Topic 4 (session A) - The grammar of simple sentences


Style, meaning and the structure of sentences

Task A: Laying some of our grammatical intuitions bare

We are going to look at three clauses, or simple sentences, taken from Ted Hughes's 'Esther's Tomcat', all of which describe the cat. We have removed any line breaks and line-initial capitals to make it easier for you to concentrate just on the grammar. 

In the first two cases, you should feel that the ordering of the elements in the clause or simple sentence is unusual. Drag the words into what you feel is the correct order , and work out why it is that your ordering feels more usual than the one Hughes uses, and why you think Hughes uses the ordering he does. Then compare your thoughts with what we say. 

Where helpful, we have supplied some of the previous sentence to help you understand better the sentence/clause we want you focus on (which we have emboldened).

1. [Daylong this tomcat . . . sleeps till blue dusk.] Then reappear his eyes . . . 
2. Over the roofs go his eyes and outcry.

3. The tomcat still grallochs the odd dog on the quiet, will take the head clean off your simple pullet. Is unkillable.

Task B - A summary of what we have learned so far in this section

Task A shows that we have common intuitions about the normal grammatical structure of sentences. The fact that we share intuitions about the grammar of sentences is because we have internalised the rules of English grammar. Native speakers do this when they are very young, and operate so fast with language that they are not usually consciously aware of what they know about language. We are in the business of making this implicit knowledge explicit, so that we can describe more accurately how texts have the meanings and effects that they do. 

This is effectively what we have done in task A, when we have compared the structures Hughes produces with rough equivalents that we think of as more normal. So far we have only looked at a tiny part of what is involved in the grammar of simple sentences, and we clearly need to know more if we are to describe meaning and effect accurately. The rest of this topic is devoted to filling in a bit more explicit knowledge about the grammar of simple sentences and clauses. 

Task C: Grammatical structure and grammatical function

The two sentences below use exactly the same words, but clearly mean different things. If you click on the sentences below you can see what we mean ONLINE ANIMATION
John kiss Mary

Mary kiss John

What is it about these two sentences which gives rise to the different meanings? After you have made up your mind, compare your answer with ours.

Task D: Learning about the functions of words and phrases in sentences: Introducing Dr SPOCA!

Simple sentences and clauses in English are made up of five functional elements, Subjects (S), Predicators (P), Objects (O), Complements (C) and Adverbials (A). Although these five elements do not turn up in every sentence (we will begin to see why below), they have a strong tendency to occur in the above order. To help you remember the ordering, we would like to introduce you to a character based loosely (well, very loosely) on a famous character in the first Star Trek series: ONLINE IMAGE
The SPOCA elements are functional constituents of sentences. In the simple cases, they each consist of a phrase, but those phrases 'do different jobs' (i.e. have different functions) in sentences and clauses. Below we give you a summary of the five SPOCA elements, the kinds of phrases which they consist of and the functions that they have in simple sentences and clauses. Click on each item in turn to build up the picture (we introduce them in a slightly different order from SPOCA for ease of understanding):

SPOCA Element 


Predicators
consist of 

verb phrases (e.g. 'ate', 'had been eating', 'is', 'was being') which can be used to express tense and aspect) 

function as 

the centre of English sentences and clauses, around which everything else revolves they express actions (e.g. 'hit'), processes (e.g. 'changed', 'decided') and linking relations (e.g. 'is', 'seemed') they are the most obligatory of English sentence constituents Note that we use the term 'predicator' to be able to distinguish the form-property (VP: verb/verb phrase) from its function in the sentence so that this difference can parallel those for the other SPOCA elements (see below) 
Examples Mary loves John (transitive predicator), John had been running (intransitive predicator), John seems quiet (linking predicator) 

Subjects
consist of
noun phrases (NPs) (e.g. 'a student', 'John') 

function as
the topic of the sentence, and the 'doer' of any action expressed by a dynamic predicator and normally come before that predicator subjects are the next most obligatory element after predicators 
Examples Mary loves John, The exhausted student had been running, John seems quiet 

Objects
consist of
noun phrases (NPs) 

function as
the 'receiver' of any action expressed by a dynamic predicator, where relevant and normally come immediately after that predicator
objects are obligatory with transitive predicators (but do not occur with intransitive or linking predicators) 
Examples Mary loves John, The exhausted student had eaten all his food, Mary has the biggest ice cream 

Complements
consist of
noun phrases (e.g. 'a student') or adjective phrases (e.g. 'very happy') and normally come immediately after a linking predicator (when they are subject complements) or an object (if they are object complements) Complements are obligatory with linking predicators

function as
the specification of some attribute or role of the subject (usually) or the object (sometimes) of the sentence
Examples John is a student, The exhausted student is ill, Mary made her mother very angry

Adverbials
consist of
adverb phrases (AdvPs: e.g. 'soon', 'then' 'very quickly', prepositional phrases (PPs: e.g. 'up the road', 'in a minute' or noun phrases (e.g. 'last Tuesday', 'the day before last') 

function as
the specification of a condition related to the predicator (e.g. when, where or how the predicator process occurred)
adverbs are the most optional of the SPOCA elements and can normally occur in more positions than the other SPOCA elements, though the most normal position for most adverbials is at the ends of clauses
Examples Then John walked up the road, The exhausted student became ill last Thursday, Next Mary stupidly made her mother very angry on her wedding anniversary 


Note: You can find more detail about the SPOCA elements if you want in the SPOCA checksheet.

Task E: Analysing some simple sentences using SPOCA analysis

ONLINE TASK

Task F: Deviant SPOCA orderings and foregrounding

Now let us return to the extracts from 'Esther's Tomcat' by Ted Hughes, which we looked at in Task A. 

Do a SPOCA analysis of each of the emboldened sentences below to reveal their grammatical oddity, and compare your answer with ours by clicking on the relevant sentence. ONLINE TASK
1. [Daylong this tomcat . . . sleeps till blue dusk.] Then reappear his eyes.

2. Over the roofs go his eyes and outcry. 

3. The tomcat still grallochs the odd dog on the quiet, will take the head clean off your simple pullet. Is unkillable. 

Reading

To learn in more detail about SPOCA analysis, read the SPOCA checksheet which is part of this session and then read chapter 5 ('Clauses': pp. 75-92) of 
Leech, Geoffrey, Margaret Deuchar and Robert Hoogenraad (1982) English Grammar for Today, London: Macmillan

SPOCA analysis and what it can show

In this section we will practice a bit of SPOCA grammatical analysis and use that analysis to begin to show how it contributes to the production of meaning in texts. 

Of course, what we have said about grammatical analysis so far has related to very simple sentences indeed, and even the simplest of texts will have more complex sentences than the ones we have looked at so far. To say anything interesting usually needs a bit more complexity than the grammarian's simple sentence examples. So we will introduce a couple of new things first, to help you with the texts in this section.

Osculatory Mary

Picture the scene described by the following sentence:

Mary kissed the boy on the nose.

Yes, osculatory Mary is at it again! Let's now see whether you pictured the kind of scene we were predicting for you. ONLINE PICTURE
Given our shared general assumptions about the world, you probably arrived at an image rather like ours. This image relates to the following grammatical parsing (analysis) of the sentence:

S
P
O
A

Mary |
kissed |
the boy |
on the nose.

But the sentence is actually grammatically ambiguous, leading to two different understandings (or 'readings') of it. Let's make the alternative meaning obvious by adding a bit more context.

Mary kissed the boy on the nose. But the nose sneezed and the boy fell off.

'Groan!', we hear you say! But there is a point. This contextualisation would lead to a different picture for the first sentence, as well as subsequent pictures for the second sentence. 

ONLINE ANIMATION

It would also lead to a different parsing of the sentence:

S
P
O

Mary |
kissed |
the boy on the nose.

The prepositional phrase 'on the nose' is no longer an immediate constituent of the sentence but a subpart of the noun phrase acting as the object of 'kissed'. It is a complex post-modifier of the head noun 'boy', helping to specify which boy it was that Mary kissed. 

Although the example is a bit 'groany', you should be able to see that we can use grammatical analysis to explain some ambiguities in sentences. If we wanted to avoid the ambiguity we would have to change the structure, for example to:

S
P
O

Mary |
kissed |
the boy who was standing on the nose.

Now only the silly reading is possible. But to achieve the disambiguation we have had to use a more complex structure. The above sentence now has a clause embedded/nested inside the noun phrase, post-modifying 'boy' (we use 'clause' to refer to the parts of complex sentences which themselves have the kind of internal structure we have seen in very simple sentences). The clause 'who was standing on the nose' has the structure SPA. Clauses post-modifying the head nouns of noun phrases are usually called relative clauses (because they 'relate' to the head noun). Some traditional grammars called them adjectival clauses (because they modify the head noun in noun phrases, as adjectives prototypically do).

In the above example, the nested clause is part of a phrase, and it is the whole phrase which is a constituent (the object) of the sentence. But it is also possible for clauses to function on their own as constituents of simple sentences or clauses. Consider the following two sentences, which clearly have the same overall structure:

S
P
O

John |
wants | 
Mary's love

John |
wants |
to be loved by Mary

The object in the first sentence is a noun phrase, but the object in the second sentence is a clause, having the internal structure PA.

Task B - A Nursery Rhyme

Now let's use what we have learned so far on a nursery rhyme we rather like. 

(i) First analyse the first sentence grammatically and try to explain any unusual effects. To view our comments click on the sentence. (ii) Secondly, do a sentence/clause analysis of the last two sentences of the nursery rhyme and again compare your analysis with ours

Yesterday upon the stair

I met a man who wasn't there

He wasn't there again today.

I wish that man would go away.

Task C - "The Clod and the Pebble"

For Task C we're going to look at a poem by William Blake called 'The Clod and the Pebble'. The poem comes from a collection called 'Songs of Experience', which contrasted with another set of poems called 'Songs of Innocence'. The Songs of Innocence present a naïve attitude to life and a beneficent God. The Songs of Experience present a harsher view. Some pairs of poems in the two volumes are meant to contrast (e.g. the well-known poems 'The Lamb' ('Little lamb, who made thee . . .) and 'The Tyger' ('Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright . . .). 

Note: 'meet' = 'appropriate'

'Love seeketh not itself to please

Nor for itself hath any care,

But for another gives its ease,

And builds a Heaven in Hell's despair.'

So sung a little clod of clay

Trodden with the cattle's feet,

But a pebble of the brook

Warbled out these metres meet.

'Love seeketh only self to please,

To bind another to its delight,

Joys in another's loss of ease,

And builds a Hell in Heaven's despite.

Analyse the sentences and clauses of this poem, stanza by stanza. Pay special attention to effects of parallelism and deviation which the grammar creates, and describe how they lead you to your interpretation of the poem. 

Subject manipulation in texts

One of the ways we can pinpoint what is going on in texts is to notice what kinds of things are being referred to by the subjects, objects, and other clause elements. So, for example, other things being equal, if one character in a story usually turns up as subject to dynamic (and especially transitive) predicators, we will think of that person as active and dynamic. But if, other things being equal, a character typically turns up in object position, that person will most likely be seen as 'a bit of a wimp' - someone who is not dynamic, who is 'acted upon' and who is not in control of their own affairs. 

Of course we have to be a bit careful not to jump to too quick conclusions, and to take the context of the descriptions properly into account. So, for example, if character A tells character B to undress her, character A is still in control even if character B is described in minute detail over several sentences, removing her clothes one at a time!

Task: Different choices of subjects in descriptions of childbirth

Nonetheless, we can often learn a lot from looking at what people or things occur in texts as the various SPOCA elements. Below, we provide three short extracts from different descriptions of childbirth. 

Look carefully at what functions as subject of the clauses in these texts, and describe the different effects which you think are achieved by the patterns you notice. Then click on each extract to compare your conclusions with ours.

Tip: For the first extract you will need to be aware of the difference between active and passive sentences and also whether, in passive sentences, the agent has been deleted or not. More about actives and passives.

"Adequate expulsive force is called into action . . . At length the force conquers all resistance, and with a throe of agony the head is expelled . . ". 

(birth in a 19th century obstetrics textbook)

"Hour after hour the walls of the womb close in upon her in powerful regular contractions . . . Now at last we can see who it is that has been struggling to be born." 

(birth in Penelope Leach, Baby and Child)

"You may feel an amazing urge to bear down . . . Your uterus contracts . . ." 

(birth in Our Bodies, Ourselves)

Checksheet: The structure of simple sentences

Print checksheet separately.

