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Two distinct interpretations of the noun phrase objects in the prepositional
phrase complements of certain verbs are possible in English. The locative noun
phrase in the locative prepositional phrase complement of a transitive verb of
motion is normally interpreted as having a concrete referent, as in (1):

(1) The bully pushed his victim's face into the mud.

If however the identical verb is used to report an illocutionary or
perlocutionary act, the interpretation (effect) is different, as in:

(2) The hostess pushed her guest into another trifle.

This distinction can be observed also in the noun phrases of the
prepositional phrase complements of many other verbs that can be used to
report either causative or illocutionary / perlocutionary acts, as (3) and (4)
show:

(3) The air traffic controller talked the pilot (in)to a safe landing.

(4) l[*f;:r:fd his son out of a new caf

The distinction can be explained by positing a special kind of existential
predicate, of which the complement noun phrases in sentences like (2) and @)
are the objects; it is the abstract proposition formed by the noun phrase and this
predicate that is the illocutionary goal or object in such sentences, rather than
the noun phrases themselves. The Addressee (illocutionary target) of the
governing verb controls (ie is the 'subject' or'agent' of) the special predicate;
the pragmatics of language use are assumed to determine the precise
interpretation of this control in specific situations.

Most, if not all, of what I have to say, is already embodied in the
foregoing; the rest of the discussion will therefore be devoted to developing the
details implicity if not already explicitly stated. In sentence ( 1 )

(1) The bully pushed his victim's face into the mud.



we have the following elements, taking them in linear order, going from left to
right: first, the grammatical subject of the main verb. It also happens to be the
logical subject, so-called, as well as the active agent, the source of the active
motive force required to perform or carry out the action named by the main
verb. The second element is the main verb, push. This is a transitive verb of
motion , that is, its elementary semantic analysis or composition is CAIJSE-GO.
Next comes the target of the action named by the main verb, the noun phrase,
the victim's face. This NP is not only the target of the action of causing; it is
also the subject of the act of going, a semantic fact that I will leave
undeveloped syntactically in this discussion. Finally, w€ have the transitive or
directional locative goal or destination of the target of being caused to go, the
noun-phrase, the mud,which is the object of the complement prepositional
phrase. The fact thatthe target of the act of causing to go actually ends up in
the location that constitutes the goal is represented, not entirely redundantly, by
the preposition into. Substitution of other prepositions would give different
spatial configurations of the act, the target, and the goal. Consider the effect,
for example, of replacing into with towards, up against, away froffi, out of etc.
(See P-Marker 1.)

All this information is brought together in P-Marker 1. In order to show
that push represents, not just the elementary semantics of the class of transitive
verbs of motion, that is CAUSE-GO, but is also the expression of the manner,
mode, means, or instrument of motion, we represent it separately as the main
verb of a Manner or Instrumental sentence or proposition whose subject must of
course be identical to the higher grammatical subject of the main PRO-Verb
complex, CAUSE-GO.

A simple rule of raising will lift the verb of this Manner or Instrumental
sentence or proposition into the immediately dominating higher PRO-Verb
node, replacing it, or, perhaps better, being conflated with it. (This process is
very productive in English, although the superficial trivality of the present
example might not suggest very much about its importance.)

Now we apply the same simple-minded approach to sentenc e (2):

(2) The hostess pushed the guest into another trifle. (See P-Marker 2)

Going through the sentence in the same w&y, from left to right as before, we
note some major differences between (1) and (2). First, the grammatical
subject, the noun-phrase, the hostess, is the speaker, or rather, the reported
illocutionary source in a report of a successful perlocutionary act reported by
the sentence, and she effects her perlocutionary goal by something that she
says, or, more generally or more exactly, something that she communicates, to
the Addressee. The main verb push represents here, not only some
metaphorical act of pushing, as in (1), but also an underlying locutionary act
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with illocutionary force or intent, and perlocutionary effect. Since the
elementary semantic prime or higher PRO-Verb SAY does not in or of itself
contain or convey any speech act force except that of locution, it is necessary to
represent these semantic primes separately as a separate SAF ('Speech-Act
Force') constituent in P-Marker 2. The Addressee or target is the noun-phrase
the guesf; this is perhaps the most uncontroversialpart of the whole schema.
The semantics of the Addressee are always that of direct reference, something
that is not true for at least one of the other noun-phrases in these constructions,
as we shaltr see directly.

The successful attainment of the illocutionary / perlocutionary goal is
againrepresented by the preposition into; the goal is the noun-phrase, another
trtfle. Paraphrasing this sentence, we might use the following natural-language
paraphrase or version of P-Marker 2:

(2') The hostess successfully persuaded the guest to accept,, have, or
agree to, another helping of trifle, by saying or communicating something
(unspecified) to him; and the manner in which this was done was rather
like the physical act of pushing him (in some unspecified direction).

The difference between sentences (1) and (2) is most striking in the
interpretation that we must place on the noun-phrase that represents the goal,
another trifle, if we are to understand sentence (2) in its intended sense.
Instead of being a concrete location, it is more abstract. It looks, in fact, as if it
is part of another abstractproposition, of which the Addressee is the subject or
agent, and the trifle is the direct object. The predicate of this abstract
proposition is the action - of whatever kind - performed by the Addressee of
the illocutionary lperlocutionary actthat leads to the 'existence' of the
illocutionary / perlocutionary goal. The guest does not end up in the trifle, but
is rather being asked to assent to the proposition that there should be another
trifle. He is the giver of life or death, so to speak, to its future existence. In this
sense, the Addressee of the illocutionary / perlocutionary act reported in this
sentence is the controller, or subject, of some abstract action of calling into
existence, whose object is the illocutionary I perlocutionary goal, the trifle. Of
course, there is no indication in the semantics of this sentence as to exactly
what sort of control it is that the Addressee exercises over the goal. The
hostess might just as well have been asking a house-guest to prepare another of
those delicious trifles that he made for her on his last visit. This is the
pragmatic aspect of the control that no semantics can hope to represent.

Note that P-Marker 2 also incorporates the subject (agent) and predicate
(the lexical verb push) of P-Marker 1 as its Manner proposition. The same rule
of raising then amalgamates its main verb push with the higher PRO-Verb
SAY, which governs a locutionary complement to which illocutionary I



perlocutionary Speech-Act Force has been assigned. This complement is in
facta complex proposition, containing, if you will, a 'transitive' form of BE,,

which is the main verb of this proposition, whose subject is the Addressee, and
whose object is the illocutionary / perlocutionary goal; this is shown in P-
Marker 2'. Quite simple syntactic operations will respell this underlying P-
Marker, when the relevant bits are filled with suitable lexical items, as our
sentence (2). (See P-Marker 2')

A treatment similar, if not identical, to that offered for sentences ( 1) and
(2) immediately suggests itself for sentences (3) and (4), mutatis mutandis.
They represent, in fact, the mirror image of the situation I have outlined for
sentences (1) and (2). Sentence (1) used a transitive verb of motion to report a
causative act; sentenc e (2) used the same transitive verb of motion to report an
illocutionary / perlocutionary act. In sentence (3), we have a locutionary verb,
which is used to report a causative act, and sentence (4) represents the normal
use of this locutionary verb, talk, to report a successful illocutionary I
perlocutionary act. Since sentence (4) is the noffn, or at least has a simpler
semantic structure, I will continue the analysis from there. (See P-Market 4)

Going through the sentence linearly, and keeping in mind the
interpretation we gave of sentenc e (2), we start with the grammatical subject,
who is the Speaker and source of illocutionary force in a report of a successful
illocutionary / perlocutionary act. The verb used to report this act, talk, is
simply a way of saying something; it has no inherent illocutionary or
perlocutionary force of its own, which must be selected separately from the
choices available in the Speech-Act Force node of P-M arker 4. Successful
perlocution is shown, not entirely redundantly, by the preposition, into, or, as

the case may be, by its negative opposite, out of, which introduces the noun-
phrase that is the name of the illocutionary / perlocutionary goal. The
Addressee, that is, the illocutionary target, plays a dual role, as I showed in the
case of sentence (2): Not only is he the intended recipient, ie illocutionary
target, of the message issued by the Speaker; he is also the controller of the
existence of the illocutionary I perlocutionary goal. The car) or haircut, are not
concrete locations, into which the Addressee enters, or places where he ends
up, but rather objects whose existence he agrees to and for whose existence (or
non-existence) h. becomes responsible. Again I represent this by a special
predicate, CAIJSE-BE,that is, an inchoative BE, whose agent is the Addressee.
The exact nature of the act to be performed by the Addressee is left, as before,
unspecified. The father might have got his son to sell a consumer another new
car; or his son, working with him on the production line, has just been
persuaded to complete another of his prescribed tasks; new being taken to refer
to another; just as the father, a barber, might have succeeded in getting his son
to do another haircut on an impatient customer etc. Only the pragmatics of real
life limits the possibilities, and any precise specification is due to concrete,
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circumstantial factors involving the actual use of the sentence; it is not part of
the semantics, in the narrow sense. (See P-Marker 3)

Contrasting this interpretation of sentence (4), its main verb talk, and the
semantics of its illocutionary / perlocutionary goal, with a similar treatment of
sentence (3), we note certain crucial or criterial differences. (See P-Marker 3.)
The grammatical subject of (3), although a noun-phrase as in (4), is the Agent
or cause, of the whole action named by the predicate, rather than merely the
Speaker. The Verb talk is being used to report, not a locutionary or
illocutionary / perlocutionary act as such, but rather a causative action, one of
bringing something about. The something is, here, that the pilot goes into a
new situation, one in which there is a safe landing. (Although landing is the
nominalizationof the verb to land, or to make a landing,it could just as well
have been a concrete locative, as in the complex transitive locative goal, down
onto the runway.) What is brought about is thatthe pilotis in a safe landing (or
down on the runway ). Disregarding landing as the nominalizatron of the verb
land, we require only a simple metaphorical extension of our notion locative to
preserve the similarities and identities between sentence (1) and sentence (3).

The verb talk describes the manner, mode or means whereby the ATC
brings it about that the pilot goes into the safe landing. The ATC is the causer
or controller of the existence of the safe landing, even though the pilot is in
some other sense the subject of the verb that underlies the nominalization
landing. In any case, since talk is, originally, not a causative but a locutionary
verb, it originates in a manner proposition that looks much more like P-Marker
4 thanthe relative simple or axiomatic manner proposition of, say, P-Marker 1;

that is, it brings here more semantic structure with it.
Of course, following on from everything that has been said, we see in

fact that sentence (3) is ambiguous. Giving it the interpretation that we gave to
sentence (4), and restricting the semantics of talk to mere locution, sentence (3)
could mean that the pilot was persuaded to agree to make a safe landing, or to
teach this skill to his student pilot. The point is that there is an important
difference between two apparently identical surface structure forms. A
sequence such as (5):

(NP (V l.IP (into NP) ) )
PrepPh VP S

(s)

cannot be interpreted without a semantics that differentiates between different
Action-types, and between at least two different kinds of noun-phrases in the
'locative' complements of whatever verbs are represented at the V-node, and
among various Subj ect-types.



This is not just some accidental piece of natural language vagueness,
as has been claimed or suggested, but can be supported by further examples.
Consider, first, sentence (6):

(6) The 40 per cent rule, whereby that number of the total
[Scottish or Welsh] electorate must vote YES to the fDevolution] Act if it
is to be put into effect, sometimes appears to be filling as many column-
inches in the Scotsman and Glasgow Herald as the Act itself. Proposed
by a Scot who sits for a London constituency, George Cunningham, it
was seized on by the English backbenchers when the Scotland and Wales
Bills were being debated last year, and the Government was sandbagged
into it. (Paul Ferris, 'Reality behind the Scots trumpets' , The Observer
25.2.79: I 1)

The verb sandbagged is semantically and pragmatically intended to refer,
metaphorically, of course, to doing something to someone with sandbags,
presumably hitting them about the ears or some such appropriately sensitive
place. One could talk of 'sandbagging the rock into position', ie'causing the
rock to go into position by sandbagging it'; the P-Marker (not given here) that
would represent the semantics of that sentence is identical to P-Marker 1, with
the exception that the manner proposition would have to contain a much fuller
representation of the semantics of sandbag than it needs to do for the semantics
of push, since push is already the name of a manner or means of moving
somethirg, ie is already a transitive verb of motion, while sandbag is not.

Fitting the new, or more complex version of P-Marker I with sandbag
into the appropriate slot in P-Marker 2, that is, in the manner proposition or
node, our simple operation of raising will add the lexical verb sandbag, and its
semantics to the semantics of the higher PRO-Verb, SAY, which lends the
required illocutionary / perlocutionary reading to sandbag. At the same time,
we must interpret the noun-phrase it,rcfercing to the 40 per cent rule, as being
the object of the abstract inchoative form of the predicate BE that we have seen
in sentences (2) and (4) above. That is, it is the object noun-phrase in an
axiomatized sort of abstract proposition, whose subject is the governmenr; its
main verb is an abstract reference to this subject's role in bringing about the
existence of this object noun-phrase, without mentioning specifically how this
comes about. (To do this, one must of course restore the passive 'The
Government was sandbagged into it' to its normal active form, 'NP sandbagged
the Government into it'.)

Consider next sentence (7):
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(7) What cowardice! Some foolishness had tempted him to a
rendezvous which, even if Mrs Willyams had been Cleopatra, would have
been by that degree more reckless.
(Maurice Edelman, Disraeli Rising, p 288 (pb))

The correct interpretation here of rendezvotls depends as before on the correct
interpretation of tempt. Interpreting tempt as being an illocutionary verb, or
one that reports an illocutionary (sometimes perlocutionary) act, we obtain an
interpretation of rendezvous similar to that which we ascribe to the noun-phrase
complements or goals of sentences (2) and (4). Interpreting tempt as a
causative? on the other hand,that is, virtually as a transitive verb of motion, say
like bring or take, gives us the concrete, locative interpretation of rendezvot ts )

that is, as the place, not as the agreement or affangement. As Disraeli is at the
actual place of rendezvous, one is tempted to assign to temptthe transitive verb
of motion readirg, and to rendezvotts, the concrete locative reading, especially
as the preposition to,which is the unmarked member of the class of
prepositions towards, to, into, up to, often has the implication, 'actual arrival at
the locative or illocutionary goal' when it is used with a locative complement
that has a concrete meanirg, such as a place or location, or, with illocutionary
verbs, nominalizations as goals, as we saw in (3). But the other readittg - with
tempt as merely illocutionary - is just as possible. That is, with tempt being
given its normal illocutionary reading , and rendezvous the abstract, existential
reading (something like ogree to in this case) this sentence is just as compatible
with the context on semantic and pragmatic grounds as the other reading. The
ambiguity remains, however.

Examples such as these can be multiplied endlessly. (See Appendix.)
What I am saying, if true, is that speakers of English (and some other, but by no
means all, languages) make quite subtle semantic distinctions among various
types of verbs or their action types, as part of their daily linguistic activity, and
the correct use of these action types requires the grammar to possess fairly
detailed semantic representations of individual sentence or surface-structure
types and an associated mechanism whereby verbs that seem? from the ordinary
meaning point of view, to belong to one action type, canbe transferred to
another action type, as well as a special mechanism for interpreting the
semantics of their complement noun phrases.

Note

This paper was given at the Spring Meeting of the Linguistics Association of
Great Britain at Hull University in March 1979, and is reproduced here without
alteration, except that the final paragraphs have been omitted as being an
irrelevant distraction. It is really more like a progress report, excerpted from a



much larger and more comprehensive study of certain natural classes of verbs
in English (here called 'action-types'). By studying the semantic and syntactic
properties of these verbs, and the creative syntactic processes that give rise to
the examples cited and discussed here, this investigation makes a contribution
to our understanding, not only of the inherent formal variability in language,
but also of the linguistic basis of sociolinguistically conditioned variability. I
am therefore pleased to offer it to Bob Le Page, as having been directly
stimulated by my desire to confront the originally monolithic concept of a
generative grammar with the facts of the indeterminacy in the form of language.
In fact, a quite simple adjustment in our ideas about how a generative grammar
must work, and our willingness to accept that semantic considerations can be
quite as important as syntactic ones in determining the operation of syntactic
and interpretive rules, allow the concept of generative grammar to
accommodate the facts of linguistic variability without difficulty.

For the many years of thought and observation that led me to some of
the conclusions or proposals put forward here, I am indebted in the first place to
my former fellow graduate student and colleague, Mary Sleator Temperley,
who first directed my attention to the linguistic riches that can be mined from
any local or national newspaper. Second, I wish to thank Tom Wachtel, Tony
Sudbery and Margaret Maclure for making some valuable suggestions which I
have incorporated here without properly crediting them. Finally, to Geoff
Pullum I owe the suggestion (which, as can be seen, I reject) that the perceived
distinction in how the noun phrase objects in the examples cited are to be
interpreted 'is probably pragmatic'. This chance remark induced me to reflect
on the distinction between'pragmatics' and'semantics', which I think can be
viewed in the following way: Pragmatics deals with the use made of utterance
tokens in concrete situations to effect conversational goals, all of which is a
very complex activity ('performance') that takes place within a complex
network of social and personal relationships and cultural institutions.
Semantics deals with those invariant meaning properties of the axiomatic
elements and their structural relationships that form the basis of the input to the
syntactic component which ultimately determines the resulting form ('surface
structure') of sentences. Thus semantics includes all those propositions that arc
entailed by the structure and possibilities of interpretation of a given sentence
or sentence type, but all independently of the use to which that sentence is put
in perfonnance. That is, I am assuming that the meaning properties of the
example sentences discussed here can be studied abstractly without reference to
the concrete situation of utterance. A11 the latter contributes is the information
required to determine which of the several possible interpretations is the
intended one. This is the familiar and almost universally accepted definition of
ambiguity. Semantics deals with ambiguity; pragmatics deals with vagueness
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and indeterminacy, resolving them by referring to situational clues for possible
intentions.

The conversion of pragmatically determined aspects of sentence use and
interpretation into elements of semantic invariance must be one of the most
important processes whereby language comes about in children. Language
permittirg, semantic invariants can be converted into structural properties of
sentences. In the representations of semantic structure (the P-Markers), it may
have escaped the notice of the reader that the same representation canbe used
for pragmatic, semantic and syntactic structure. The impression of 'generative
semantics' which is suggested by these P-Markers is purely accidental. In fact,
my proposals owe virtually nothing to that scholastic exercise, but arise out of
the need to represent certain semantic and syntactic properties of the examples
concerned. They are empirically induced, so to speak, and have been invented
ad hoc because of my desire and intention to explain the data in particular
ways. It is only in considering the productivity of the semantic and syntactic
mechanisms themselves that one achieves the highest level of 'observational
adequacy'. Data from other languages, as well as from child language, suggest
that the mechanisms also have 'descriptive adequacy', that is, are
psychologically 'real', but the evidence for this claim will have to wait for
presentation elsewhere.

Finally, readers might check for themselves that the distinctions posited
here in how to interpret noun phrases (and certain types of verbs) are semantic
and syntactic in nature, and not pragmatic, by considering how language-
specific they are. Slavic languages, such as Russian, Czech and Polish, with
their systems of verbal aspect, and a highly developed set of preposition-based
verb prefixes, are able to make quite subtle (by English standards) semantic
distinctions quite overtly. Given the definition of pragmatics offered above
(which might not be what Geoff Pullum had in mind), and the statement that the
distinctions are 'probably pragmatic', then any language could have such
distinctions for arbitrary utterance tokens. That this is not the case is proof that
the distinctions, whatever they are, arc at least not pragmatic.

Appendix

The following two further examples illustrate not only the productivity of the
processes outlined in this paper, but also the difficulties (only hinted at) in
reaching a decision, in any individual case, on the 'correct' interpretation of the
semantics of the distinctive elements of the construction. In example (a), for
instance, what role is to be assigned to the gramm atical subj ect, the Dean; is
urge a transitive verb of motion (CAIJSE-GO); is the bicycle the Addressee of
an illocutionary act; is farther a directional locative complement, or an
illocutionary goal, and so forth? In example (b), what are the semantics of
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trouble and a penalty? The chief interest of the passage is that talk must be
assigned a semantic interpretation quite different from its normal locutionary
use; it is more 'causative' in nature, and could be thought of as replacing an
expecte d get.

(a) Meanwhile, the Dean, his bony legs pumping innocently, was
urging his bicycle farther and farther into the salubrious countryside
north of Oxford.
(Wilfred Sheed, A Middle Class Education, London: Sphere Books, 1967,
p 20)

(b) It has always been possible to brry yourself out of trouble: nice to
be able to afford the very best counsel to talk you out of a penalty. Take
speed limits. ...
('How super is the Snooper? - MOTORING: Roy Harry reports on a
new device for giving advance warning of police radar traps', The
Guardian 1.10.79: 11)

Finally, in example (c) below, the verb needle has several potential
readings (hence the ambiguity that is the source of the humour), and it -referring to marriage - is either the 'concrete' directional locative goal, or the
(more indirect) illocutionary goal like trifle in (2).

(c) When I met my husband, he was a patient on the ward where I was
an Air Force nurse. I had gone into his room to administer two shots in
preparation for neurological diagnostic tests. Now, whenever someone
asks my husband how he managed to trap and marry an officer, and a
nurse atthat,he just smiles and says, 'She needled me into it!'-
Constance A Groff (Lanckland AFB, Texas).
(Reader's Digesf, May 1979, 'Humour in lJniform', p 3 1)
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