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While it is well-known that syntax has a life of its own, determining meanings
through alternative orders (e.g. ¢est..., est-ce..., you do..., do you...), or the
exhibition of elements sometimes known as ‘cmpty morphemes’,? the primary
role of syntax is that of intermediary between substance and propesitional
kinds of meaning.

In the syntactic component of the grammart of a language the linguist will
find evidence both of;
conciseness, distance from an easily interpretable semantie representation,
and
expliciiness, a surface representation, and adeqguate account of the meaning
of a sentence.
Aunongst the items in the following list:
1a. of sne fout 2a. muge holodno “to me cold” (neater)) (Russian:
b. e dois b, Pm cold
c. j'ai froid

i many ways this paper is a development of the one 1 preseuted at the thied
eongress of the Association Internationale de Linguaistigus Appliguée Copenhagen 1972,
This was published as “Simple sentences in three languages’ (ef. Nickel, G, 1972: 12 - 20),

In the present paper. however, T aimn more concerned with the comparability within
aird between Tanguages, and Jess with the particular items in the two languages which
lend themselves to such eomparison.,

Both in preparing the Copenhagen paper and this 1 had the benofit of the views
of friends and colleagues, among whom T would montion Professor Martin Harrig, Drs.
Androw Radford and Bernard Comrie. The views in both papers, of course, remasin my
rosponsihility alone,

? The notion, rather than the label as such, is diseussed within the terms of a genor-
ative grammar by Katz and Postal (1964 ; 6 - 8),
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those at a. in each cuse seem somehow “eloser” to the form thai @ semantic
repregentation might be expeeted to take. Moreover, the contrast belween coii-
cise and explicit is found across langunges and within each la g,

The list may be extended:

a. rileng bl idng®

b. tiebje holodno, nic pravde-1i?
c. youre cold, aren’t you?

d. fw as froid, w'est-co pas?

Lo show that there is one form of “ves/no” interrogative in Chinese (3a) that {4
more cxplicit, being the juxtaposition of positive and negative sentence forms,
than one form of (conducive) "yes/ne™ interrogative formally alike in Bussiaxn,
Englisk and French, These three languages achieve greater conciscness in this
sentence type by the deletion of identieal sentence constituents.

1t wounld not be diflicult to continue the list to show that (a} cxplicitness can
he characterized very economieally for very muuy - if not all — languages, (b)
there are surprisingly few types of modification but eno ugh to account for the
development of coneiseness. In what has been discussed so far it is possible to
discern a maodification which might be termed “dative raising’, accounting for
the conciseness of 1b, 2b, 2¢. To account for 3b, 3¢, 3d it is simply necessary to
propose two modifications: “interrogation” (or “reordering”) and ‘e ui-deletion” 4
It is important to note that the most reasonable aceount of the Prench struc-
ture presupposes an explicit

4. tu as froid, ce west pas que lu aves (or ws) froid.

(onciseness in these oxamples must result (i) from the human suppodition that
human agency can be the controiling factor in most things, and the personal
i preferred to the impersonal; in syntactic terms an oblique case pronoun is
converted into the subject of the sentence: “dative-raising”, {ii) frem the ease
of recovering highly redundant items which are lost, together with the increas-
g load ou the memory and time for communication. It would be surprising
if theie were not a strong tendency to concenlrate information, making use
of such signals of implicit meaning as order and omission of itemns.

¥ 1 am gratefil to Bob Sloss of Cambridge Uuiversity for information and conficm-
ation on the Chivesy exmunple.

' Tt will be clear thab the study s primarily a syntactic one, wid reforenco ix made
to semanties only ws fur as it provides o basis for labelling sueli fuuetions as “condueive
vos/no interrogative’, ‘The formal analysis of language may propose a syntactically de-
termined lexicon or, more usually, & lexically specified syntax. The rale of lexis 14 guite
different in (for one case) providing the vecbal frame poermittting or blocking “dative-
raiging’ (devotr as apainst fallodr) or (for the othor case) triggoring ‘equi--deletion”. Some
degree of independence must be sllowed for the lexieal content of sentences if tho ayn-
tactic interplay is to be fully explored.
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Tt may well be agked why languages exhibit both explicit and concise son-
tence constituents if conciseness has the advantage of economy t.ngethm- :w1.1:h
full meaning. But, of course, they do not have a "fu!l meaning’ if there is no
explicit alternative potentially available. In those f}lrcums'tamceg where diffi-
culties of communication arise, either through the differential I&.I}g}mge knm_v-
ledge of two speakers or in a noisy environment, the: gre_&ter ¢ :iphmtness avail-
able is a justification for the speaker’s usual Hlﬂdiflﬂﬂ.-t:]{flﬂﬂ. The baflza.nmi: be-
tween simplication for utterance and the assurance of interpretability s an
important characteristic of language. | + L

And a major simplification available to ull speakers is the delﬁtm? of item s
which might otherwise be represented as a “speech act’ formula. The act ot
utterance presupposes, to the extent the utterance is more or less well-formed,
an intention on the part of the speaker, and existence of the utterance presup-
poses the act of utterance. Although it is possible for the speaker to mark the
speech act lexically as in

5. I assert/claim (ete) that he cheats at cards
a proposition of the kind is implied by the utterance alone

6. he cheals al cards.
Moreover the implication is vsually that the speaker is asserting or talaiming
the truth of what is uttered. ‘To block this implication the speaker may mark
the speech act lexically

7. I think thet he cheats at cards,
may a8k a question

8. does he cheut at cards?
or may explicitly deny the presupposition,
0. he doesn't cheat at cards.

‘Ihe speaker's responsibility for the truth of what he i:?. :‘Sﬂ.}'i ng, and the devices
available for signalling the rejection of this respunaihl.hty, arc of th:e greatost
importance to any explanation of language use. A 11}11ﬁed e:xplanatmn of the
subjunctive in modern French (cf. Bennett 1976) is possible only through
an account of the role of speaker assertion. |

The ‘conduciveness’ of an interrogative such as 3¢ or 3d results from 1‘t-3
explicitness in ordering the positive before the nega.]}ive. The syntax 1n
each case iz just sufficiently explicit to signal to the lls.t'-?ner .t-hat- the an-
ticipated response is a positive one. On the other hand, i the interrogatives
were otherwise ordered,

100, you aren’t cold, are you!
b. tu n'as pas froid, our?
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a negative vesponse would be presupposed. If one were to claim that, in
propositional terms, the utterance of a “yes/no interrogative’ is a presentation
of both positive and negative assertions with & request for selection of one,
the syntax of conducive questions preserves cnough explicit information
to guide the hearer’s choice.

Againgt the explicitness of 3a and the comparative explicitness of the
conducive interrogatives of French and English, the neutral ‘yesfno inter-
rogatives’ of the two languages are an extrome of conciseness, Alongside 8,
French has, as one of the syntactic forms of this interrogative

1. est-ce gu'el Iriche aux cartes?

This sentence shares both with English (as in 8) and the alternative ayntactic
form in French

12, triche-t-il aux caries?
the result of a modification which reorders verb and subject. The Fronch
structures differ in the category of the item which is fronted by the reor dering,
It might reasonably be argued that the item fronted in 11, the more frequent
of the two “syntactic yes/no interrogatives’, is an ‘empty morpheme’ of the
type to which the do of English sentences like 8 is sometimes assigned. Of
mportance is the unusual main clause order of having a verbal item first,
an¢ significant the availability for hoth languages of a dummy or auxiliary
verb to take this initial position. ;

There is no clear and immediate relationship hetween meaning and thesc
patticalar modifications. Some explanation might be possible in terms of
the speaker’s implicit response to focus on the verb, but this precludes a
justification for the introduction of a dummy item at just that f.;m'nt where
most information needs to be available. But the reordering involves itemns
which appear elsewhere in the langnages.

13a. he does cheat at cards

b. ¢’est qu’id tricke aux carles

are formally unrelated but are both (a) emphatic or assertive, in at least one
meaning, {b} a possible formal source for ‘yes/no interrogatives’ in the two
languages, although it is the underlying structures which would necessarily
function as the sources: |
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There is no way at all for even native speakers to be able 1o say how it
came about that they were using such sources and related structures, and
asking them is not particularly helpful in the investigation of languaye.
Tf one looks at the use made of language by any child in the world, and there-
fore irrespective of the specific language it would seem, onc iy aware of
two distinct stages preceding what mightl be called the ‘complication® of
sophisticated language, as the child matures. The first stage is that of naming,
denoting or ‘labelling’, while the next is that of coupling or "concatenation’.
These activitics do not disppear as the individual grows but, as I have argued
(Bennett 1874), persist as ways of eategorising and sorting data throughout
life, even though language facilitates a far different processing of data through
‘complication’ {this term, like the other two, is defined in Bennett 1074).
Given the persistence of simplifying strategies it would not be surprising
that native speakers of French regard Jesk] as on interrogative prefix, and
this is the analveis for which Roulet argued (1969 :150). The particular
strategies by which speaker/hearers rationalize their understanding of language
may fall short of an explanation of the nnderlying relationships which support
continued understanding by those speakers.

A gimilar problem arises in eliciting the views of adult native speakers
of French about sentences such as 13h. The condilions attending the use
of French during the last century make it unlikely that any speaker/hearer
with the least amount of education will have a sense of apoken French as
a language. A comparison of English and French is a comparison of writlen
languages, and the content of such languages is prejudiced by the medium.
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[t is obvious that Imperatives, voeatives, interrogatives and asserbives are
inappropriate o & use of language which is one-way. The ‘rhetorical question’
derives its effect from the very inappropriateness of having no immediate
angwer. In written use the “pronoun’ ce of ¢’est cannot be ostensive and must
be textually referential, Consequently the sense of Lib in written language,
and therefore most readily accessible to the consciousness of the native speaker
is that of an emphatic veferential, with a ready translation as “it’s because
he cheats at cards”.

[t is possible to discern another meaning for this structure, in, for example:
“Nils se trompaident, qu’il y aurait une loi de leur échec et que, sous certaines
conditiones définissables, ils auraient pu réussir’ (IMoucault 1967 : 58). G. and
R, Le Bidois (1935 : 122} acknowledged this other sense: “Le langage popu-
laire, ou méme simplement familier, emploie volontiers ¢'est gue d'une fagon
absolue ... La languc littéraire g’exprime parfois ainst: “Clest que je me défie
de lui, car il est raisonnews” Marivaux, Jeu de 'Amour TI, 7. “Clest qu'il
est cneore lourd, pour un vieillard i maigre” A, Dumas, Monte-Cristo I,
20. Dans ces phrases, c'est que joue un double role: il souligne ec qui suit,
en méme temps qu'il suggére & Pesprit Uidoe d'un rapport logique’. A similar
problem of meaning does not attend the structure in Knglish represented by
senience 13a.

Written breneh has avaiable an emphuatic (or assertive) negative, as
in

4. Non qu'il triche aux carles,

but one would search in vain for a positive partner to it. The ordinary neg-
ative,

L5. & ne triche pas awe carfes,

15 clearly a partner to she declarative
16. ¢l triche aar cartes.

The spoken language equivaient to 14 is the negative of 13h
1. ce n'est pas gu'id lriche awx cartes,

Mo syntactic cvidence supports the aygument that a contextually non-ref-
erential meaning of 13b existr, and we are justified in claiming that it is emphatic
or better, because the emphasis is of the whole sentence, an assertive.

If the French sentence represented by 13b may be assertive a striking
parallelism exists belween French and KEnglish. In both languages the sole
syntactie operation of reordering relates the assertive and the “yes/no inter-
rogative’. Moreover, a certain asymmetry between the sets containing these
structures together with the negative and imperative in the two languages
eastly diverts attention from the formal relationship between the assertive

~1
P
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and the negative in cach langunge. The items throueh which the relation-
shilps may be identified are quite different in the two languages, in Bnglish
the verhb do inflecting appropriatel for number, person and tense, in French
the sentence constituent c’est absolved from inflection by usage and decrce.

Lt is worth noting here that an alternative “ves/no intervogative™ in "rench

18 Jean, Briche-t-i auay carfes!?
is related by simple reordering to a senteace
19, Jean, o (riche awr coartes

whteh if not strietly assertive is certainly cinphatic, and not just emphasiz of
the {irst noun. Gliven the necessary syntactic reflexion of abstract relationships
at the semantic level it is possible to explain why reordering of the declarative
in modern French will not result in a grammatical sentence (¥tricke Jean aus
cerfest). In gpoRken French, of conrse, ‘dislocated’ sentences such as 19 are
common but most analyses of European languages start from the written
-aricties. Again this is a case where the written language would offer the
analbyat no positive emphatic in explanation of other structures.

Figure 2 depicts the structural sets in the two languages. In French thece
are two negatives where in linglish there is only one. While negation may
operate at each stage in F'rench, it cannot operate on the declarative in modern
English (*he cheats not at cards®). Klima (1964 : 235) showed concern that
regarding do as an auxiliary centailed that "“He does not leave” would be
“He does leave” plus an optionat nof. The sentence without a helping verh
“He leaves”™ would then have no parallel with not’. Whatever difference it
might make to the argument about the eategorisation of do in the long run,
there should be no concern about an absence of a parallel negative for the
declarative of modern English. The negative and declarative are related
through theiv relationship to the assertive. The ‘yes/no interrogative’ of
modern English is related to the other two through the assertive. There iy,
of course, a further optional negation which may operate on the ‘“yes/no
interrogative’. In Hrench negation operates more freely than is the case in
maodtern English. While it may be only focus which distinguishes the negative
serittence 17 from

* Bueh a odeeree wag thal of 26th Februavy 1901 (VI 9) “Commne il régne une
crauske diversité d'uaage relativoment a lemplot régulier de e’est ou do ce sont, ot quoe les
mweilleurs autenrs ont eniployd ¢'est pour announcer un subhstantif au plariel, on totdrera
dang tous les cas Pemplaoi de e’est au lien de ce sont™.

® Thia negative, of eourse, 15 not meanineless or even ungraminatical for the Bielish
spesiker — simnply archaie. Tt represents an earclier stage of the language, the parallsl
with Freneh thus having been even more extensive than it is at present. The dilferenes:
between the Ianguages has reauited in this case fromn the simplification of the set o
tenglish by the omussion of the sceecond negative, the ‘negative declarative’.
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20. c’est qu’il ne triche pas aux carles,
there 13 a sharp meaning differential between cither of these sentences and
L&, Although modern Tnghsh i1s guite able to give represeniation to such
a difference of meaning, for example, by contrasting ¢ and sentences like
“I don’t say that he cheats.,.”, “it isn’t the cage that he cheats...”, there is
no normal syntactic device for contrasting assertion and declaration in the
negative, Nor does English have anything to compare with the set, of which
sentences 18 and 19 would be members, which closely resembles the “c'est
que...” set in its semantic-structural mterrelations. French is not alone in
having colloquial senterntce forms in which the topic is presented first, followed

L

| est-ce (+Neg) [NPLV..] |
“est-ce que Jean triche?”

{“n’est-ce pas que Jean triche?”)

NP'-V (-+Neg)-Pron

“Jean, triche-t-11?”
(““Jean, ne triche-t-il pas?’)

Yes/no Interrogative
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ZEPCRE _ by a comment in the form of a proposition. Given the need for speakers to
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w8 < ; capture the attention of others, and to ensurc that the topie iy grasped, the
¢' i , [ ]
= Al order and form of 19 is not surprising.
s i § 21. John, he chents at cards .
Bs ¥ = " plays no part in the structural organisation of English, as the comparable
M ¥ " i : ; j :
s B > bl - {assertive) sentence does in French. And IFrench has the same kinds of modi-
n =H P = fication in both sets in the representation of equivalent meanings.
% &S s While the system of negations results in many more possibilities for French
] Py 1 . . : '
= |k = there is ne differenece in the parameters along which the two languages operate
— _I_ E - j 5 . . . g » . -
e " - in representing a small but important set of functions: assertion, declaration,
- = e bt - y 2 F ‘ ; = - 3 ;
= lH‘ £ 3 _.g negation and interrogation are related by deletion, insertion and reordering,
= [ J . . . . =
=) a & "__' = b 2 4 It could be added that the imperative in the two languages is derived also by
Ay :'ﬁ_l | = S . it 24 G o :
i i, @ | 1B o deletion. The striking degree of similarity between the two languages in
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Yo ke fi il-i] 5 'ﬁ 2 5= syntactic development over this small area is in marked contrast to the ap-
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& sc 4 7| 24 E g parent dissimilarity of the items involved in the principal modifications.
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:|—| = = : . . = :
= €z £ areas of language use are necessarily more stable than others, and the use
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P e T = of language to assert, to declave, to request information or response behaviour
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e = S ‘:; 2 5 =2 & functions it seems probable that simplicity and stability of structural informa-
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easily produce and understand the information conveyed through syntactic
modifieation when they assert something or request a choice of assertions.
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