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Lecture 12 
Syntax: Word order and constituency 

 
Syntax: how words combine to form sentences 
 
A sentence is not just a collection of words: 

The cat chased the rat and The rat chased the cat are different sentences; 
and *Cat the rat the chased isn’t a sentence at all. 

So at least linear order of words matters for sentence structure. 
 
Syntactic typology 
 
One of the most obvious ways languages differ in syntactic structure is in 

the default order of subject, verb, and object. 
 
The default order for English is SVO (i.e., subject,  then verb, then object): 

The cat chased the rat. 
  S V O 

About 42% of the world’s languages have SVO as their default word order. 
 
The most common default word order is SOV: “The cat the rat chased.” 
 E.g., Turkish: Hasan öküzü aldı ‘Hasan bought the ox.’ 

 S O  V 
  Hasan   ox   bought 
About 45% of languages are SOV, including Japanese, Russian, Korean, Hindi. 
 
The third-most common is VSO: “Chased the cat the rat.” 

E.g., Welsh: Lladdodd y    ddraig   y dyn ‘The dragon killed the man.’ 
 V S O 

  killed the dragon the man 
About 10% of languages are VSO, notably Celtic languages and many native 

languages of the Pacific Northwest. 
 
The other three possible default word orders are much less common, but exist. 

VOS: 3% of languages, such as Malagasy, the main language of Madagascar. 
OVS and OSV: extremely few languages, all from South America— 
 Hixkaryana is OVS; Apuriña is OSV. 

 
Some languages have more complicated word-order patterns: 

Simple sentences in German seem to exhibit an SVO word order, 
but in subordinate clauses an SOV word order emerges. 



Most languages have some flexibility in word order. 
E.g, though English is SVO by default, we can use different orders for emphasis: 

I like rice. I can’t stand beans.  Rice I like. Beans, I can’t stand. 
(This maneuver is called topicalization: an item is moved up front as the topic of the sentence.) 
 
Some languages are much more flexible in word order than others; 

in a few, it’s hard to say what the “default” word order is. 
Warlpiri, a N. Australian language, is said to have totally free word order. 
 
Then how do you tell which constituent is the subject and which the object? 

Case: inflectional morphology marking the role a noun plays in a sentence. 
 
English marks case only on some pronouns, usually through suppletion: 

We use I for the subject of a sentence (I bit the cat): nominative case 
…but we use me for the object (The cat bit me): accusative case. 

 
Many languages mark case more robustly through regular morphology, 

and use this to indicate which noun is which even in scrambled word order. 
E.g., Latin: default word order is SOV, but relatively flexible: 
 
  can-is  fel-em  mordet   ‘the dog bites the cat’ 

 dog-nom. cat-acc. bites 
 
Canis felem mordet and Felem canis mordet both mean ‘the dog bites the cat’; 

switching word order does not switch subject and object. 
(Compare English: The dog bites the cat and The cat bites the dog have different meanings.) 
To switch subject and object, you have to switch the case morphology: 
 
  fel-es can-em mordet   ‘the cat bites the dog’ 

 cat-nom. dog-acc. bites 
 
In effect, English uses word order to mark case, while Latin uses inflection. 

This is a common difference between analytic and non-analytic languages. 
 
Nominative/accusative (i.e., one case for subjects, and another for objects) 

is a common case system, but not the only one. 
An ergative/absolutive case system uses: 
• one case for subjects of verbs that have an object (i.e., transitive verbs) 
• one case for objects of transitive verbs and subjects of intransitive verbs. 
E.g., Dyirbal, a northeastern Australian language with default OSV word order: 
 
  ŋuma  yabu-ŋgu  buran   ‘mother saw father’ 

 father mother-erg.  saw 
 
  yabu  banaganyu   ‘mother returned’ 

 mother returned 
 
The subject of ‘saw’ is ergative case, but the subject of ‘return’ is absolutive case. 
 



Beyond word order 
 
Consider this statement/question pair: 

 The cat is on the balcony.    Is the cat on the balcony? 
We might propose a rule for coverting a statement to a question: 

perhaps “Move is to the beginning of the sentence”. 
 
But what do we do with a sentence that has two instances of is?: 
 (a) The cat that is on the balcony is chasing the mouse. 
    Is the cat that is on the balcony chasing the mouse? 
 (b) The cat is chasing the mouse that is on the balcony. 
    Is the cat chasing the mouse that is on the balcony? 
In (a) we move the second is, but in (b) we move the first is. 
 So the rule can’t be simply stated in terms of the linear order of words. 
The sentence has more complicated hierarchical internal structure; 
 and grammatical rules are defined in terms of that structure. 
 
A unit in hierarchical sentence structure is called a syntactic constituent. 
 Each complex constituent is a combination of two smaller constituents. 
(We’ve seen this in morphology already: unusable has constituents un- and usable, but not unuse.) 
One such constituent is the subject of the sentence: 
 
  John       is in the garden 
  The boy      is in the garden 
  The woman with the red hat    is in the garden 
  The woman with the red hat that I was talking to is in the garden 
 
These sentences have different subjects, but each subject is a constituent of the 

sentence, each bearing the same syntactic relationship to is in the garden. 
Subjects can be arbitrarly long, and have complex internal structure themselves. 
 
The rule for question-formation ignores the internal structure of subjects; 

syntactic rules work in terms of constituents, not just word order. 
 
A consituent is any string of words that forms a syntactic unit; 

each has a certain syntactic relationship with the constituents surrounding it. 
Since constituents are elements in hierarchical structure, 

it’s not possible for constituents to overlap. 
I.e., in a sequence A B C, if [A B] is a constituent, then [B C] isn’t, and vice versa. 
 
How do we identify what strings of words are constituents? 
 
The substitution test: 
 
A constituent’s size doesn’t affect its function; 

the smallest possible constituent is a single word. 
So if you can replace a string with a single word or two with the same function, 

the replaced string must be a constituent. 



Typically you’ll be replacing the string with a pronoun or something similar. 
 
   The little boy fed the cat.  He fed the cat. 

  Put it on the table.  Put it there. 
  I think that they’re coming.  I think so. 
  The little boy fed the cat.  The little boy did so. 

Do so is two words, but English doesn’t have a great one-word substitute for that context. 
 
If you substitute something that’s not a constituent, the result is ungrammatical: 

The little boy fed the cat.  *The he the cat; *The did so the cat; etc. 
Recall that ungrammatical constructions are marked with an asterisk. 
 
The same string of words may be a constituent in some context but not others: 
   The little boy fed the cat.  He fed the cat. 

BUT: The little boy from next door fed the cat.  *He from next door fed the cat. 
  I think that they’re coming.  I think so. 
BUT: I think that they’re coming tomorrow.  *I think so tomorrow. 

But: just because you can’t think of a substitution doesn’t mean something’s not a constituent. 
 
The movement test: 
 
If you can move a string to the beginning of the sentence via topicalization, 

that’s evidence that the string is a constituent. 
 
   I like these apples.  These apples, I like. 

  I came home wiser than before  Wiser than before, I came home. 
 
If something’s not a constituent, you can’t grammatically move it: 

I came home wiser than before.   *Wiser than, I came home before. 
I like these apples that Jon bought.   *These apples, I like that John bought. 

But again, be careful: just because you can’t move something doesn’t mean it’s not a constituent. 
 
The stand-alone test: 
 
If a string can stand-alone as an answer to a question, it’s a constituent: 

 
I came home wiser than before.  How did I come home? Wiser than before. 
Mary ate the apples.  Mary did what? Ate the apples. 

 
If something’s not a constituent, it probably can’t be the answer to a question: 
 
 I came home wiser than before.  *How did I come home before? Wiser than. 
 Mary ate the apples.  *What the apples? Mary ate. 
 
This demonstrates a major fact about sentence structure: 

In a sentence consisting of a subject, verb, and object, the verb and object 
together form a constituent that the subject isn’t part of. 

 


