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SENTENCE  PATTERNS
Words by themselves, or words strung together in a random way, are of little use.  Words may be combined together into larger utterances according to certain patterns.

The sentence is normally taken as the largest unit useful for linguistic analysis.  We shall consider here, first, how words may be combined to form larger units. Then, we shall see how to analyse sentences into their component parts, or constituents.

Linking words together

Different languages use different devices for showing the relationship of one word to another.  Most languages have one or two of the most common devices:
Word order

It is the device used most frequently in English.

   e.g.   The big elephant frightened the little cat.

The little cat was frightened by the big elephant.

The words themselves in these two sentences are similar.  It is the word order which indicates ‘who frightened whom’, and it is ‘the elephant’ that is ‘big’, not ‘the cat’. 

Another device commonly used in English is the use of function words or the so-called empty words, such as in, of, by, on, which exist only to indicate syntactic relationships, and do not refer to anything identifiable in the external world.

e.g.   
The little cat was frightened by the big elephant.

The Queen of England.

Constituent analysis

Sentences are not simply words put together by means of various devices.  In English sentences such as 
* The big elephant frightened the little cat drove the Queen of Jordan do not exist.

Instead, and like every other language, English has a limited number of recurring sentence patterns.  A technique of syntactic analysis identifies these patterns by a process of successive substitution.  Examine the sentence:

The dogs may bite the lady.

In this sentence, the and dogs may be replaced by one word such as dogs, without changing the basic pattern.  This means that these two words are closely related, and together form a single component.  Second, the words may and bite go together since they could be replaced by a single word such as bite.  Finally, the words the and lady go together, since they could also be replaced by a word such as Mary, her.  Notice as a first step, we have reduced a sentence with six components down to three basic ones.

The dogs   may bite
the lady







Fig.1
Of these three components, the last two could be replaced by a single word such as bit.  We conclude that they can be considered together as a single component.  We have reduced a sentence with six components down to a basic two:
	may bite
the lady




The dogs
Fig.2

The linguistic technique which divides up sentences into their component parts or constituents in this way is known as constituent analysis.  The test of substitution is basic to such an analysis.
Tree diagram

The successive layers of constituents which make up a sentence can be shown most clearly on a tree diagram.  It is called so because its branches are similar to the branches of a tree. 
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Fig.3

The advantage of a tree diagram is that each join or node on a tree can be labeled so that the whole construction becomes clearer:
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Fig. 4
A diagram such as the one above, which indicates the way in which a sentence is divided up into words and phrases is also known as a phrase marker, often shortened to P-marker.  Such a diagram contains important information about the structure of English sentences.  For instance the P-marker above shows the fact that this sentence, like the vast majority of English sentences, consists basically of a noun phrase (a phrase containing a noun) followed by a verb phrase (a phrase containing a verb).

Rewrite rules

An alternative way of expressing the information found on a tree diagram is by means of rewrite rules.

A rewrite rule is replacement rule, in which the symbols to the left of an arrow are replaced by an expanded form written on the right of the arrow:

S    →
NP + VP means ‘replace the symbol S by NP + VP’.


VP →
VB + NP means ‘replace the symbol VP by VB + NP

On a tree diagram these two rules would appear as:
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Fig.5
The dog may bite the lady could be rewritten as follows:
S
 →
NP + VP

VP
 →
VB + NP

NP
 →
DET + N

VB
 →
AUX + V

DET
 →
the

N
 →
dog, lady

AUX
 →
may

V
 →
bite

The great advantage of rewrite rules is that they are perfectly explicit.  

Identifying constituents
Every sentence, as we have seen, can be broken down into constituents. Not all sentences, however, can be analysed as easily as The dog may bite the lady.  How should the sentence

The mouse ran up the chair
be analysed?  Should we bracket (ran up) together assuming that the two words can be replaced by one word like climbed? Or should we bracket (up the chair) together assuming that the phrase can be replaced by one word such as upwards?  This type of problem can be solved by seeing whether the groups of words in question belong together as a constituent elsewhere. One way of checking this is to build sentences in which the original words are ordered differently


Up the chair ran the mouse

          *The mouse ran the chair up

These sentences indicate that the words up the chair form a unit, since when the original sentence is combined differently, the new derived sentence is correct when the words up the chair remain are kept together, but incorrect when they are separated.  Therefore the sentence may be analysed as:

(The mouse) 
 (ran) 
(up the chair)
And draw the P-marker as:
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Word classes
Consider the sentences:


Andy ate chocolate


Andy ate well
Intuitively, one feels that chocolate and well are different types of constituents.  But we can show this by changing the order of the words:


Chocolate was eaten by Andy.

*Well was eaten by Andy.


What Andy ate was chocolate.


*What Andy ate was well.

The difference shows that the words chocolate and well are syntactically different and must be labelled differently.
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Fig. 7
In linguistic terminology, these two words are said to belong to different word classes:  chocolate is a noun, and well is an adverb.  In traditional terminology, chocolate and well belong to different parts of speech.  Every language has different word classes which can be identified on the basis of syntactic behaviour.
Complex sentences

So far we have looked at simple sentences.  However, many sentences have one or sentence-like structures attached to them or inserted in them. Consider the sentence:

Andy ate chocolate and Peter drank milk.
Here two sub-sentences are attached together to form a single one through the conjoining process. This means that more than two sentences can be joined together. However, conjoining is not the only process by which sentences are linked together.  Often, subsidiary sentences are inserted or embedded into one main sentence through the embedding process.  Consider the sentence:

The rumour that the teacher had given bad marks worried students. 

	The rumour                worried students
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	       That the teacher had given








Fig. 8
In theory, a sentence may have more than one sentence embedded in it.  Notice there are two sentences embedded in the following simple sentence:

 
The fact that the rumour that the teacher had given bad marks worried students is not surprising.

Simple sentence: 
	The fact       is not surprising


Embedding 1:



↑
	(that) the rumour       worried students


Embedding 2: 
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	                      ( that) the teacher had given bad marks








Fig. 9
Both embedding and conjoining processes point to an important property of language – that of recursion.

Recursion is the possibility of re-using  the same structure, so that the length of the sentence is not limited.  This means that we cannot make a complete list of all the possible sentences of any language.  Rather, we must work out the sentences underlying system.
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