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Lecture 13 
Syntax: Phrase structure 

 
Syntactic constituents are classified according to syntactic category: 

 this determines what grammatical contexts a syntactic item can appear in. 
 
  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 
 
Since these constituents can replace each other with no loss of grammaticality, 

they are the same syntactic category. 
 
Syntactic categories of words are often just the traditional parts of speech: 
 
Open-class syntactic categories, based on content morphemes: 

Noun (N): puppy, boy, soup, happiness, fork, tennis, reaction… 
Verb (V): find, eat, throw, know, realize, ask, become… 
Adjective (A): red, big, candid, hopeless, foolish, unmerciful… 
Adverb (Adv): again, carefully, never, very, fortunately… 

 
Closed-class syntactic categories, based on function morphemes: 

Preposition (P): to, of, with, across, up, down, after, for…. 
Determiner (D): a, the, this, each, some, every, my, your… 
Auxiliary (Aux): can, should, might, must, will… 
Pronoun (Pron): I, you, she, us, him… 
Conjunction (Conj): and, or… 
Complementizer (C): whether, that… 

The closed-class categories are a little different than prescriptive grammar usually has them: 
Prepositions without objects are still Ps, not adverbs: we went in; I’ve seen you before. 
Determiners aren’t adjectives; they can’t be used in the same grammatical contexts. 
Likewise, auxiliaries  in English usually don’t count as verbs. 
Complementizers are called “subordinating conjunctions” in prescriptive grammar, 
 but they’re really a different category than conjunctions like and and or. 

 
The basic constituent larger than the word is the phrase; 

in any phrase, one word is the head, determining the phrase’s category. 
Most syntactic categories of word can be the head of their own type of phrase: 

Noun phrase (NP): the big cat, a flower on the table, the fellow I talked to 
Verb phrase (VP): see the cat, give her the book, said I would be here on time 
Adjective phrase (AP): very big, proud of herself, happy to meet you 
Prepositional phrase (PP): to the park, before spring break, in a minute 

 
A single word sometimes constitutes (and heads) an entire phrase itself. 



Phrase-structure rules: 
 
Rules describing what the sub-constituents of any syntactic element can be. 
 
For instance, this is the phrase-structure rule for the sentence: 

 
S  NP VP 

 
This means:  

a sentence (S) can consist of a noun phrase followed by a verb phrase; 
a constituent consisting of an NP followed by a VP is a sentence. 

In this structure, the NP is the subject of the sentence; the VP is called the predicate. 
 
Consider the sentence The cat chased the rat. It has this NP + VP structure: 

 
 The cat chased the rat 

 NP VP 
 
The NP the cat consists of a determiner (the) and a noun (cat). 

thus we have a phrase-structure rule for the NP: 
 
NP  D N 

 
The VP chased the rat consists of the verb chased plus another NP (the rat): 

 
VP  V NP 

 
We now have rules that allow us to generate the structure of the entire sentence; 

represent it in the form of a syntactic tree. 
 
In a syntactic tree, each node represents a constituent 

and is labeled with its syntactic category. 
 
It displays three aspects of syntactic structure: 
• linear order of words in the sentence 
• syntactic category of each constituent 
• hierarchical structure of constituents: 

 S contains NP and VP; 
 VP contains V and NP; 
 NP contains D and N; etc. 

 
 
 
These three phrase-structure rules 

can generate arbitrarily many sentences; 
we can build up the structure and then fill it with any D, N, and V of our choice. 
 
But there are many sentences for which those three rules aren’t sufficient.



A sentence like The horse laughed requires this rule:  
 VP  V 
 
This means not all constituents of the same type 

have the same internal structure. 
Some VPs are V + NP; some are just V. 
 
Similarly, Horses laughed gives us this rule: 

 

 NP  N 
 
And We laughed gives us this rule: 
 
  NP  Pron 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the following sentence, at a monkey is a prepositional phrase: 

 
The girl looked at a monkey. 

 
This introduces two new phrase-structure rules: 

 
 VP  V PP 
 PP  P NP 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Different verbs use different phrase-structure rules for generating VPs: 
laugh uses VP  V; chase uses VP  V NP; look uses VP  V PP; etc. 

Trying to use the wrong one often results in ungrammaticality: 
 
*The girl looked a monkey  (look is not VP  V NP) 
*I found in the the desk  (find is not VP  V PP) 

 
This is because the syntactic category of verb has several subcategorizations; 

a verb’s subcategorization determines how it generates VPs. 
“Transitive” and “intransitive” are familiar terms; 

transitive verbs have a direct object (VP  V NP) 
and intransitive verbs do not (VP  V). 

But as we see, there are more subcategorizations than that (e.g., V  V PP). 
 
The generalization of the concept of “direct object” is complement: 

the complement is the sister node of V in the syntactic tree, 
as stipulated by the subcategorization of the verb. 

Often the complement is a phrase that’s essential to the verb’s meaning 
(e.g., if you “find”, you find something; that “something” is the complement of find). 

So at a monkey is the complement of looked, with the same relationship to the verb 
as the direct object the rat has to the verb chased. 

 
Some verbs subcategorize for multiple complements: 

VP  V NP NP: ditransitive verbs such as give: give the mouse a cookie 
VP  V NP PP: put, as in put the television in the bedroom 

Note that both complements are required for put: 
*put the television and *put in the bedroom alone are ungrammatical. 

In these cases, we draw ternary-branching trees: 

   
(Note we use a triangle to omit details of a constituent whose internal structure is not relevant.) 
 
A verb can have multiple subcategorizations: 

eat can be either transitive (I ate an apple) or intransitive (I ate). 
Not all verbs do, however: 

I ate is grammatical, but *I devoured is ungrammatical. 
Note also a verb’s meaning does not determine its subcategorization frame. 
 
 


