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Heading maketh a full man, conference » ready
man, aud wrlting an exact man,
(Francls Bacom)

I. STATING THE PRORLEM

1. Definition and approach. The term ‘ambiguity’ with reference to natu-
ral languages can be generally defined as “the property of sentences that they
may be interpreted in more than one way and that insufficient clues are avail-
able for the intended or the optimal interpretation” (Kooij 1971: 1). The two
parts of this definition clearly correspond to the two aspects of the problem:
ambiguity in a natural language can be considered either an inherent property
of the system or a shortcoming of language users. Taken in thia first sense,
ambiguity occupies a legitimate position in theoretical considerations concerm-
ing linguistic deseription. For example, it has become the subject of ample dis-
cussion, providing an argument for the superiority of transformational ap-
proach over Phrase Structure Grammars: certain types of ambiguous sentences
whose Interpretation shows that the principle of linear constituent-structure
is inadequate as a means of lingnistic description, are adequately explained
in the framework of TG. Such a theoretical approach, i.e. the consideration of
ambiguity in respect of its consequences for a linguistic description, involves
several methodologieal assumptions. Thus, communicative {or pragmatic)
aspects, such as, for instance, the effects of ambiguity on the recipients or the
gender’s intentions are left out of consideration and the context, if considered,
is usually restricted to what is at present moment generally taken to be the maxi-
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mitn unit of linguistic deseription, i.e. the sentence {irrespective of which of the
many definitions of this concept a given author might wish to accept). Conse-
quently, what is considered is potential ambiguity, und the purpose of the in-
vestigation is to indicate “the conditions under which a sentence is potenitnily
ambiguous insofar as its grammaticel structure is involved” (Kooij 1971: 115).

The obvious validity of such an approach for the development of linguistic
investigation can haxdly be questioned. Yet it proves at a cloger ingpection
{hat ambignity is sueh a pervasive characteristic of natural languages tha*
there is mo way in whiel words can be scleeted and constructed into Sc..-
tences that will antornatically assuve o single unambignous meaning” (Gleason
1965: 461). On the other hand, howcver, in most cases certain featlures of the
linguistic and extralingnistic context of a sentence (some of them already sub-
jects of investigation, others as yet completely unknown) make one meaning
prevail so decidedly over others that the ambiguity is practically resolved
and suceessful communication ensured. Therefore, though it is an inherent
property of o natural language, ambiguity should not be valued too highly as
an actual obstacle in the communication process.

But still, everyday contact with language, especially in the written medimn
(we shall discuss this peint at some length further in this paper), provides at
Jeast some cevidence that the consequence of various types of ambiguity for
successful communication is not an altogether negligible question. Morecver,
ambiguity is not always necessarily regarded as a deficiency of language use.
A recogrized artistic deviee, one of the basic tools of a truc poet, 1t 13 helicved
to enrich the lext and its possible interpretations. Simultaneous presence of
alternative meanings in an utterance is the chief source of paranomasia — one
of the resources of creative writing, This type of ambiguity differs from poten-
tial ambiguity discussed above — it is actually effective in a given message, cither
in positive or nen-positive sense. Here, investigation will clearly require a differ-
ent method. Pragmutics being the chief concern, one would only consider those
cases in which features of the context actually fail to provide adequate clues
for s univocal interpretation. In consequence, the investigation of the context
(broad or narrow, as the necd might be) would provide most erucial mformation
and the supra-sentence level will necessurily heeome the natural fevel of analy-
gig. Even though the linguistic unit to which the discussion of a given ease
will be ultimatlely reduced might prove to constitute a single sentence, dis-
course anulysis will serve to single this unit out. As opposcd to the case of
theorctical approzch, the purpose of investigetion will ke to find out thie func-
tion of ambiguity in the process of lenguige communication, Lo, L0 answor
the guestion whether & senlence that js potentinlly ambiguous does or does
not actually have a multiple meaning for a language vser in a given confext.
Thus it beeomes a question of stylisties, in the sense that it ‘conecerns all these
relations among linguistic entities which are statable, or may be statable, in
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terms of wider spans than those which fall within the unmts of the sentence
(Hill 1958: 406).

Such a practical approach implies going back teo old considerations of ambi-
guity in a pragmatic context, either as a source of fallacious reasoning in logie
or as a fault of rhetoric (for a detailed diseussion, sec Kooij 1971: HE), or elsc —-
in the positive semse — as a chavacteristic of a true literary achievemnent.
Jn the non-positive sensc {‘insufficient clues that are available for the tndended
or the optimal mterpretation”, to quote again the sccond part of our definition)
it will Lo also the approach of a language teacher.

Before we develop this point any further, however, it might be useful to
congider the possible ways in which ambiguity in a natural language 1y mani-
fested.

2. Types of ambiguity in natural languages. From the linguistic point of
view, ambiguity is traditionally divided into two types: lexical and gram-
matical. Lexical ambiguity (which most writers carefully restrict to that
present within what is actually said, as different from what is only implied
by the sender or the recipient of the message) cotcerns these cases in which a
syntactically unambiguous sentence becomes semantically ambiguous, duc
to the presence jn it of at lcast one Joxical item which has more than one
sensc, cf.

He enjovs wearing a light suit in the summer (Quoted in Katz, Postals
1964 15).

This last concept has been causing serious trouble, since preserving a
precise distinetion between homonymy and polysemy on the one hand and
mere vagucness or generality — a rule rather than an exception in natural lan-
guages — on the other, proved extremely difficult. Also, more than with other
types of ambiguity, finding reasons for the impossibility of unanimous inter-
pretation in such cases seems to belong to the domain of phitosophical rather
than purely linguistic nvestigation. Possible explanations would be of inter-
semiotic nature, more directly concerning the problem of substantive umi-
versals, and they might suffer rather than gain from any attempts 1o reduce the
problem down 1o the scope of a chosen single language or to a contrastive
analysis of a pair of lapguages only.

It is for such reagons thut lexical ambiguity has not been amply discussed
in theoretical works on the subject and that authors of language textbooks
do not consider it a significant teaching problem.

To grammatical ambiguity, on the other hand, both theoreticians of lan-
puage and applied linguists have paid much more atlention. Strueturalists
considered it to be chiefly the result of difference of constituent structure (cf.
the classical example “0ld men and women’); after the concept of a non-linear
constituent-structure has been developed, also the consequence of multiple
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distributional classification of elements for grammatical ambiguity were re-
cognized (cf., also classical "They can fish® Lyons 1969: 212). The development
of Generative Transformational Grammars accounts for the explanation of
prammatical ambiguity as a possible result of transformational derivation of a
given surface structure (cf. another classic, "Flying planes can be dangerous’).
Further in this paper, I use the term syntactic ambiguity, as all types of gram-
matical ambiguity are a property of syntax. A more detailed discussion of these,
as well as of the problem of interrelations between syntactic ambiguity and
semantics, will be presented in further sections of this paper.

Most of the theoretical discussions of syntactic ambiguity have so far
served the purposes of linguistic deseription, and as such they concerned the
theory of linguistic competence rather than performance. Chomsky, for exam-
ple, did not seem to consider any possibility of its practical significance for
language wsers: ‘In bringing to consciousness the triple ambiguity... we pre-
sent no new information to the hearer and teach him nothing new about his
language but simply arrange matters in such a way that his linguistic intuition,
previously observed, becomes evident to him’ (Chomsky 1965: 22). In discuss-
ing cases of ambiguity, the typeftoken differentiation (i.e. abstraction from
unique cases of language use) is nsually carefully observed and — though the
fact that many ambiguities go unnoticed is generally recognized — the main
factor of disambiguation is considered to be the hngustic context.

This position seems no longer tenable when it comes to the consideration
of any linguistic phenomenon in the context of communication process (one
of such considerations being clearly the foreign-language teaching situation}.
The recognition of this is found even in some of those works which are other-
wise mainly theory-orientated. In this respect, Lyons’ elaim that sentences that
are grammatically ambiguous can be semantically non-ambiguous, chiefly
for pragmatic reasons, is of great importance (Lyons 1969: 214).

Recognition of the function of prosodic features in disambiguation of sen-
tences can be considered another step on the way towards bridging the gap
between the theory of language and the theory of language use, or — in Chom-
sky’s classical terms — competence and performance. A, Hill’s “phonological
syntax’ (1958), a detailed analysis of linguistic structures of American English,
provides numerous examples of disambiguation by means of prosody. Like
other writers, Hill admits that signals present in the sound system (such as
pitch or junctures} are imperfectly represented in writing by punctuation
marks, The obvious consequence is that ambiguity is more frequent in the writ-
ten medimm than in speech, the phenomenon that is due alse to some well-
known factors that are traditionally enumerated as differences hetween spoken
and written language (for a discussion, see, e.g. Rainsbury 1967}. Thus, any
pragmatically-orientated discussion of syntactic ambiguity should carefully
observe the differentiation between the wriften and spoken medium.

Syntactic ambiguity and the teaching of written English 373

Before we discuss the problem of syntactic ambiguity in the context of
foreign-language teaching, a short summary of the assumptions so far accept-
ed may help to clarify our position. Thus ambiguity, an inherent property of
any natural language, can be manifested, roughly, as multiplicity of meanings
of single words or larger structures. It is the second type which is more naturally
dealt with inside the framework of linguistic sciences, Further, linguistic
ambiguity can be defined in terms of either language theory or language use.
The consequence of this duality is the double possibility of approach, illustrat-
ed by means of the following diagram:

Theoretical approsch FPractical approach

Contribution towards the
theory of language use

Clontribution towards the
theory of languege

1. Purpose of inveatigation

2. Relation to contoxt and
aituation

type-approach token-approach

3. Lovol of analysis sentence

supra-sentence
4. Level of linguistic re-
prescntation of data

pbonological phonological and/or

graphic

3. Syntactic ambiguity, contrastive analysis and the language teacher.
The assumptions stated on the right side of the above table are more readily
required in the context of foreign-language teaching. Further, it seems possible
that — as in the case of other linguistic phenomena — the investigation of
syntactic ambiguity could gain form a contrastive approach, though it is a
common agreement that its first concern should be thcoretical rather than
pedagogical implications. Grammars are expected to provide formal explana-
tions of idealized competences, i.e. "each grammar represents a model of speaker
and hearer of the language it seeks to explain’ and an analysis of such idealized
competences must constitute “the very foundation of all applied studies in
language teaching” (Di Pietro 1971: 21). However, there is as yet no grammatical
description that would fulfil ail requirements cited in the literature on TG
(i.e. completeness, accuracy, expliciteness and simplicity). While there have
been some attempts at postulating larger units of discourse, it is still the sen-
tence which remains the maximum workable unit. Linguistics has begun to
describe the sentence generating rules of languages but has not vet told us much
about context or the structure of the entire speech act. All this does not mean,
however, that the applied linguist can well afford to wait till theoretical in-
vestigation provides the complete background for the development of & per-
formance theory.

There seems to be no reason why the present findings of linguistic theory
could not be used to work out some principles of practical application. In-
vestigation directed towards such an end could provide both the necessary
confirmation of the theory and some valuable insights that might promote its
further development.
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The starting point must be the assumption, now generally accepted, that
the main purpose of language is communication. Consequently the purpese
of all foreign-language teaching must be considered communication in the
language taught, irrespective of the particular language skill that happens to be
the foeus of instruction. Among these skills, the skill of writing has perhaps
been the subject of most heated discussion, as far as its place in instruetional
programs is concerned. The moot point of traditional (grammar-translation)
method, in audiolingual teaching which emphasized the ability of understand-
ing and producing utterances, it was left till the more advanced levels of
teaching or was altogether underrated. As a result, some of these programs were
duly eriticized I their lack of coneern to produce literate students of foreign
languages who hold their own i reading or writing sclentific or literary prose’
(D1 Pietro 1971: 165). Any full language course must state among its objec-
tives that the students acquire some, however restricted, competence in the writ-
ten medium of the language taught; some immediate consequences, relevant
for the present diseussion, ean be summarized as follows:

1, the ability fo recognize and appreciate variations of style, such as are
involved in writing “with an implicit purpose’ (i.e. literature) must be devel-
oped,

2. the ability to wrile “with an explicit purpose’ (L.e. expository prose)

must be taught.
In such a context, the relovance of the problem of syutaclic ambiguity for
teaching language becomes immediately apparent. Exposgitory prose is in
fact the only kind of writing used for university puposes, its goal being report,
explanation and evaluation of facts, In thig type of writing the basic require-
ment on the form, ag different from contents, is that it is understood not in the
process of laborious study but through simple reading. Even though — inspite
of ambiguity — the correct interpretation in most cagses ultimately proves possi-
ble, the reader becomes painfully aware of the writer’s incompetence.

While lexival ambiguity is scemingly less relevant, ambignity as a propetty
of syntax will be legitimately viewed as a teehing problem of par excellence
linguistic natuee. Syntactic relidionships being elearly meaningful, inadegute
competence in manipulating inguistic elements or lack of awareness of poten-
tial wmeaning of linguistie structutes can significantly lessen the effectiveness
of communication. Mastery of written lunguage is an important matter and we
necd to know mueh more ahout how to teach it than we do now. But, in order
to be able Lo cure the disease, one must first investigate the symptoms.

In respect to wnbiguity, learners’ “receptive competence” is nsually larger
thau “productive competence” (for turther diseussion of this distinction, sce
Di Pietro 1971: 20); ambiguity may exist only for the recipient of the message,
gince the person who formulated it presumably knew which of the possible
meanings he intended 1o convey. Thus, though grammatically correct, a text
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will be considered stylistically erroneous and the need for remedial procedures
will become apparent, Yeof, though similar to orror analysis, investigation will
not in general involve analysing sentences which are ungrammatical, As syntae-
tic ambiguity is shown to belong among the problems of stylistic rather than
among those of grammaticality, the concept of acceptability will often prove
more useful, These distintions will become clear after the sample analysis
has been presented; at this point we would tike to state the hypothesis that the
reasons for acnal syntactic ambiguity in written English of Polish students
might be much the same as those for standard linguistic errors: interference
and overgeneralization and such factors as memory retention or type of
ingtruction, Therefore, it scems profitable to carry the analysis within the
framework of a contrastive study. Such an analvsis, apart from its possible
predictive values, can provide hypothetical cxplanation of three kinds:

1. syntactic ambiguity can prove to be due to interference: disambiguating
factors that exist in Polish might be shown to be absent from English. Transfer
from Polish to English can result in ambiguity. Teaching stylistics will use such
contrasts as its starting point,

2. syntactic ambiguity in Polish and English can prove to oceur on the
same level of derivational history of an utterance, With languages as similar
as Polish and English this can often be the case: contrasting relevant linguistic
structures will provide an index of features which are actually shared. Xven so,
contrastive analysis will still prove instructive: clarity of style will in such cases
be taught as it 18 taught {o native speakers (In native-language teaching sym-
tactic ambiguity in expository prose is classified as an error of style and remedial
procedures involve scts of normative rules, ef., v.g., Saloni 1971, ¢h. V),

3. the reason for syntactic ambiguity can prove to be a combination of the
two factors listed above: some featurcs acconnting for ambiguity of a given
utterance will be due fo transfer, others will be a shared property of the two
systens. Discrimination between the two will be of obvions value for the for-
eign-langunge teacher,

LI, AN INTRODUCTION TO SAMPLIZ ANXALYNTS

- As a verification of the ralidity of the approach postulated above for the
investigation of syntactic ambiguity in written English of advanced Polish
learners, T would like to present an informal analysis of an example which
seems illustrative of the principles suggested. The following extract comes
from a composition produced by a fitst year university student of English
{i.e. after four vears of learning the language):

{As George walked out of $he school one early evening, he met his cousin
Henry from Manchester.) (I)He, was very surprised to see him, because
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he, thought he, was in Wales and in hisg last letter he; had not written
about his, journey to London,
The remaining part of the text is irrelevant for the present discussion. I pro-
pose that the analysis concentrate on the sentence I, Tt is postulated that its
surface realization can be reduced to the following soven sentences (the PRO
forms correspond to consecutive occurrences of the [+ Pron] forms in I, The
integers in I. eorrespond to these in I.1-1.7):

11 SOMETHING (48=I.2) surprised SOMEBODY, very much
1.2 SOMEBODY, saw SOMEBODY, ]

1.3 SOMEBODY, thought SOMETHING (4-8=I.4)

I4 SOMEBODY, was in Wales

I.s SOMEBODY, wrote a letter

I.6 SOMEBODY, wrote SOMETHING (48=1.7)

I.7 SOMEBODY, planned a journey to London?

In view of multiple pronominalization?, I. is syntactically many ways ambi-
guous. Yet, in the context of the previous sentence (quoted in brackets), it can
be partially disambiguated, due to the information provided by syntactic and
semantic projection rules of English. Thus, though all {+Pron] forms in I,
‘comprise features like [+ Animate, +~Human, +Male and so on] but lack full
semantte spectfication underlying Nouns’ (Di Pietro 1971: 97}, SOMEBODY,
in 1.1 and 1.2 is identical with George through “a semantic feature specification
of the name element® (Di Pietro 1971: 97), being anaphoric to the referent
mentioned m the bracketed sentence (of. Gleason 1968: 57). Thus we get

L.la SOMETHING (+8=L.2} surpriscd George very much
[.2a George saw SOMEBODY,

SOMEBODY , in I.2a is not identical with George, as sameness of reference would
require reflexivization of the second NP:

I.2b *George saw George (if NP,=ND,)

1.2¢ George saw himself {(if NP,=NP,)

* For the sake of the present discussion, I follow tho working definition, of sentence
quoted in Kooij (1971 : §): ‘any scquence of linguistic elements to which at loast one gram-
matical structure ean be assigned and which has at least ono meaning’.

* The ambiguity inherent in the expressions ‘his letter’ and ‘his journey” is rerolved
by the context. The Genitive Determinor his is considered by the present author to be
derived by proneminalizing the sentences ‘Henry wiote a letter’ and ‘Henry planned a
jonrney’, with subsequent nominalization. {cf. Thomas 1965 : 199), Though different
from sume analyses of genitival constructions (cf., o.g. Nagucka 1971), such an explfma
tion seems more in accordance with tho data discussed,

® In view of carlior assumptions, {Cf. Note 2}, the categorial distinetion botween
pranouns and genitives 18 not obsorved m the following discussion,
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Hence, SOMEBODY , in I.2a must be identified as the second participant in the
discourse (for definitions of terms, see Gleason 1968), i.e., Henry:

I.2d George saw Henry

SOMEBODY, in 1.3 is specified as (feorge, as the rules of semantic projection
exclude other possibilities, permitted by syntax. Various operations transform
I.1a, 1.2d and 1.3 into
1.8 (George saw Henry) surprised George very mmch because George
thought SOMETHING,
cf.
I.8a *(George saw Henry) surprised George very much because Henry
thought SOMETHING ¢

Similar rules require sameness of reference of SOMEBODY , in 1.5 and SOME-
BODY, in 1.6, as

I.9 In Henry’s last letter Henry had not written SOMETHING
18 grammatical, while
1.9a *In Henry's last letter George had not written SOMETHING

ie not. Yet, apart form ‘common sense’ which “might cover any combination
of linguistic and non-linguistic clues’ (Gleason 1968: 57), no grammatical
rules prevent the interpretation

1.9b In George’s last letter George had not written SOMETHING

Semantic specification of SOMEBODY, in L4 and SOMEBODY, in L7
cannot be settled either: though improbable, the embedding of I.4 in 1.3

1.10 George thought George was in Wales

is still grammatieal, cof., ep.:
George was surprised to see himself still there as ke thought ke wos in Wales
Similarly, semantic specification of the result of embedding I.7 in 1.6
can produce
I.1la Henry had not written about George’s journey to London
1.11b George had not written about Henry’s journey to London
I.1le Henry had not written about Henry’s journey to London
I.11d George had not written about George’s journey to London,

which are all grammatical.

Thus, grammatical rules permit the following interpretations of I:
Ia George, was very surprised to sce Henry, because George, thought

o e o e

* For simplicity, [ ignore the character of semantie features of verbs surprise and
think that account for sameness of NP's in 1.8,
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Henry } H ;
e was in Wales and in 4, 00 © T tot ey :
{(xem gey Gieorge’s, St George, i

Henry’s

not written ahout :
George's,

} journey to London,

with NI,=NP,.

.].'n consequence, I ig theoretically 8 ways ambiguons and some — still spee-
ified — features of the context, us well as the reader’s ‘cotnmon sense’, are t-hé
ﬂ:fll}' d'iﬁﬂ-n_lhiguating factors. However, though finally successful, 1:-hi:=s disam-
%)1gue1;t1‘ml 18 a tiresome process, and — in spite of its grammaticalness — T,
Is considered unacceptable. Accordingly, it will be classified as a case of an
error of style which calls for remedial procedures. Tt is the convietion of the
;)I‘E'H(:I'Lt author that in cases like I. contrastive analysis might 1'rrnxfide ﬁmm:
mszg:hts that will prove helpful at finding solutions more instructive that the
traditional normative rules of the type ‘dor’t use 0o many pronouns in one
sentence”. . o |

‘To illustrate this point, let us consider the Polish equivalent of I. A con-
gruent translation will give the following result: |

II. #On, by ziwiony gdy ' ; i
. On, _'-,lbrari.:.lm zdziwiony gdy ony, go, zobaczyl®, poniewas ong sadzit,
ze ony jest w Walil, a w swoim, ostatnim lidcie on, nie pisal o SWG]C),
pudrézy do Londynoun. “

IL. iz clearly ungranunatical, as transformational rules in Polish reguire
that anaphoric pronouns in subject position preceding finite verb forms are
dff]&tﬂ(l.ill the surface realization. The zero umﬁphnm (for further cpra-;mt-inﬁ
of this term, see Gleason 1968) in such cases may be explained by the fact that
the Jf—‘l—\-"m-l v} fornis comprise the same features ([l—ti-A'nin;zmt, + Human, +Male
+I.{ L ete]) as those comprised in anaphoric pronouns, making the ﬂu.rfmm:
realization of the latter over-rodundant®. “ | | |
Thus we get

LI I_i}-*]: bardzo zdziwiony gdy go zobacezvt, ponicwaz sadzil, ze jest w Walii,
2w swonn ostatnim liscic nie pisal o swojej podrdzy do Londvnu

The rﬁm}rﬂat-ituellt- sentences that comprise IIL corvespond (i.c. are equivalent)
to L1 - L7 above (a possible coufirmation of tacitly postulated identity of deep
structives of I. and ITL). We list them below for the purpose of further rof-
erence:

HI.1 COS (-+8S=II1.2) bardzo zdziwilo KOGOS,
III.2 KTOS, zobaczyt KOGOS,

E r " - - - -
| The d:—:-.parh:ltre from congruence st this point is not congidered inynodintoly relevant
for the present discussion. b

P *1 a . ' = L 5
For an illuminating and detailed discussion on pronaminal subjects, sec Pisar-
kowa 1969, ch. IT, |
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III.3 KTOS, sadzit COS (+-8S=111.4)

I11.4 KTOS, jest w Walii

IT1.5 KTOS; napisal list

ITT.6 KTOR, pisal COS (--8=IIL7)

(11.7 KTO8, planowal podrdz do Londynu?

As syntactic and semantic projection rules of Polish provide the reader with
information equivalent to that provided by rules that had generated L., we get
the following interpretations®

T 1a COS (48-=1I1.2) bardzo zdziwilo Jerzego (ef. Lla)

IIT.2a Jerzy zobaczyl KOGOS, {of. I.2a)

IIT.2b *Jerry zobaczyl Jerzego (If NP,=NP,, of. 1.2h)

[iI.2¢ Jerzy zobaczyl sie (If NP,=NP,, cf. L.2¢)

III.2d Jerzyv zobaczyl Henryka (ef, 1.2d)

1.8 (Jerzy zobaczyl Henryka) bardzo zdziwilo Jerzego, poniewaz Jerzy

sadzil COS (cf. 1.8)
TI1.8a *(Jorzy zobaczyt Henryka) bardzo zdziwilo Jerzego, poniewas
Henryk sadzit COS (cf. I.8a)

II1.9 W ostatnim liscie Henryka Henryk nie pisal (ZBEGOS (cf. III.9)

(1193 *W ostatnim lifcic Henrvka Jerzy nie pisal CZEGOS (cf. IIT.9a)
While ITT.9 is grammatical and [IL9% is not, like m English, no rules (apart
from “common sense’) prevent the interpretation

T1E.9a W ostatnim Jiscie Jerzego Jerzy nio pisal CZEGOS (=f 1. 9b)
Qemardic spocification of KTOS, in IIL4 cannot be sctiled cither. Though
somewhat improbable

I11.10 Jovzy sadzil, #e Jerzy jest w Walii (cef. 1.10)
is stitl grvmuatical, ef eg.

Jovzy byl bardzo zdziwiony, gdy ujrzal sig jeszcze w Londyme,
poniewas mydlal, ze jest juiz w Walia

Coutrary to Tnglish, however, transformational rules of Polish require that
semantic specilication of KTOS, in TTL7 is vealized unambiguously in relation
to the author of the letter. Thug the interpretations

I 11a Henevl nie pisal o podrézy Jerzego do Londynu (ef. T.11a)

TIE11b Jersy nie pisat o podrézy Henryke do Londynu (ef. I.11b)
are ruled out, as non-identity of reference would require the demonstrative
pronoun [+ Male, -p-sing. -LTIT4+Gen| on in surface realization:

U Notes 20 and 3. above.
¥ Pa avold repotition, we only list eomponents of 111., eguivalent and eongrucnt to

the constituent sentences of L.
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Henryk{ . . : e 4
IIT.11e {Jerzy } nie pisal o jego podroiy do Londynu

Sameness of reference requires the possesive pronoun swdj®. Thus the only
possible interpretations of the surface realization of ITI.I1 are:

IIT.11d Henryk nie pisal o podrézy Henrvka do Londynu {¢f. I.llc)

III.11e Jerzy nie pisal o podrozy Jerzego do Londynu (ef. I.11d)

In consequence, grammatical rules of Polish permit the following interpreta-
tions of III:

1Il.a Jerzy, byl bardzo zdziwiony, gdy Jerzy,, zobaczyl Honrvka,, po-
Henrvk
Jerzy
ligcie {Henr}rkfm} {Henryk} nie pisal o podrézy {Henryka,} do

Jderzego |, |Jerzy |, | Jerzego [,
Londynu,

with NP,=NP,=NP,. Consequently. I1I, — even if only theoretically — is
four ways ambiguous. The disambiguating factors operate on the same princi-
ples as those discussed above in relation to I. Though simpler, the process
of disambiguation is still quite complicated and the sentence is felt to be
stylistically ‘muddled’. Tt must be remembered, however, that III. is an
eguivalent of I. which is unacceptable in English, In my search for an ex-
planation of multiple syntactic ambiguity of I. I carried out the following
experiment. I. was given to a group of 20 Polish advanced students of English
{after seven years of learning} who were not previously acquainted with the
original message, intended in I. The students were asked to translate the text
into Polish, attempting both at a congruent rendering of the text and at
exactness of expression. Out of the 20, only 2 produced versions congruent
to II1.** In the remaining 18 cases, syntactic ambiguity of reference of un-
specified proform in III. 4 was resolved by introducing an additional element
in surface structure. The following renderings were attested:
II1.b Byl bardzo zdziwiony, gdv go zobaczyl, poniewaz sadzil ze

niewaz Jerzy, sadzil, zZe { } jest w Walii, a w ostatnim
4

a jest on
b ten jest
1 5
c kuzyn jest
d Henry jest :

o

» w Walii, a w swoim ostatnim lidcie nie pisat

o swojej podrozy do Londynu.

¥ For the sake of simplicity, I ignore the rules of agrecient.

1% For a discugsion, sce Pisarkows 1969, sh. V, also pp. 143f.

1 TLack of tetal identity was caceed by irrelevant stylistie differentiation between
EYIIONRYINS, e.g., mydlat v. sqdzil.
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The demonstrative pronouns occurred in 12 cases (on — 8 times, len — 4 times),
other elements (i.c. repetition of name or its contextual synonyms), respec-
tively, 2 and 4 times cach. Tt may be postulated that the form most fre-
quently attested, i.e. probably most natural for the respondents, appeared
as a restriction on anaphora deletion in case of non-identical NP’s. Thus
II1.10a Jerzy sadzil, ze Henryk jest w Walii
undergoes pronominalization to produce
II1.10b On sadzil, ze on jest w Walii.
The rule of anaphora, deletion deletes the first pronoun to produce
TIL.10¢c Sadzil, ze on jest w Walii,
The second anaphora is retained in surface structure to serve as the disambign-
ating factor.1? As this is its only function, it is permuted to the post-Predicate
position:
TIT.10d Sadzil, ze jest on w Walii.
7. Klemensiewicz gives the following explanation for this transformation in
Polish: “Jezeli mianowicie podmiot jest wyrazony zaimkiem osohowym ja, &y,
my, wy lub wskazujaoym on itd., fo, a nije ma na sobie wyrainego przy'cisluf
tregciowego, zajmuje miejsce po orzeczeniu. Jest to zrozumiale, poniewaz
orientacje co do podmiotu daje pod wzgledem formalnym osobowa i_"orma
czasownika, pod wazgledem faktycznym sytuacja towarzyszaca wypowiedze-
niw.® (K]emensiewi_cz 1969 224), ‘
Thus, the only actual syntactic ambiguity in IIIb is that involved in
establishing which of the two participants had written the letter, without
mentioning his plans to visit London. However, it was immediately resolved
by another group of respondents (20 native speakers of Polish, seleej:ed at
random) who, given IIIb (in the context of the preceding sentence) judged
it to be ‘correct™13. If we consider the fact that I. was classified as unacceptable
(by a group of 5 native speakers and 20 Polish students), we can pf}stulfxte
the hypothesis that the crucial difference may involve the disambiguating
factors, present in IITh and absent from I. These comprise: | _
1, All operations that transform IIT.10a into II110.d and result in retam-
ing the second anaphora (with the shift of order), .
2. Selection of interpretations I11.11d and IIL.1lo {cf. p. 16 above} with
subsequent selection of lexical items m pronominalization.
Their absence in English is due to, respectively:
1. The general requirement of surface realization on anaphoric pronouns,
2. Lexical neutralization in surface realization:

12 Cf. the example ‘“wic, ze on cierpi’ in Pisarkowa (1968: 96), with the eomment that
‘bozsamodé osoby wyklueza zwiekszonie wyrazistodel znaku od postaci zerowej do za-
imhkowej’ {97). o

13 Some respondents suggested minor changes in wording, irrelevant in view of our
chief interest.
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1.11& - 1.11d are all realized as

Henry o s
L1} { qenr;,,} had not written about Ais journey to London,
George - :

with the |+Pron] form copying the nonspecilic features of either
(reorge or Henry {i.c. [+Hunman, +Male, +sing. 4101 ete]}, while
in Polish

a. ITI.11a and TIL11L are realized as

Henryk

IT1.11¢ {J{‘J'Z}-’

} nie pisal o jego podroiy do Londynu,

with the [+DPron] form copying the nonspecific features of Jerzy
(in II1.11a) or Henryk (in 1IT.11b) (i.c. [+Human, +Male, +sing,
111 ete.),

b. I1I.11d and IT1.1le are realized as

Henryk

ITT.114 { =l

} niie pisal o swejej podrozy do Londynu,

with the [ Pron| form copying the nonspecific features of the Nouw.
which it determines {(i.e. humber, gender, case),

Apart from any attempt at formulization (taxonomic or operational) of
these rules, production of 1. by a Polish learner can be hypothetically explained
as due to interlingual transfer: factors of syntactic disambiguation in Polish,
rendered by their English surface structure equivalents, simply do ol work,
which the learner probahbly just does not realize.

Obviously, ample rescarch is needed before such an assumption acquires
any general value, but the discussion presented above seems to justify the
following postulates:

]. syntactic ambiguity, as a possible source of stylistic errors, can be
considered a legitimate part of error analysis. If is classified as an crroy when
it becomes an obstacle in language communieation, and as language com-
munication involves the supra-sentence level, it will often be manifested only
in the supra-sentence context. Therefore, analysis of syntactic ambiguity will
often imply the need for discourse analysis.

2. Tn foreign-language teaching, syntactic ambiguity as an error of style
can be investigated in the context of error analysis in general, ie. explana-
tion can be looked for among phenomena which concern transfer and other
generally recognized factors. But a sfylistic error iz by definition different
from what is usually called ‘linguistic errors’ —— it occurs in sentences which
are unacceptable but not wngremmatical. Therefore, the analysis will concern
performance rather than competence and would use the actual surface struc-

1 Any attempt at formulizing this rule would largely exceod the scope ol the
present diseussion.
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ture as the starting point for investigation. As shown in the above sample,
a theory of language (‘grammar’) will be found the necessary preliminary for
explanation, but the “level of delicacy’, to use M. A, K. Halliday’s term, will
be dictated by practical needs. In other words, theoretical investigation would
reach as “deep’ as actually reguired in a particular case. 1t is perphaps for
this rcason that contrastive analysig, aimed at providing pedagogical implica-
tions for Janguage teaching, finds it dificult to establish universal procedures
{0 evaluate methods imposed by particular language theorics.

3. In view of the necessity to consider the (linguistic) context in which a
syntactically ambiguous sentence operates, the analysis will be rather token-
than type-orientated. Thus, in rclation to I. above, the ambiguity is also due
to the coincidental neutralization of non-specific features: the participants in
the discourse analysed are both {4+ Human, +Male, Ltsing., 1L ete]
When vules of syntactic relationship of reference, or discourse coherence, are
taught, such coincidents must be paid particular attention.

4. Discussions like the one presented above can supply both the linguist
and the teacher with some valuable insights concerning the two languages
that are being compared. For instance, in respoct to I, contrastive analysis
shows that such intuitive feelings as that a higher extent of syntactic ambigu-
ity in English, when comparcd to Polish, is due to the reduced inflectional
system of the former language, can often prove misleading or at least un-
satisfactory. In view of such hypotheses as the one presented above, it is
difficult to apply to forcign-language teaching situations Chomsky’s statcrent
that realization of ambiguity presents o information to the hcearer and
tenches him nothing new about his language® {c¢f. p. 355 above). The learner
will obviously gain from being shown the relevant contrast; moreover, teach-
ing stylistics should cover swch phenomena as disambiguating factors in
English. To relate this to our sample text, it might be uscful to quote the
correction of I., provided by a native speaker:

I.a He was very surprised to see Henry who, he thought, was in Wales

because in his last letter he had not written about coming to London

The disambiguation comprises the following factors?®:

1. Restoring the semantically specified [+Noun — Pron] form {cf. I.2d},

2. Replacing the mominalization (cf. I1.3) with relativization, plus an
appositive inserted sentence,

3. Change of lexical elements, i.e. replacing the Noun journey with the
Action Nominal coming,

4, Deletion of Genitival Determiner (cf. I.7) to imply sameness of reference.

Tt is realized that both formulization and generalization of the above rules
will require a great amount of thorough research; the only purpose of the

35 Tisted informally.
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informal analysis as it was presented in this paper was to signal the problem
and to suggest some possible implications concerning the search for a solu-
tion,
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