality. Thus, if we assume that prenominal possessors are
topical (an assumption which will be qualified later), it is to be expected
that possessors in this position are typically short or anaphoric construc-
tions (pronouns, simple NPs, proper names); alternatively, it may be
argued that it is for this reason that they can appear in prenominal position.
In postnominal of-constructions, on the other hand, the NP contained in
the of-phrase need not be topical; NPs occurring in this position may, and
often do, contain new or salient information and, consequently, tend to be
more lengthy and complex. This expectation is confirmed by the examples
in (19), all of which favour a postnominal of-construction for (at least) two
reasons: the complexity of the possessor NP and the fact that this possessor
NP contains information that is salient in the given context (e.g. providing
new, discourse-relevant information or introducing a new discourse topic).
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(19) a. Professor Steve Humphries is the director of a British Heart
Foundation research group based at the Sunley Centre in west London
<ICE-GB:S2B-038 #29:1:A>

b. Does win a corner off the boot of the number four for Arsenal David
Hillier . . . <ICE-GB:S2A-015 #36:1:A>

c. These of course are the famous opening words of Julius Caesar’s
commentaries on the Gallic wars, uh, his, uh conquest of Gaul which
took place during the fifties BC <ICE-GB:S2A-022 #4:1:A>

Another means of achieving overall efficiency is, of course, the avoidance
of ambiguity. Now, ambiguity may be expected to influence word order
independently from any pragmatic principles that may be at work. A case
in point is the small tendency in spoken language, observed by Huddleston
and Pullum (2002: 478; see section 12.2.2.1), to place plural NPs in
postnominal position in order to avoid any potential ambiguity. This means
that occasionally pragmatic (or other) considerations may be overruled by
morphosyntactic considerations.

As it turns out, however, such cases are, indeed, quite rare. After all, if
the prenominal possessor is typically topical, its number can usually be
assumed to be known; in which case ambiguity is unlikely to arise and a
plural NP is acceptable in prenominal position. In (20), for instance, the
defendants and allies referred to in the prenominal possessor have been
mentioned in the preceding discourse.

(20) a. From the defendants’ point of view however it doesn’t look that way
at all <ICE-GB:S2A-066 #66:1:A>

b. Our diplomatic editor Nick Gowing in London assesses Iran’s
latest offer amid the allies’ continuing bombardments <ICE-GB:
S2B-001 #20:1:A>

From what has been said thus far, it will be clear that in the present
proposal the main factor in determining the choice between a prenominal
possessive and a postnominal of-construction is of a pragmatic nature,
relating to the topicality or activatedness of the concepts involved. As we
have seen, the same is true for Taylor’s account. There is, however, an
important difference in the way these pragmatic notions are applied. Thus,
whereas the main tenet of Taylor’s analysis resides in the idea that pre-
nominal possessors are topical or activated, but the postnominal NPs in
possessive of-constructions are not, my belief is that what is at issue here is
not so much the topicality/activatedness of the possessor, but rather of
the relation between possessor and possessee. What distinguishes pre-
nominal possessives from postnominal of-phrases is that in the former the
relation between the two concepts (denoted by possessor and possessee) is
presented as topical, or at least (semi-)active or inferrable on the basis
of some activated frame (or knowledge structure), whereas in the latter
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construction this relation is created (or newly activated) rather than pre-
supposed. When we compare this to Rosenbach’s study, it means that what
Rosenbach considers as two separate factors are in fact closely related: what
is relevant is the topicality/activatedness of the (possessive) relation rather
than the possessor, which means that it is not so much the degree of pro-
totypicality of this relation that plays a role, but rather its activation status
(which covers both Rosenbach’s prototypical cases – Taylor’s intrinsic
relations – and contextually activated relations). The next section will
provide a more detailed account of this difference.

Another difference, as we have seen, is that, in the proposal to be made in
this chapter, topicality is not the only principle determining word order in
possessive constructions. Other factors, such as animacy and complexity, as
well as, occasionally, ambiguity, the presence of modifiers or stylistic con-
siderations, may also influence a speaker’s choice of construction. In most
cases, these other principles will simply supplement or reinforce the basic
principle and favour the same construction. In some cases, however, one or
more of these other principles may compete with the topicality principle;
occasionally this may result in the topicality principle being overruled in
favour of other principles. In each and every case, however, the question of
which principle(s) take(s) precedence is determined by the same general
principle of achieving overall efficiency, and is, as such, entirely dependent
on the communicative context in which the construction is used.

12.4.1 The difference between prenominal and postnominal possessives

Before embarking on a detailed discussion of examples, let us clarify the
role of the cognitive-pragmatic notions of topicality and activatedness in
determining a speaker’s choice between a prenominal possessive and a
postnominal of-construction. According to Taylor, prenominal possessives
differ from those in postnominal position in that in the former the pos-
sessor is typically topical, while in the latter it is not. As such, the possessor
in a prenominal possessive serves as a reference point for the identification
of the possessee. Moreover, it is typically the discourse topic, although it
may be a definite first-mention if the referent is clearly identifiable and
easily accessible (on the basis of a hearer’s long-term knowledge), and may
even be an indefinite NP when it is the concept rather than any specific
entity which is important. In most cases the possessee has not been
explicitly mentioned in the text and will therefore have a higher degree of
saliency than the possessor. In postnominal of-constructions, on the other
hand, the possessor does not (or not necessarily) function as a reference
point; as such it need not have the same degree of topicality or accessibility
that prenominal possessors have.

As we will see, however, this distinction needs further qualification.
Thus we find that, even in prenominal constructions, possessees need not
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be (textually) new, but are, in fact, often semi-active (inferrable) and
sometimes fully activated and discourse-topical. Moreover, the possessor in
prenominal constructions need not be the discourse topic, and may even
introduce a new entity into the discourse, while in postnominal con-
structions the possessor often contains previously activated information,
sometimes even in the form of an anaphoric pronoun.

In the present proposal the basic difference between prenominal possessives
and postnominal of-constructions is that in the former the relation between the
two concepts (possessor and possessee) is either activated or presupposed,
whereas in the latter it is not. This will account for the fact that in prenominal
constructions the possessee is typically semi-active, as it will have been evoked
through the activation of a knowledge structure in which the possessee is
linked to the possessor. It will be clear that the more intrinsic or entrenched
the relation between possessor and possessee, the more likely it is for this
relation to be activated through mention of the possessor, and, consequently,
the more likely it will be for the possessor to appear in prenominal position. It
is this very property which makes prenominal possessors ideal reference
points: they are typically topical and identifiable, thus facilitating identifia-
bility of the overall referent; but even if they are not, the hearer will be
assumed to be aware of a relation between the possessor and some other
(discourse-salient) entity; as a result, this other entity can be located within
this knowledge structure, thus gaining a certain degree of identifiability.

In contrast, postnominal of-constructions are used in those situations
where the relation between the two nominal elements is not assumed to be
activated; instead, this relation is created. In many cases, the possessee
noun has not been mentioned before: both the concept denoted by this
noun and its relation to the possessor are textually new (unactivated)
information, introduced to lead the hearer to the identity of the overall
referent. In other cases, however, the second concept has been explicitly
mentioned in the preceding discourse or is (visibly) present in the discourse
situation. In such cases, the saliency of the expression resides in the
creation of a link between the two concepts.

12.4.2 Prenominal possessives

By using a prenominal possessive construction a speaker indicates to the
hearer that the entity referred to by the construction as a whole is assumed
to be identifiable (or locatable) on the basis of a (semi-)active, presupposed
link between the possessor (acting as a reference point) and the possessee
(providing the more salient information). As pointed out before, the pos-
sessor entity is typically topical or (semi-)active in the discourse, definite,
specific, structurally simple and denoting a human referent. As such it
often takes the form of a (simple) definite NP, proper name or anaphoric
pronoun. In what follows, however, we will look at some non-prototypical
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cases, starting with a number of examples in which the possessor takes the
form of an indefinite NP.

12.4.2.1 Indefinite possessors
As shown by Taylor (1996), possessor NPs can be indefinite, as long as the
indefinite NP can be assumed to function as a reference point for the
hearer. Although use of an indefinite NP does not lead to full (unique)
identification of the referent of the construction as a whole, the possessor in
these cases may enable the hearer to locate the entity referred to in the
vicinity of some associated concept, thus giving this referent a certain
degree of identifiability. In most cases this is achieved by using an inde-
finite possessor which, although not referring to any identifiable entity,
denotes a concept which may be assumed to be (semi-)active in the given
context. This seems to be the case in the examples in (21).

(21) a. A pass over a defender’s head calls for him to turn and play an
awkward bouncing ball. <ICE-GB:W2D-015 #33:1>

b. But whether you accept a witness’s evidence or not and what he or
she says is entirely a matter for you<ICE-GB:S2A-061#23:1:A>

c. And we tend to forget whole areas of a composer’s life <ICE-GB:
S1B-032 #76:1:B>

In examples (21a) and (21b) the possessor NP refers to a specific, but
unidentifiable entity which clearly forms part of the mental representation
the hearer has built up during the preceding discourse: (21a) is part of
a coverage of a football match, (21b) is part of a judge’s summing-up in
court. In both cases relationships between these possessors and possessees
can also be assumed to be familiar: in (21a), the relation is both intrinsic
and activated by the given context; in (21b), the concept of ‘evidence’ is
evoked in the preceding discourse, as is its relation with the concept of
witness. In (21c) the most likely interpretation of the possessor NP is a
non-specific one. Nevertheless, the topic of conversation being composers
and their popularity over time, the concept denoted by the noun composer is
quite obviously active. Once again the concept of a composer’s life can
likewise be assumed to be active, both on account of it being an intrinsic
property of the possessor and on account of the general topic of discussion.

In other cases, however, the indefinite possessor cannot be assumed to
denote an active concept: in each of the examples in (22), the referent of the
specific indefinite possessor NP is neither identifiable nor active/topical. In
each case, however, the possessor is a person and the relation between
possessor and possessee an intrinsic one, part of the general knowledge
structure (GKS) activated through reference to a person, irrespective of the
context. As such, both the concept denoted by the possessee noun and its
relation with the possessor can be assumed to be semi-active, and use of
a prenominal possessive is acceptable.
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(22) a. POLICE hunting the killer of a bank manager’s ‘perfect’ son were last
night looking for a mystery jogger. <ICE-GB:W2C-020#75:4>

b. Sports fanaticDavidNock, 16, collapsed dying into a policeman’s arms
after a frenzied knife attack. <ICE-GB:W2C-020#76:4>

c. It was done with an unsure hand, but it was better than nothing,
maybe better than she thought, because outside in the corridor aman’s
head swivelled to watch her as his wife tugged on his arm.<ICE-GB:
W2F-010#87:1>

Sometimes, as in example (23), the relation between the (specific but
unidentifiable and non-topical) possessor and the possessee is less intrinsic,
for instance when the relation is one of actual (alienable) possession/
ownership. In such cases the possessee noun and its relation to the pos-
sessor can, however, still be semi-active, as the concept denoted by the
possessee noun may be (related to) the discourse topic. Thus, in (23), the
concept of ‘a place to give a birthday party’ is clearly evoked, as is the idea
that this place will be someone’s house (witness the use of here). Since
generally speaking the GKS for a person contains a slot for house (our
stereotypical assumption about people being that they have houses), and
given the particular discourse context, the relation between the possessor
and the possessee can be assumed to be activated. Note also that both in
(22c) and in (23) the indefinite possessor NP introduces a new discourse
topic, repeatedly referred to in the subsequent discourse. The possessor
thus serves a dual function: it serves as a reference point for the identifi-
cation of the overall referent of the construction (through the concept
denoted by the possessor) and as a means of introducing a new entity into
the discourse (through the reference of the possessor NP).

(23) A: but I did ask a few people I did ask a few people at work to my
birthday party so

B: When is that
A: Second of May
B: You’re having it here
A: At a friend’s house in Kew, with Alice. We’re having a joint

birthday party.
B: Is her birthday round the same time

< ICE-GB:S1A-081#215:1:A>-< ICE-GB:S1A-081#221:1:A>

Even less prototypical is the prenominal possessor in example (24):

(24) I think I think she would have stayed at home and mangled the shirts
anyway because she felt that you know a respectable gentleman’s wifedidn’t
need to go out and work for a living <ICE-GB:S1B-046#68:1:B>

Here the possessor is not only indefinite, but also ambiguous in two
respects. First of all, the possessor may be interpreted as either specific or
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non-specific; secondly, it is not altogether clear whether the adjective has
scope over the whole construction (‘the respectable wife of a gentleman’) or
over the possessor only (‘the wife of a respectable gentleman’). Finally, on
the latter reading, the possessor has a certain degree of complexity.
Nevertheless, the use of a prenominal possessive is deemed to be acceptable
on account of the fact that the relation between possessor and possessee,
being intrinsic, can be assumed to be activated through the use of the
possessor NP – in particular since marriage is the topic of discussion.

A similar explanation can be given of the use of a prenominal possessive
in the examples in (25). These are again far removed from the prototypical
prenominal construction, as the possessor is not identifiable, not specific,
not human and, in the case of (25b), not activated. In (25a) the concept
‘apple’ may be seen as semi-active, since the conversation mentions various
fruits (lemons and pears have been referred to). Moreover, reference has
been made to the texture of these fruits, thus preparing the way for a
reference to ‘flesh’ (which is, of course, also an intrinsic property of an
apple). In (25b) neither the concept of ‘car’ nor that of ‘starter motor’ can
be assumed to be active. Again, however, the relation is an intrinsic one
(part-whole), thus justifying the use of a prenominal possessive.

(25) a. They’re not smooth like an apple’s flesh <ICE-GB:S1A-009
#166:1:A>

b. With the Fairlite the Art of Noise were able to fulfil the futurist
dream by making music from any sounds they could record
including slamming doors, and a car’s starter motor <ICE-GB:
S2B-023 #26:1:A>

12.4.2.2 First-mention proper names
Another interesting category of prenominal possessives is that in which the
possessor takes the form of a first-mention proper name. As in such cases
the proper name is unlikely to be topical or activated (although it may refer
to a semi-active entity), Taylor’s claim that prenominal possessors are
topical obviously does not apply. However, if we assume that it is not the
possessor itself that needs to be (semi-)active, but rather the relation
between this possessor and the possessee, most of these cases become
perfectly straightforward. If the proper name refers to a person, any
intrinsic relation between this person and the possessee noun will be
activated. Where the relation is not an intrinsic one, it may still be activated
on the basis of specific knowledge about this person, especially where this
knowledge is relevant in the given context.11 In other words, apart from the
fact that proper names are typically (uniquely) identifiable, proper names

11 The assumption is that frames activated by linguistic elements are not invariable. Part of
the frame may be context-neutral (in particular a concept’s intrinsic relations), part of it
will vary from context to context and from hearer to hearer.
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functioning as first-mention possessors are no different from non-topical
indefinite possessors.

Let us start with some fairly straightforward cases. Example (26a) is
what Declerck (1988; cf. Higgins 1979) calls a specificational sentence,
where a presupposed (‘weakly referential’) variable (Aspire’s job) is being
specified. The referent of Aspire, having been mentioned previously, is
fully activated; the topic of discussion being the question of what charities
like Aspire can or should do, the notion of job and its relation to Aspire are
clearly semi-active. The same is true for example (26b) (see also (19c)), as
can be seen from the context: the referent of the possessor, Julius Caesar,
has been mentioned before, while his commentaries on the Gallic wars are
activated through the quotation of their first lines. A comparable case is
provided in (26c). In (26d), both the possessor and the possessee are fully
activated: the possessor is the topic of discussion, while the possessee is
present in the immediate situation and, as such, visually activated.

(26) a. I mean it is Aspire’s job is to raise money, for not only the Mike
Heafy centre but for research . . . < ICE-GB:S1A-003 #70:1:B>

b. I’m Simon James from the education service and today’s lecture,
the very last lecture before Christmas, uh is The Ancient
Celts Through Caesar’s Eyes. Gaul as a whole divided into three
parts, one of which is inhabited by the Belgae another by the
Aquitani, and a third by the people called in their own
tongue Celtae, in the Latin Galli, or Gauls. These of course are
the famous opening words of Julius Caesar’s commentaries on the
Gallic wars, uh, his, uh conquest of Gaul which took place during
the fifties BC. <ICE-GB:S2A-022 #2:1:A>–< ICE-GB:S2A-
022 #4:1:A>

c. President Bush has praised the role of American troops in lib-
erating Kuwait. In a radio message broadcast to United States
forces, Mr Bush said one of Saddam Hussein’s biggest mistakes
had been to underestimate the determination of the American
people and the daring of their troops. The day of the dictator was
over. Kuwait’s night of terror had ended. <ICE-GB:S2B-004
#48:1:A>–< ICE-GB:S2B-004 #51:1:A>

d. Is that Jane’s pencil case up there. <ICE-GB:S1A-090 #107:1:C>

Somewhat less straightforward is the use of a prenominal possessive in
the examples in (27), where the proper name is a first-mention, introducing
a new discourse entity. This is, in fact, a very frequent use of proper
names, which are often used to introduce an entity into the discourse which
is familiar and (uniquely) identifiable for the hearer. The use of a pre-
nominal possessive is thus justified by the fact that mention of a proper
name activates a knowledge structure containing general information about
people (e.g. intrinsic properties) as well as specific knowledge about this

Possessive constructions 337



particular person. It is on the basis of this knowledge that the relation
between possessor and possessee may be assumed to be semi-active.

In (27a), for instance, the name Bruce Hayes has not been mentioned
before. The referent is, however, clearly assumed to be known to the hearer
and so is the fact that he proposed an analysis. Since the relation between
the possessor and the possessee is obviously relevant in the given context, it
may be assumed to be a prominent feature of the knowledge frame acti-
vated by the use of the proper name, and may as such be assumed to be
semi-active.

(27) a. and I think when you look at Bruce Hayes’s analysis, which John
didn’t take very seriously <ICE-GB:S1A-005 #9:1:A>

b. A: Oh you know when you were in France did you uh take any
good photographs.

B: I took lots of photographs . . .
I don’t know if they’re any good though uhm mainly chateaux
and places like that.

A: And even interiors you know. Uh do you remember the ones
you took of Napoleon’s bedroom <ICE-GB:S1A-009#1:1:A>–
< ICE-GB:S1A-009 #9:1:A>

Example (27b) is a nice example of a GKS containing specific long-term
knowledge shared between speaker and hearer and triggered by the context.
The combination of shared knowledge of a particular stay in France, and of
photographs being taken of famous places and interiors justifies the use of
a construction presenting the concept of ‘bedroom’ as activated by the
mention of Napoleon.

12.4.2.3 Inanimate possessors
The final category of non-prototypical uses of the prenominal possessive
construction to be discussed is that of constructions containing an inani-
mate possessor. As argued before, and as the examples will show, the
gender factor is not a major, independent factor in the choice for the
prenominal possessive. Instead, the preference for animate, human pos-
sessors in prenominal position derives from the fact that, more so than
inanimate entities, humans tend to be topical and, as a result, activated in
a given context. Moreover, the GKSs we have of persons (in general or
particular individuals) are likely to contain more information, to be part of
more intricate networks, than those of inanimate entities; as such more
relations can be assumed to be shared by speaker and hearer, which in turn
leads to a more frequent use of the prenominal possessive.

However, since the basic requirement for the use of prenominal pos-
sessive is that the relation between possessor and possessee is activated,
inanimate prenominal possessors are perfectly acceptable in situations
where this requirement is fulfilled. In some cases, activation is due to the
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intrinsic nature between possessor and possessee (such as whole-part or
‘property-of’, e.g. an apple’s flesh, a car’s starter motor in (25)); in other
cases, the relation is context-specific, rendered (semi-)active through its
relevance to the discourse topic.

Consider in this respect the examples in (28). In (28a) the possessee is
clearly activated, as is the referent of the construction as a whole. It may
even be argued that the possessor is not really needed here for the iden-
tification of the overall referent, but is, instead, mentioned to suggest a
difference with other corpora. However, whatever the reason for men-
tioning the SEU, it will be clear that possessor, possessee and the relation
between them can be assumed to be activated.

(28) a. Describing the Corpus Parameter Tree
As I described above, the corpus parameters are related in a hier-
archical structure, each parameter group splitting into further sub-
groups in a tree-likemanner. In the SEU’s parameter trees there are no
loops between parameters, and it is equally unlikely that there would
be loops in a similar parameter tree describing another corpus.
<ICE-GB:W1A-005 #13:1>-< ICE-GB:W1A-005 #15:1>

b. and in nineteen seventy-nine he became one of the privileged few to
see a demonstrationmodel of theworld’s first commercially available
digital sampler the Fairlite Computer Musical Instrument. One of
his collaborators at the time was cousin Stephen Payne a keyboard
player and expert in sound synthesis. Despite the enormous price
tag on the machine Gabriel decided to invest in one and it was
first used briefly on the album Peter Gabriel Three. However it
wasn’t until his fourth album that the instrument’s capabilities were
more fully explored. <ICE-GB:S2B-023 #17:1:A>-< ICE-GB:
S2B-023 #22:1:A>

c. It was utterly dishonest compilation, either heavily reworked or
actually written by an opportunist clergyman, John Gauden, and
perverting the truth of the past to foster the image of Charles I
as saint and martyr. But its mawkish piety caught the public ima-
gination so well that it went into a record thirty-five editions in
English (and twenty-five in foreign tongues) in one year. When the
Council of State asked John Milton to refute it, he commenced his
reply with a recognition that the ‘vulgar audience’ responded easily
to the book’s sentiments. <ICE-GB:W2A-006 #23:1>–< ICE-GB:
W2A-006#21:1>

Finally, in (28b) and (28c), too, the relation between the inanimate pos-
sessor and the possessee, in neither case intrinsic, can be assumed to be
activated. In (28c) the instrument referred to is clearly topical, while
its capacities, and the use made of them, are also activated (note the
comparative more fully); in (28d) it is the sentiments of the book (its
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portrayal of Charles I as a saint and martyr, its mawkish piety) which is the
topic of discussion.

The strength of the topicality/activated principle is even more clearly
apparent in those cases where a construction is non-prototypical on more
than one count. In (29), for instance, the possessors are both inanimate and
plural. However, since the possessors are activated (through earlier men-
tion or as part of an evoked frame) and the relation between the two
concepts intrinsic (part-whole), this relation can be assumed to be (semi-)
active. Observe also that, since the referent of the possessor in (29a) has
been mentioned previously, its number can be assumed to be known to the
hearer and any potential ambiguity will be resolved.

(29) a. The huge B Fifty-Twos arrived at Fairford last Tuesday. Eight of
them have remained parked at the side of the runway all week.
Maintenance crews have worked on them every day but this
morning they began loading bombs and sweeping snow off the
planes’ wings and fuselage <ICE-GB:S2B-005 #12:1:B>–< ICE-
GB:S2B-005 #14:1:B>

b. And they break away. And Sibor very smartly into his stride, and
he’s uh coming right over to these stands’ rails . . . Nayo Fasmal in
the uh brown jacket but Sibor is right on the stands’ rails <ICE-
GB:S2A-006 #119:3:A>–< ICE-GB:S2A-006 #128:3:A>

A similar account can be given of the prenominal use of possessors that
are not merely inanimate, but which denote some abstract concept. In
(30a), for instance, both the proposal and the concept of support are clearly
activated, as is the relation between them (Plan – support). The same can be
said for the concepts of economy and output in (30b) (economy/industry in
recession, productivity).

(30) a. I enclose a copy of a letter from the Chairman of the local CPRE
about our problem with the Rural Area Local Plan. In para 3 John
Smith recommends seeking the support of local councillors. More
to the point is the identification of the proposal’s supporters. <ICE-
GB:W1B-020 #133:8>–< ICE-GB:W1B-020 #138:8>

b. The prime minister should disprove Labour’s smear that he is
a ditherer by smashing the cosy conspiracy of complacency which
has developed between the Treasury and the Bank of England to
keep the economy mired in recession . . . Underlying inflation,
around 6.7% by the widely respected measure devised by The
Sunday Times, remains stubbornly high because of past rises in
the RPI and because industry is in recession. Pay deals are being
struck to reflect recent double-digit inflation; yet productivity
is falling because the economy’s output is slumping. <ICE-GB:
W2E-010 #68:2>–< ICE-GB:W2E-010 #85:2>
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One factor that is not easily outweighed by the topicality/activatedness
factor, however, is that of complexity. Now, sections 12.3.1.2 and 12.3.2
argued that this factor cannot by itself, on each occasion, account for the
choice between a prenominal and a postnominal possessor. Yet, if any
factor is to outweigh the topicality/activatedness factor, it will be com-
plexity. Where a possessor exhibits a limited degree of complexity, as in the
examples in (31), the topicality/activatedness principle still wins out.
Where the possessor has a high degree of complexity, containing, for
instance, a phrasal or clausal postmodifier or an appositional NP, it must
appear in postnominal position.

(31) a. This was Baghdad last night. Six hours of bombing in the Iraqi
capital’s south-east suburbs <ICE-GB:S2B-001 #56:1:B>–< ICE-
GB:S2B-001 #57:1:B>

b. I take it that the right honourable gentleman’s policy is to abolish the
pound sterling, the greatest expression of sovereignty <ICE-GB:
S1B-053 #38:1:B>

In many cases, however, the decision to place a possessor of some
complexity in either prenominal or postnominal position is influenced by a
number of factors. First of all, whenever the complexity principle competes
with any of the other principles, the speaker is involved in some kind
of balancing act. In addition, however, there are such matters as the kind
of text (e.g. spoken/written; formal/informal), the speaker or writer’s
assumptions concerning the processing capabilities of the addressee, as well
as his/her own capabilities or stylistic preferences, which may influence the
speaker’s choice.

12.4.3 Postnominal of-constructions

In a sense, a discussion of postnominal of-constructions may promise to be
more interesting than that of prenominal possessive constructions, as the
former category seems to have been given far less attention in existing
accounts of possessive constructions. It is, of course, true that the identi-
fying function of the modifying PP is often mentioned in accounts of
definiteness and that the meaning and function of the element of has also
been a frequent subject of investigation, but little work seems to have been
done on the pragmatic and structural characteristics of and restrictions on
the NP in postnominal position – especially when compared to NPs in
prenominal position.

We have already established that postnominal of-constructions are like
prenominal possessors in that they typically serve to enable the hearer to
identify the referent of the construction as a whole, instructing him/her
where to locate (in some mental domain) the entity or concept denoted by
the possessee noun. As a result of their postnominal position, however,
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postnominal of-phrases differ from prenominal possessors in the way they
lead the hearer to the intended referent. Whereas the prenominal possessor
functions as a ‘reference point’ (Taylor 1996), providing a concept or GKS
in (the vicinity of) which the possessee noun can subsequently be located,
the postnominal phrase offers the identifying information as a specification
of the concept denoted by possessee noun.

The difference in position of the modifier and the different paths to
identification offered to the hearer correspond to a number of formal and
pragmatic differences between the identifying NPs in the two construc-
tions. Ideally, the postnominal of-constructions would be the exact opposite
of the prenominal possessive construction, in which case the NP in post-
nominal position would provide new, discourse-salient information (end-
focus), would be structurally complex (end-weight), and would readily
allow for reference to both definite and indefinite, singular and plural NPs
denoting inanimate, abstract and/or non-specific entities. Furthermore,
the semantic relation between the two concepts would typically not be an
intrinsic one. Proper names and, in particular, pronouns would be less
acceptable, especially when referring to a human ‘possessor’ which is
intrinsically related to the ‘possessee’. Finally, we would expect the relation
between the two concepts to be focal/inactive.

There are, indeed, constructions which exhibit all these characteristics;
some examples are given in (32) (see also (19)):

(32) a. Professor Steve Humphries is the director of a British Heart
Foundation research group based at the Sunley Centre in west London
<ICE-GB:S2B-038 #29:1:A>

b. and all you have to do for your department is fill in the name of
any academically-related member of staff <ICE-GB:S1B-075
#14:1:A>

c. . . . the correct procedure is to write uh on that matter to the
chairman of the Select Committee on Members’ Interests <ICE-GB:
S1B-051 #46:1:C>

d. These of course are the famous opening words of Julius Caesar’s
commentaries on the Gallic wars, uh, his, uh conquest of Gaul which
took place during the fifties BC <ICE-GB:S2A-022 #4:1:A>

As pointed out by various linguists, it is equally true that there are very few
cases in which the postnominal NP exhibits none of these properties, and,
if such constructions do occur, they are generally considered marked or
non-preferred (e.g. constructions like ??the hair of John, *?the sister of me).

However, if we look at the way postnominal of-constructions are actually
used, we find that in most cases one or more of these features is absent.
Moreover, unlike in the case of prenominal possessives, there does not
seem to be one major principle underlying the choice for the postnominal
construction; instead, each of the principles can be quite acceptably
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violated when outnumbered by competing factors. In what follows we will
consider a considerable number of these non-prototypical postnominal of-
constructions to see which principles are at work and how they interact.

12.4.3.1 Complexity and animacy
This section considers the validity of the claim that postnominal possessors
are typically more complex than prenominal possessors and discourage
human reference when the relation between the two concepts is an intrinsic
one. As pointed out on various earlier occasions, there is a strong tendency
in English to place heavy (lengthy and complex) information towards the
end of a construction; this does not automatically mean, however, that the
reverse is also true. Thus, generally speaking, complex possessor NPs
occur in postnominal position; simple NPs, including proper names and
pronouns, on the other hand, may appear in either position. Let us con-
sider some examples to decide what determines the choice of construction
in these cases.

12.4.3.1.1 NPs
Consider the example in (33a). The NP in postnominal position, Africans,
is a simple one, consisting of a head noun only; in addition, it has human
reference, while the relation between the two concepts can be regarded as
intrinsic (a people, certainly in a Biblical context, have a descendant, while
the relational noun descendant requires the presence of a complement).
Nevertheless, the prenominal position is not really an option. The com-
bined effect of a new (and mildly contrastive), plural and non-specific
referent set is apparently strong enough to outweigh any competing factors.

(33) a. Shem was the uhm was <unclear-word> semitic and Ham
was supposed to be the descendant of Africans and Japeth’s the
European <ICE-GB:S1A-053 #241:1:B>

b. In the opinion of the author, Mrs Takahama’s Cat is the most
successful version yet achieved, being well proportioned, full of
character, instantly recognizable and pleasing to fold. <ICE-GB:
W2D-019 #140:1>

In (33b) the possessor is again very light, despite the presence of a
determiner. Moreover, the referent here is human, singular, specific, (semi-)
active and identifiable. Yet, in the given context, the postnominal of-
construction is perfectly acceptable – more so than a prenominal con-
struction. What is important here is the difference between activatedness
and topicality. The NP the author, referring to the author of the passage, is
certainly semi-active; he is not, however, the topic of discussion and has
not been referred to before. Moreover, unlike perhaps in reviews or sci-
entific articles, the concept of the author’s opinion is not strongly activated;
nor is it used in any contrastive sense. The fact that the possessor referent
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of the NP the author, as well as the relation between this referent and the
concept ‘opinion’, are new, non-presupposed, focal information explains
why a postnominal of-construction, though far from prototypical, is the
preferred construction.

A similar example can be found in the rather long passage in (34).

(34) This story appears to be the origin of the opera Turandot. The
princess is drawing a picture of herself and it’s going to be pinned on
the palace door. And then suitors will try for her hand and those who
don’t make it will be killed and the one who gets through will marry
her. So she’s up there. She’s wearing a transparent garment which is,
uhm very typical Indian textiles. She’s got a drawing board on her
knee which is, how they did it. It’s very difficult to credit, and the
maid is holding up a mirror for her. Then there’s an elaborate
carpet, and I think in the middle of the carpet, you read that maroon
patch as a tray in lacquer with her painting equipment on it. Then
the big lady beside her is the directress of the harem. <ICE-GB:S2A-
059 #82:1:A>–< ICE-GB:S2A-059 #91:1:A>

The topic of discussion here is a painting depicting the story of Turandot.
The speaker is a lecturer, addressing an audience assumed to be familiar
with the story of Turandot, or at any rate, with its setting. This becomes,
for instance, apparent from the use of the first-mention definite the harem.
It is largely this fact which accounts for the of use of a post-nominal of-
construction here. True, the referent is not human, but collective nouns are
often treated as such (witness the acceptability of the German central bank’s
credibility, the British Government’s sovereignty, the record company’s decision,
Kuwait’s night of terror, Ford’s stated aim). Although identifiable, the
referent of the NP the harem is, however, by no means topical. In fact, the
whole concept of ‘directress of the harem’ is new, salient information. Use
of a prenominal possessive would again have suggested discourse-topicality
of the harem, as well as some awareness on the part of the hearer of the
existence of a directress.

12.4.3.1.2 Proper names
Let us next turn our attention to proper names, which, as it turns out, occur
quite frequently in postnominal position. Some examples are given in (35).

(35) a. she’s written seventeen books so far on Celtic mysteries uh
Arthurian legends uhm, all kinds of stuff feminism the feminine
aspect of God <ICE-GB:S1A-096 #99:1:A>

b. and while I was there, I was introduced to Celeste, uhm who is on
the board of Aspire, which is the organisation that set up and ran
and runs, uh, the uh the Mike Heafy Centre <ICE-GB:S1A-004
#54:1:B>
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c. Jennings was fresh from drafting the constitution of Malaysia
<ICE-GB:S2B-025 #74:1:A>

d. Well isn’t that the name of his wife <ICE-GB:S1A-073#253:1:A>

In (35a), the postnominal possessor, God, is a simple, singular, specific NP,
referring to a unique being even higher up in the chain of being than
humans. Nevertheless, use of a prenominal possessive would be infelicitous
here. The reason is, once again, that the referent of the possessor NP has
not been introduced, is not topical and cannot even be assumed to be semi-
active in the given context. The function of the of-phrase is to enable
identification of the possessee noun by linking this noun to an entity
uniquely identifiable on the basis of long-term knowledge. Although the
possessee noun is (semi-)active (through the mention of feminism), neither
the possessor, nor the relation between possessor and possessee, can be
assumed to be activated – which is exactly what the use of a prenominal
possessive would have suggested.

In examples (35b) and (35c) the possessor nouns denote groups of people
(a company, a country) and the possessor can, as such, be regarded as
having collective human reference. Moreover, the referent set is assumed
to be identifiable, while the relation between possessor and possessee is
clearly more intrinsic than in (35a). These properties would normally
favour a prenominal possessive. At the same time, however, the possessors
have not been mentioned before in the discourse; nor can they be assumed
to be semi-active. In addition, note that in (35b) the possessor is not
obviously related to the discourse topic. Moreover, although countries may
be assumed to have constitutions, the construction in (35c) clearly has an
existential quality: the constitution referred to does not, as yet, exist. The
possessors thus provide contextually new, focal information. It is on the
basis of these pragmatic factors that the postnominal of-construction is
preferred over the prenominal possessive.12

In (35d), the possessor is structurally simple, has human reference and is
both identifiable and semi-active; moreover, the relation is an intrinsic one.
Nevertheless, a post-nominal construction is justified because the possessor
is not the discourse topic, but introduces textually new, salient information.

What the examples in (33)–(35) have in common is that, although they
lack one or more (and sometimes even most of the) properties of prototypical
postnominal of-constructions, the use of this construction is justified on
pragmatic grounds. As we will see in the following section, however, this
does not mean that we should regard discourse saliency, either of the

12 One might argue that in (35b) the presence of a non-restrictive relative clause forces the
speaker to use a postnominal construction. On the other hand, it might be argued that the
fact that the speaker deems it necessary to add the information provided by the relative
clause automatically disqualifies the possessor NP for appearance in prenominal position,
as it clearly is not assumed to be identifiable and active (unlike in Aspire’s job in (26a),
where Aspire has been mentioned before and is related to the discourse topic).
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possessor NP or of the relation between possessor and possessee, as the basic
principle determining the use of a postnominal of-construction, as there are
numerous cases where this principle, too, is violated.

12.4.3.2 Topical/active possessors
In section 12.4.2 it was argued that of the various factors contributing to a
speaker’s choice for a prenominal possessive construction, one, the topicality
of the possessor and/or activatedness of the relation between possessor and
possessee, is more basic than the others. The examples in the previous section
suggest that the opposite may be true for postnominal of-construction,
which would support Taylor’s (1996) claim that postnominal possessor NPs
are non-topical. The examples in this section, however, will show that,
unfortunately, matters are not so clear-cut, and that there is little evidence to
suggest that the discourse saliency principle is more basic or influential than
the other factors favouring a postnominal of-construction.

12.4.3.2.1 NPs
Let us begin by looking at some examples in which the possessor, pre-
viously introduced into the discourse, takes the form of a definite
description. Consider the passage in (36).

(36) And She Shem Ham and Japeth. Shem was the uhm was <unclear-
word> semitic and Ham was supposed to be the descendant of
Africans and Japeth’s the European. But uh Ham did something
wrong and he was cursed by his father and told he would be the
servant of his brother. This is the excuse that’s used in South Africa as
sort of for white superiority <ICE-GB:S1A-053 #243:1:B>–
<ICE-GB:S1A-053 #240:1:B>

Ham and his brothers have been introduced and mentioned again in the
preceding discourse; the three brothers, in particular Ham, are the topic of
conversation. The possessee (servant), on the other hand, presents discourse
new information; in a sense, it can even been said to introduce a new dis-
course topic, for although the noun itself is not mentioned again, the concept
of servant is clearly related to the notion of superiority in the next line and
included in the reference of this. The relation denoted, however, is not
intrinsic; nor can this relation be assumed to be activated on the basis of the
preceding discourse. In addition, although each of the three brothers can be
said to be (part of) the discourse topic, the sentence or local topic here is Ham
(the referent of the pronouns he and his), not the referent of his brother.13

13 Note that it does not seem to make sense to think of the of-phrase as indicating a kind of
the concept denoted by the possessee noun (as suggested by Taylor 1996); the function of
the of-phrase here is clearly to link N to NP, not to characterize N.
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Now consider the example in (37). Here we find two uses of a post-
nominal of-construction, despite the fact that the possessor, the UN
Secretary General, is both given and a discourse topic, and that the rela-
tion, in both cases, is an intrinsic one. Notice, however, that the event
described here centres on the handing over of a letter. As a result, the exact
location of the letter is important, which is why in the phrase the hands of
the UN Secretary General, the possessor is the most salient information.
Moreover, it is not only the UN Secretary General, as the recipient, who
features prominently in the event, but also the person handing over the
letter, John McCarthy. At several points the two men are referred to col-
lectively by means of the pronoun they. Consequently, the UN Secretary
General does not provide an unequivocal reference point, which accounts for
the fact that in the left of the Secretary General the postnominal construction
is once again preferred over a prenominal possessive.

(37) John McCarthy is standing now with . . . He now is handing the
letter to the UN Secretary General. They’re both holding on to it.
John seems almost reluctant to let go. He’s probably had it for quite
a few days, but he’s now handed it over. Uh they’re taking this a a
number of photographs. It is now in the hands of The UN Secretary
General. The two of them are continuing to talk. On the left of the
Secretary General is the uh, junior minister at the Foreign Office uh
Douglas Hogg uh uhm who is there looking after things for the
Foreign Office. <ICE-GB:S2A-008 #152:5:A>–< ICE-GB:S2A-
008 #161:5:A>

12.4.3.2.2 Proper names
In section 12.4.3.1.2 we saw that it is quite common for first-mention
proper names to occur in postnominal position, despite the fact that their
referents tend to be identifiable, specific, human and, in some cases, semi-
active. Their occurrence in a postnominal of-construction was accounted
for by the fact that they were not fully active and not topical in the given
setting. In the following examples, however, the proper names are not first-
mentions; having been mentioned in the preceding discourse, they can be
assumed to be fully active.

Some examples where the postnominal possessors are clearly activated
are given in (38). In example (38a) both Lewis and Mason are discourse
topics, but sentence topicality shifts back and forth between them,
according to the development of the fight and the point of view of the
commentator. This means that each occurrence of these names will be
salient (although not contrastive).14 Moreover, the possessee nouns (gloves

14 Note that contrastive stress on the possessor, whether in pre- or postnominal position,
would suggest that one boxer is facing two opponents, who need to be distinguished from
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and face), too, are activated in the previous discourse. Together these
features justify the repeated use of the postnominal construction.

(38) a. Good punch that from Mason his best yet in between the gloves of
Lewis. Spears out his left jab again into the face of Mason once
twice. Pokes out his jab once two three times but only into the
gloves of Mason who covers up well. <ICE-GB:S2A-009 #43:1:
A>–< ICE-GB:S2A-009 #80:1:A>

b. Of the fifty-six laps he led every single one of them and uh
brought the car in with a two minute lead which was immediately
extended when the Peugeot of Keki Rosberg eventually packed
up . . . The Wendlinger car number two still running perfectly
but o already over a lap and an extra two minutes down on the
Jaguar of Tio Fabi <ICE-GB:S2A-012 #32:3:A>–< ICE-GB:
S2A-012 #36:3:A>

A similar explanation can be given of the postnominal of-constructions in
(38b). Again both the proper names and (the makes of) the cars are acti-
vated; of these, however, the names of the drivers are considered to be
more salient than the kind of car they are driving. It is this higher degree of
saliency of the possessors which justifies the use of a postnominal of-
construction.

The same is true of the example in (39). Again both Mr Lampitt and Mr
Stuart are activated in (and related to) the discourse topic, and although the
need to distinguish them is not strong enough to warrant contrastive
emphasis, it does provide the proper names with a saliency which justifies
their occurrence in postnominal position.

(39) A: The uh meeting which you had on the second of July nineteen
eighty-six which was referred to as the meeting talked about with
Mr Lampitt. At that uh meeting he was uh he told you that his
premises were in Hammersmith . . . I think or you knew that his
premises were in Hammersmith . . . And uh, as the resource of,
as a result of that of course we know that you sent out uh this
agreement . . . That’s very plainly introducing a company which
had its premises in Dorset and was not in accordance with the
requirements of Mr Lampitt

B: Uhm, Mr Stuart wanted to see it
A: Did you deliver a note to the address of Mr Lampitt
B: Yes. But uh uh I already had spoken to Mr Stuart I think
A: But why is it that there’s no reference to the letter of Mr Stuart

< ICE-GB:S1B-064 #2:1:A>–< ICE-GB:S1B-064 #42:1:A>

each other. Since, however, each boxer is facing only one opponent, confusion is unlikely
to arise and contrastive stress is not needed.
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In other cases, however, the difference between a prenominal construction
and a postnominal of-construction seems to be minimal, as factors
favouring the two constructions seem to be in balance. Consider, for
instance, the examples in (40):

(40) a. I mean we’ve already heard the words of uhm Saddam Hussein
about Hosni Mubarak in the last few days <ICE-GB:S2B-012
#114:1:D>

b. Mr Heath whose visit to Iraq last month resulted in the release of
more than thirty hostages said the group included construction
workers who’d been helping to build President Saddam Hussein’s
palace and a number of people who were unwell <ICE-GB:S2B-
006 #29:1:B>

In both (40a) and (40b) the proper name Saddam Hussein has not been
mentioned before, although reference has been made to Iraq or the Iraqis
and the referent of the possessor noun is clearly related to the discourse
topic. In (40a), however, there is no suggestion of Saddam Hussein having
said anything; as such, neither the concept of word nor the relation between
possessor and possessee can be assumed to be activated. This might explain
the use of a postnominal of-construction.

A comparable situation, however, can be found in (40b); here, however,
a prenominal possessor is used. Note that in this example scope relations
may also play a role, since placing the proper name in postnominal position
might cause confusion as to the level of coordination (coordination at the
level of the construction as a whole versus coordination at the level of
the possessor). Together with the fact that we have human possessor in the
form of a proper name, this seems to tip the balance in favour of a pre-
nominal possessive construction.

Consider in this respect also the example in (41). In both cases Saddam
Hussein is clearly activated and topical. The difference, however, seems to
be the extent to which the relation between Saddam Hussein and the notion
of (track) record can be assumed to be activated. In neither case has this
notion been explicitly introduced. In (41b), however, it may be assumed to
be semi-active on the basis of the preceding discussion, which (i) raises the
question of his credibility and (ii) describes how the Iraqi government clearly
failed to keep its end of the deal last time; in (41a), on the other hand, the
notion of record and of its relation to Saddam Hussein is inactive.

(41) a. A: hm the hostilities end, when Saddam hu Hussein accepts United
Nations resolutions and we get a withdrawal from Kuwait

B: When he’s out of Kuwait or when he says I accept the
resolutions

A: I don’t think saying it will do. Uh the record of Saddam Hussein
does not lead us to believe that what he says he’ll do he
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necessarily will do <ICE-GB:S1B-027 #17:1:C>–< ICE-GB:
S1B-027 #20:1:C>

b. And so to the agreement signed last Wednesday night. The
details have yet to be released but the basis of the deal seems to
be the nineteen seventy agreement between the Iraqi government
and the Kurds which promised self-government for Iraqi
Kurdistan and guaranteed wide-ranging economic and cultural
freedom. This time the Kurds are even talking about a much
more powerful say in the affairs of central government and the
army. But is any of this credible. Given Saddam Hussein’s track
record the answer has to be no <ICE-GB:S2B-040 #26:1:A>–
< ICE-GB:S2B-040 #30:1:A>

Consider finally the passage in (42). On the face of it, there appears to be
little reason for using a postnominal of-construction (the monstrous army of
Saddam Hussein) in the final sentence of the passage, since all the require-
ments for use of a prenominal possessive seem to be fulfilled. The possessor
is a proper name, referring to a specific, identifiable person, who has been
mentioned repeatedly in the previous discourse and is clearly a discourse
topic. Moreover, the relation between possessor and possessee is clearly
activated as well (note in particular the use of a prenominal possessive in the
first sentence of the passage (Saddam Hussein’s military machine)). The only
reason for using a postnominal construction may be the fact that the most
salient information in the phrase the monstrous army of Saddam Hussein is
provided by the adjective monstrous. The concept of monstrosity has not
been activated; neither has the relationship between the concept of mon-
strous army and Saddam Hussein. This, then, might explain the preference
for a postnominal construction here.15

(42) The Prime Minister will, no doubt, face questions in the House this
week about the desirability of extending the war aims to include the
demobilisation of Saddam Hussein’s military machine in Iraq as well as
in Kuwait. His gentle, unemotional and statesmanlike handling of
the conflict has earned him a popularity rating in the opinion polls
higher than that of any leader since Churchill. He will, no doubt,
make the obvious point that the allies, to achieve the objective of
removing Saddam Hussein from Kuwait, are already doing as much
damage as they can to military installations in Iraq with their aerial
bombardments. He will also say that it is impossible at this stage to

15 There is no evidence from the corpus to suggest that the mere presence of an adjectival
premodifier of the possessee noun influences the choice between a prenominal possessive
and a postnominal of-construction (i.e. in terms of complexity or balance between pre-
and postfield). In both cases, about one sixth of the constructions contain an adjective
modifying the possessee noun. It is only in those cases where the adjective provides the
most salient information that a postnominal construction seems to be favoured.
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predict the outcome of any peace negotiations once Kuwait has been
restored to its rightful government. But it is now clear that no
standing army as large, as well-equipped and as plainly offensive as
that of Iraq can be allowed to remain in the Gulf. The purpose of the
war must be both to set Kuwait free and to ensure that the freedom
of all countries in the region can never again be threatened by the
monstrous army of Saddam Hussein. <ICE-GB:W2E-001 #20:1>–
< ICE-GB:W2E-001 #25:1>

12.4.3.2.3 Pronouns
In this section we will look at a number of examples where a pronoun
occurs in a postnominal of-phrase. We will only discuss those cases where a
prenominal construction would (syntactically, semantically) have been
available, thus ignoring cases where the pronoun is modified (the ethics of it
all), as well as fixed expressions (at the root of it, on the face of it, etc.).

The least prototypical uses of postnominal of-constructions are probably
those in which the of-phrase contains a pronominal possessor with human
reference. Not surprisingly, these constructions do not occur very fre-
quently, although there are cases where this construction is preferred over
the prenominal possessive. An example from the corpus is given in (43).

(43) And after about three or four minutes of looking at the top half of her
I pulled the covers back <ICE-GB:S1B-049 #47:1:B>

In (43) there seems to be a strong case for the use of a prenominal pos-
sessive: we have human referent (the speaker’s new-born daughter), who is
the topic of the conversation, the possessor is pronominal and the relation
one of body part/part-whole. Yet, a postnominal of-construction is not
only acceptable here, but clearly preferred. The reason for this is that
although the relation between possessee and possessor is one of part-whole,
it is not really intrinsic: ‘top half’ is not a body part that is normally evoked
in relation to the human body. Nor has the concept of ‘top half’ been
introduced in the preceding discourse. As a result it cannot be assumed to
have been activated and use of a prenominal possessive is out of place.

The examples in (44) also show that there may be various reasons for
preferring postnominal of-constructions, even if the possessor takes the
form of a pronoun. In all the examples in (44), for instance, the pronoun
has inanimate reference. Now, it is quite possible for inanimate possessors
to take prenominal position, especially when the possessor refers to a
discourse topic and the relation between possessor and possessee is
intrinsic. Even so, there are cases where even in these circumstances the
use of a prenominal possessive would suggest an animate referent. This is
the case in (44a), where it refers to some garment (a shirt presumably)
which is the topic of discussion, and where the possessee denotes a part;
nevertheless, use of a prenominal possessive (its middle) would clearly have
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been inappropriate. In (44b), the possessor is again inanimate (glass).
However, although its referent has been activated, it is not really the dis-
course topic, and the relation between possessor and possessee cannot be
assumed to be active. Moreover, it is the possessee, not the possessor, which
provides the salient information. Apparently, these factors outweigh the fact
that the possessor is given and pronominal. The same holds for (44c), despite
the fact that here the pronoun does refer to the discourse topic (that hall of
Martin’s).

(44) a. What about tying that scarf round the middle of it <ICE-GB:S1A-
007 #300:1:B>

b. So I decided to not use anything like glass because of the reflective
value of it, and that that might interfere with the painting so I
decided to use something that was non-reflective and that would
allow the light to filter through <ICE-GB:S1B-018 #17:1:A>

c. A: That hall of Martin’s is quite big actually
B: It’s where he accepts that death is coming soon
A: Have you seen the inside of it
< ICE-GB:S1A-073 #101:1:B>-< ICE-GB:S1A-073 #103:1:B>

Finally, it turns out that where the pronoun has an abstract referent (e.g.
electric mail, prosodic analysis, politics and production in (45a) to (45d)), the
postnominal position is generally preferred, despite the fact that in some
cases (e.g. (45b)) the relation between possessee and possessor may be
considered intrinsic. Note finally that in (45d) a postnominal construction
may be favoured for stylistic reasons (earlier use of the style of the production
and use of the (fixed) parallel construction the look of it in the same
sentence).

(45) a. Electronic mail, as its name might suggest is a computer-based,
uhm messaging system. Uhm it’s ideal for text messages because
most computers can only handle text messages . . . the main benefit
of it in terms of, o that over other messaging systems is that
there’re a large number of users across the globe, . . .< ICE-GB:
S2A-028 #55:2:A>–< ICE-GB:S2A-028 #58:2:A>

b. Although nineteen forty eight and nineteen forty nine are such
important dates for prosodic analysis, the origins of it are to be
found in Firth’s works during the nineteen thirties <ICE-GB:
S2B-049 #68:1:A>

c. I think for most people politics does only really get interesting
when the human drama comes in, and I love all the little sub-
tleties of it . . . < ICE-GB:S1B-024 #5:1:B>–< ICE-GB:S1B-
024 #6:1:B>

d. A: When you began to know what the style of the production
was presumably that’s the beginning for you . . .
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B: That’s a very good question. I I I always get really turned
on to the the style of it by the look of it <ICE-GB:S1B-023
#52:1:A>–< ICE-GB:S1B-023 #56:1:B>

12.5 Conclusion

In this chapter it has been argued that a speaker’s decision to use either a
prenominal possessive or a postnominal of-construction – where both are
semantically and syntactically acceptable – is determined by a number of
interacting and, to some extent, interdependent factors. These, we have
seen, include, at least, the following:

(46) (i) topicality versus saliency of the possessor/possessee
(ii) activatedness of the relation between possessor and possessee
(iii) intrinsicness of the relation between possessor and possessee
(iv) ‘referent point’ versus specifying function of the possessor
(v) complexity of the possessor
(vi) the gender/animacy of the possessor/possessee
(vii) number of the possessor
(viii) scope ambiguities
(ix) presence of certain types of pre- or postmodifier of the head noun
(x) stylistic considerations

On the basis of these factors, we can form two maximally different clusters
of mutually reinforcing, or supplementing features, which represent the
prototypes for the two constructions. Thus, the prototypical prenominal
construction will consist of a topical, active possessor and a salient pos-
sessee. The relation between the two concepts is intrinsic and (semi-)active.
The possessor is identifiable (and as such definite and specific) and func-
tions as a reference point for the identification of the possessee. The
possessor has human reference, is singular and structurally simple. The
prototypical postnominal of-construction, on the other hand, has a salient,
possibly new, possessor, which may be definite or indefinite, specific or
non-specific, singular or plural, and human, animate or inanimate. Fur-
thermore, the semantic relation between the two concepts is inactive and
not intrinsic, and the possessor has at least a certain structural complexity.

Listing these factors, as in (46), is, however, somewhat misleading, as
there is a degree of interdependence between some of the most important
factors. First of all, the fact that possessors typically function as reference
points is clearly related to their tendency to be topical/activated. Secondly,
it is plausible to assume that the more intrinsic the relation between pos-
sessor and possessor, the higher the degree of activation of this relation
after mention of the possessor. Thirdly, there is an overlap between the
pragmatic factors of topicality and activatedness and structural complexity,
as topical/activated entities are typically short (pronouns being an obvious
case in point). Next, there is the relation between gender and topicality, in
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the sense that human referents are inherently more topicworthy than non-
human animate, inanimate or abstract entities. Finally, a relation (admit-
tedly of a different nature) can be observed between the possible ambiguity
of plural possessors and activatedness, as this ambiguity is automatically
resolved when a possessor is active in the given context.

Finally, we established that there is a marked difference between the two
constructions in the way the various factors interact. In the case of
prenominal possessives, there is a very strong tendency for the factors in
(46) to co-occur. Where there is competition, it is usually the same factor
which determines the choice for the prenominal possessive. This factor, the
topicality/activatedness of the relation between possessor and possessee,
can, as such, be seen as more basic than the other factors. The second most
influential factor is that of complexity, which turned out to be the only
factor which, provided the presence of a certain degree of complexity, can
override the pragmatic considerations.

Postnominal of-constructions, on the other hand, appear to be used in a
far less coherent fashion. There is still an important role for the pragmatic
factor end-focus (saliency of the possessor), while here, too, complexity
plays an important role. Both, however, can be outweighed by (a combi-
nation of) other factors. The exact way in which these factors interact is
not always clear, which means that in some cases the gain (in terms of
the processing efficiency and communicative effectiveness) in using a
postnominal of-construction rather than a prenominal possessive is not
always obvious.
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13 Conclusions

The aim of this study has been twofold. First, detailed analyses have been
offered of the syntactic, semantic, pragmatic and cognitive aspects of a
considerable number of (bi)nominal constructions in an attempt to add to
our general understanding of the form and function of the English noun
phrase. Secondly, questions have been raised concerning the nature of
linguistic classification and the advantages and disadvantages of formal
representations. Although both issues have been addressed throughout the
book, it will be clear that part I has been primarily concerned with the first
aim, while part II has dealt more specifically with the second issue.

The close examination of the various binominal constructions in part I is
intended to offer a more unified and consistent treatment of headedness in
these constructions than provided in existing accounts, bringing together
various other important aspects of the noun phrase, such as referentiality
and predication, definiteness, determination and quantification, and the
information status of the two nominal elements. At the same time, how-
ever, it has been shown that the classifications and representations offered
have their limitations, and that even careful consideration of the syntactic,
semantic and pragmatic properties of genuine examples in their original
discourse context cannot capture the full complexity and flexibility of
language use.

One of the reasons for this failure, it has been argued, is that linguistic
expressions as well as linguistic categories exhibit prototype effects, and that
the classifications proposed and the various categories distinguished should
not be seen as discrete and invariable, but as graded and flexible. The aim of
part II has been to show that certain phenomena can only be accounted for
by a more flexible, cognitive-pragmatic approach, where classification is
based on prototypical cases and differences in formal behaviour are explained
in terms of varying degrees of category membership.

In addition, an attempt has been made to identify the sources of these
prototype effects. One source, it has been argued, particularly in chapter
10, is the discrepancy between the way information is stored at the con-
ceptual level and the formal means available for conveying this information
at the syntactic level. Categorization takes place at the conceptual level,
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where class membership is unlikely to be an all-or-nothing affair; in fact,
there is compelling evidence to the contrary. Subsequently it was
demonstrated that certain models of knowledge representation, in parti-
cular network models, can accommodate this gradience, as in these models
retrieval of knowledge is achieved through the activation of various units of
information, whereby the degree of activation of these unit varies according
to the strength of the connections between the units. Since the conceptual
distinctions are by no means clear-cut, it is not surprising that their
manifestation in language, in terms of the formal behaviour of the con-
structions concerned, is far from unequivocal.

In chapters 11 and 12 a second source of prototype effects was identified:
the presence of interacting and at times competing principles. In both
chapters it was argued that a speaker’s choice for a particular word order is
determined by a number of (mostly) cognitive and pragmatic factors.
Where all the relevant factors favour the same word order, the result is a
prototypical construction (in the given setting). When, on the other hand,
the different factors favour different word order patterns, even the most
effective word order available in the given situation will be non-proto-
typical. It will be clear that the higher the number of competing principles,
the stronger the prototype effects.

All in all, the conclusion seems justified that classification of linguistic
constructions is a useful exercise, as long as we realize that defining the
relevant prototypes is at the very heart of this exercise. Our efforts should
therefore be directed at developing a way of establishing these prototypes,
of describing the circumstances which allow for deviation from the pro-
totype, and of comparing various degrees of non-prototypicality. Any such
attempt can, however, only be successful if all the syntactic, semantic,
pragmatic and cognitive features of the linguistic constructions in question
are taken into consideration.
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Guéron, J. 1980. On the syntax and semantics of PP extraposition. Linguistic

Inquiry 11, 636–78.
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Woisetschläger, E. 45, 321

Yule, G. 190, 194--5, 211

Zandvoort, R.W. 13, 14, 312, 313
Zwicky, A. 10, 19, 56, 79, 95

Author index 375



Subject index

aboutness 196
activation 197, 206, 246, 253, 321, 324, 325,

331--54
agreement

determiner-head 18, 99, 108, 131--2
N1/N2 78--9, 90, 160--1, 169, 175, 176
subject-verb 12--17, 57, 79--80, 96--7,
108, 144, 161--2, 175, 177

ambiguity 1--2, 88--9, 315--18, 331, 340, 353
anaphoricity 49--53, 81, 170--1, 239--41

see also pronominalization
anchoring 193--200, 257--62, 292, 296, 321,

324
animacy 14, 310, 315--18, 327--9, 338,

343--6, 353
apposition see close appositions,

of-appositions
argument structure 222
assertion 193, 200

binominals 19, 85--108
attributive binominal NPs 87, 107
comparative binominal NPs 87, 106--7
general characterization 85
predicate relation in 86--7
quantifying binominal NPs 104
semantic features 86--7
syntactic features 88--93

category membership
boundaries 204
degree of 204
family resemblances 204
traditional view 203, 204
see also prototypicality

close appositions 22--60, 74--5
and definiteness, see definiteness
bare constructions 34
criteria 23--39
general characterization 22, 38
subtypes 22

comment
and theme 268

and topic 196, 268
complement PPs 62--5, 218, 219, 230--44,

253
displacement of 295--9, 303--4
licensing of 225--36
number of 237--9, 253
prototype of 253--6
selection restrictions 232
semantic roles 230, 253

complex quantifiers 18, 112, 149
complexity 267, 277--82, 305, 311, 315--16,

318--20, 328, 330--54
computer metaphor 212
conceptual perspective 246--50, 251--2, 326
connectionism 211--16

general description 211--13
properties 214--15

constituent recognition domain (CRD)
278--9, 318

construction grammar 208--10
cooperative principle 192, 330
coordination 80, 106, 241--2, 254
coreference 34, 49

see also anaphoricity

definiteness
and extraposition 266, 286--8, 293,
294--6

and relational nouns 225--9, 261--2
discourse function of 44
in close appositions 28--9, 32--4, 39--49
in possessive constructions 321, 324,
326, 334--6

in sort/kind/type-constructions 155--62
see also determiners, familiarity,
identifiability, uniqueness

demonstrative determiners, see determiners
denotation 10
determiners 28--9, 135--7, 157, 166--7, 170,

172--3
definite article 28, 32, 43, 59, 89
demonstrative determiners 28, 80,
88--9, 101, 135, 136, 170, 171, 181

376



genitive determiners 28, 45
indefinite article 29, 33--4, 68
one 88, 102--3
possessives determiners 28, 45--9, 88,
101, 135

scope of 40, 43, 59
second determiner in sort/kind/type-
constructions 159--60, 168, 174

such 171--2, 179--80
this/that with discourse function 88,
166

discontinuous NPs, see displacement
discourse reference 20
displacement 264 passim

and definiteness 286--8, 293
and type of verb 258, 293
complement-modifier switch 303--4
of complement clauses 283--90
of complement PPs 295--9
of modifier PPs 299--303
of relative clauses 290--5

downtoners 162, 164
Dutch 17, 87, 95, 112, 116, 117, 171

early immediate constituents 279
economy 271
end-focus 268, 282, 294--6, 313
extraposition 97--8, 110, 126--31, 242--3,

254, 265, 274--82
see also displacement

familiarity 44, 193, 225--36
see also definiteness, identifiability

focus 199--201, 202, 268, 274--7, 287--8
formal mimicry 94, 103
frame semantics 207
frames 207, 211, 246, 322

see also schemata, knowledge structures
French 17
Functional Grammar 107
Functional Discourse Grammar 107, 195
fuzziness 3, 151, 185--6, 218

see also gradience, prototypes,
vagueness

genitive constructions 231
see also determiners, possessive
constructions

genitive determiners, see determiners
German 16, 117
given-new distinction 190, 191--4, 202

and word order 268
given-new contract 199
taxonomy of given and new 193

gradience 3, 57, 59, 72, 212--14
see also fuzziness, prototype effects,
prototype theory, vagueness

grounding, see anchoring

headedness 9--21, 24, 61--2, 64--5, 185--6
double-headedness 95, 124
in binominal constructions 91, 93--106
in close appositions 30--4, 41, 53--9
in of-appositions 76--82, 82--4
in pseudo-partitive constructions
116--49

in sort/kind/type-constructions 155, 183
(morpho)syntactic criteria 12, 79--81,
96--9, 120--6

pragmatic/discourse criteria 20, 81,
99--101, 132--5

semantic criteria 10--12, 76--9, 95--6,
117--20

hedging 164

ICE-GB Corpus 3--4
iconicity 327
identifiability 40, 197, 225, 321

see also definiteness, familiarity,
uniqueness

importance 199, 313
see also relevance, saliency

inferrability 193, 296, 333
information retrieval 206, 214
information structure 91, 189, 190--1
inheritance 224--5
intensifying function 101, 102
interacting principles 269--74, 308--9,

327--32
intonation 25--7
Italian 17

kind-of constructions, see sort/kind/
type-constructions

knowledge structures
general 210, 246--50, 253--5, 261--2,
334, 337, 338

specific 261--2, 337
see also frames, schemata

modification
complex premodifiers 92, 93, 111
in binominal constructions 92, 104--6
in close appositions 35--7, 41--2
in possessive constructions 311, 353
in pseudo-partitive constructions
138--43

in sort/kind/type-constructions 158--9,
167--8, 173--5, 180

modifier PPs 62--5, 218, 219, 230--44, 253,
299--304, 303--4

multifactor hypothesis 271--4

network approach 250--2
see also connectionism

non-referential NPs 43, 59, 71, 90
see also referentiality

Subject index 377



nouns
basic (non-derived) 220, 222--4
collective 115, 124, 133, 140
count 27--8
derived 220, 224--5
mass 27--8
non-relational 218, 220, 221--30,
250--2, 253

picture 223
relational 63--4, 155, 218, 219, 220,
225--9, 249--50, 250--2, 253, 261--2

relational use of 220, 221
sortal, see nouns, non-relational
substance 27--8

numerals 68, 69--70, 136

obligatoriness, see omissibility
of 63--4, 83

in binominal constructions 92--3
in of-appositions 63, 65, 82--4
in partitive constructions 67
in pseudo-partitive constructions 111,
148--9

in sort/kind/type-constructions 174--5
in complement PPs 254

of-appositions 61--84
of-complements, see complement PPs
of-modifiers, see modifier PPs
omissibility 10--11, 25, 34--7

in binominal constructions 95--6
in close appositions 30--4, 39, 53
in of-appositions 76--8
in pseudo-partitive constructions
117--18

in sort/kind/type-constructions 160,
168--9, 174

packaging 190, 191--4, 206
parallel distributed processing, see

connectionism
partitive constraint 55, 68, 109
partitive constructions 14, 62--5, 65--70, 109,

134--5
passives 290
pluralization

in binominal constructions 96--7
in close appositions 19, 56
in of-appositions 80
in pseudo-partitive constructions 126
sort/kind/type-constructions 160--1,
169, 175, 176--7

possession 63, 222, 227
inalienable possession, see possession,
inherent relation

inherent (intrinsic) relation 47, 63, 221,
315--16, 318--20, 324, 326, 327--9,
333, 334, 353

prototype 329

possessive constructions 307--54 passim
and ambiguity 311--12, 315--18, 331,
340, 353

and animacy 310, 327--9, 338, 343--6,
353

and complexity 311, 315--16, 318--20,
328, 330--54

and definiteness, see definiteness
and end-focus 313
and style 313, 353
and topicality 321, 322, 323, 324, 325,
327--9, 330--54

postnominal possessives 332, 341--53
prenominal possessives 327--32, 333--41
see also possession

possessive pronouns, see determiners
Prague School 198
preposing 98--9, 243--4, 255
prepositions

by 235
functional 232--6
lexical 232
over 234--5
semantic network 234
see also of

presentation vs predication 274--7
presentational constructions 274--7, 287--8,

289, 301
presupposition 193, 200
processing 277, 280, 305, 327, 328
prominence, see importance
pronominalization 20, 81, 351--3

definite pronouns 17--20, 49--53, 132--5
indefinite pronouns 17--20, 49--53,
81--2, 99--101, 133, 239--41, 254

see also anaphoricity
proper names 27--8, 31--4, 41--2, 74--5, 90,

325, 336, 344--6, 347--51
prototype effects 252--6
prototype theory 203--6
prototypicality 3, 60, 159, 181, 183, 185,

186, 198, 214--15, 234, 253--6, 329
see also category membership

pseudo-partitive constructions 72, 109--51,
112--16

general characterization 109--12
hybrid form 150--1
quantificational reading 112, 114, 115,
117, 119, 133, 143, 149--50

referential reading 94, 112, 114, 115,
117, 119, 141, 143, 147, 150

types of 109
with collection nouns 115--16, 118, 120,
123--4, 126, 131, 132, 133, 134, 136,
137, 139, 142, 144, 146

with container nouns 113--14, 118--19,
122, 129--30, 133, 136, 137, 138--9,
139--40, 141, 145

Subject index378



with measure nouns 113, 114, 118, 119,
121--2, 125--6, 129, 132, 133, 135,
136, 137, 138, 139, 141, 145, 146

with part nouns 115, 118, 119, 123,
130, 136, 137, 138--9, 139--40, 142,
146

with quantifier nouns 112--13, 118,
119, 121, 128--9, 132, 133, 135, 136,
137, 139, 140--1, 144, 147

qualifying (left-headed) constructions 71--3,
115, 133

quantifiers 68, 80, 89--90, 135--7, 170--1, 181
see also complex quantifiers

raising 264
recoverability 191, 200
referent points 320, 321, 322, 323, 333, 353
referentiality 25, 34--7, 43, 62--70, 110, 159,

183
see also pseudo-partitive constructions,
sort/kind/type-constructions

relative clauses 66, 110--11, 143--6, 290--5
relevance 192, 195--6, 199, 292

see also importance, saliency
restrictive appositions, see close appositions

saliency 191, 199, 353
see also importance, relevance

scalarity, see gradience
schemata 208, 211, 246, 322

see also frames, knowledge structures
selection restrictions 11

and complement PPs 232
in binominal constructions 86, 95--6
in close appositions 55
in of-appositions 78
in pseudo-partitive constructions
118--20

shared knowledge 192
small clause analysis 93
Spanish 17--20
specificity 68--9, 110, 297, 321
sort/kind/type-constructions 18, 19, 152--84

conventionalized referential
constructions 181--3

history of 181--3
post-determiner analysis 154--5,
169--75, 178--80, 182--3, 184

prelimary characterization 153--5
qualifying sort/kind/type-constructions
153--4, 162--9, 176--8, 182, 184

referential sort/kind/type-constructions
153, 155--62, 182, 183

types of 153--5
sort-of constructions, see sort/kind/

type-constructions
special treatment 196, 200
stress 19, 24, 25--7, 91, 156--7, 165, 172, 281
subject 196--7, 198--9
Swedish 116
syntactic mimicry, see formal mimicry

task urgency 269
thematic structure, see argument structure
topicalization, see preposing
topic 194--9, 202, 267, 287--8

and comment 268
discourse topics 155, 194--6, 322, 333
grammatical topics 198--9
sentence topics 196--8
topic framework 195
topicworthiness 321, 322
see also possessive constructions

type-of constructions, see sort/kind/
type-constructions

underlying representations 2--3
of binominals 106--7
of close appositions 58--9
of of-appositions 82, 83
of partitive constructions 83
of pseudo-partitive constructions
149--51

of qualifying constructions 83
of sort/kind/type-constructions 161--2,
169, 175, 183--4

uniqueness 40
see also definiteness, familiarity,
identifiability

verb-preposition constructions 266
vagueness 189, 209

see also fuzziness, gradience, prototype
effects, prototype theory

weight 236, 266, 267
see also complexity

word order 264--306, 307--54
and stress 281
in close appositions 25, 37--8, 39
of complement and modifier PPs 237
see also complexity, weight

word recognition 213

Subject index 379


