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Abstract: In the Generative model of human language, the semantic component has
the role of interpreting the syntax. This amounts to semantics being swallowed up by
syntax and explains Chomsky’s reiterated statements that at bottom natural lan-
guage has only syntax and pragmatics: “natural language has no semantics ... it has
syntax (symbol manipulation) and pragmatics (modes of use of language)” (Chomsky,
Noam. 2013. Notes on denotation and denoting. In Ivano Caponigro & Carlo Conchetto
(eds.), From grammar to meaning: the spontaneous logicality of language, 38-45.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). It will be argued that this conclusion is
predetermined by the view of language as a computationally perfect syntactic sys-
tem. Language is thereby reduced to syntactic distribution and symbol manipulation,
linguistic form separated from meaning, with syntax being investigated according to
the goals of coherence and consistency and subsequently reconnected extrinsically
to the world by means of pragmatics. It will be shown that a basic understanding of
the nature of language, which is constituted by the fundamental correlation between
linguistic signs and their meanings, reveals that one cannot isolate and study sepa-
rately the physically observable side of language without tearing asunder the very
object of one’s investigation. The causal conditioning of syntax by both semantics and
pragmatics will be demonstrated via the examples of English causative verbs and the
‘degree adverb + proper name’ construction.
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1 Introduction

Following Chomsky (1995, 2000), many linguists posit only two levels of grammatical
structure, Phonetic Form (PF) and Logical Form (LF). LF is the level of linguistic
representation resulting from the semantics computing the meaning of the se-
quences generated by the syntax. In this model, the semantic component is reduced
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to the role of interpreting the syntax to output a Logical Form which interfaces with
the Phonetic Form governing the words actually uttered by the speaker, on the one
hand, and the Conceptual/Intentional System transforming language-internal
representations into conceptual thought, on the other. In the final analysis, this
amounts in practice to semantics being swallowed up by syntax and explains
Chomsky’s reiterated statements (1962, 1992, 1995, 2000, 2012, 2013) that, at bot-
tom, natural language has only syntax and pragmatics, with semantics being
basically “a form of syntax” (Chomsky 1992: 223): “natural language has no se-
mantics in the sense of relations between symbols and mind-independent en-
tities. . . it has syntax (symbol manipulation) and pragmatics (modes of use of
language)” (Chomsky 2013: 44)." It also accounts for the paradoxical rejection, by a
linguist who places Logical Form at the very centre of his model, of the core of
logical semantics, i.e. the concepts of reference and truth-conditions (Chomsky
1986, 1998, 2000, 2013). Although his arguments against referential semantics
have centred mainly around the problems posed by terms that lack plausible
referents such as the average man or Joe Sixpack (2000: 172) and terms that
underdetermine reference such as London — which can refer to the geographical
location, the buildings, the city council, the people who inhabit the city, etc. (2000:
37) — his ultimate reason for rejecting referential semantics is the fact that
generative syntax is entirely language-internal — “generating a sentence from an
initial unordered word set” (Berwick 2011: 85) — and so no reference to anything
outside language can be part of it. Since truth-conditions derive from knowledge
of the real world, they too fall outside the science of language (see Stainton 2008:
931-932). As Vecsey (2021: 288-289) observes, “I-languages are held to be
abstractly characterizable systems that perform computational operations on
syntactic items,” and so the only aspects of semantics that can fit into this model
are those that can be assimilated into syntax. Glanzburg (2021: 423) puts it in a
nutshell when he notes that “there is a strict Chomskian view that what we
understand of I-language semantics is really syntax anyway.”

The position developed in this paper is the diametrically opposed view that
syntax is in large part semantics (and pragmatics) rather than vice versa.” It will be
argued that the main motive driving the choice of words and the way in which they
are assembled in a linguistic utterance is the meanings of these words themselves

1 This is reminiscent of the Montagovian-school slogan that “syntax is an algebra, semantics is an
algebra, and meaning is a homomorphism between them.” (Janssen 1983: 25).

2 By ‘semantics’ is meant the mental content permanently associated with a word, a word-sequence
or a word order; by ‘pragmatics’ is meant any aspect of the message conveyed by a linguistic
utterance that is not due to semantics thus defined, including things like world-knowledge, situa-
tional setting, inferences drawn from what is said, etc. See Duffley (2020: 19-35) for a detailed
explication of this distinction.
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and their congruence with the speaker’s communicative goal. This jibes with the
views proposed by Cognitive Grammar and Columbia School Linguistics: the latter
attributes the co-occurrence of linguistic signs to their mutual contribution to a
common communicative end rather than to mechanical syntactic rules (see Reid
1991: x); the former views both lexicon and grammar as assemblies of form-
meaning pairings occupying a continuum from concrete to abstract (see Goldberg
2006: 1-18).> The crucial role of meaning as a determinant of syntax will be
illustrated here by the case of the different infinitival constructions found after
verbs expressing the notion of causation. A further factor will also be demon-
strated to play a conditioning role on syntax — the fact that the speaker can count
on the hearer’s ability to make inferences based both on the meanings of the
words he/she utters and pragmatic knowledge of the way the world works. This
will be shown to account for the syntactic compatibility of degree adverbs and
nouns in certain types of usage.

3 While the goal of this article is not to distinguish my view of meaning from that of these two other
theories, a few words concerning the differences between them may be appropriate. In my view,
Cognitive Grammar’s placing of lexicon and grammar on a continuum of form-meaning pairings
carries the very real risk of introducing a disconnect between linguistic meaning and form due to the
intervention of contextual factors in the assembling of grammatical sequences: when one analyzes
meaning on the level of the sentence or the construction, one can easily confuse linguistic meaning
with the message conveyed in a certain type of context. This occurs for example in Kim and Davies’
(2015: 81) treatment of the transitive into + -ing sequence as a “caused motion construction” which
entails that “the situation denoted by the gerundive phrase actually happened.” This purportedly
entailed meaning is not observed however in a use of this sequence such as When you stop to listen,
‘you hear a small but persistent voice that invites you into exploring what may be keeping you from love
(see Duffley 2020: 198), which indicates that it is not permanently conveyed by the so-called ‘con-
struction’ and that the latter therefore is not a pairing of a stable meaning with a stable form. The
inability to discriminate between the linguistically-signified meaning of the words uttered by the
speaker and the message resulting from their interaction is also manifest in Evans (2009: 299)’s
analysis of the adjective long as having two “conventionally established lexical concepts”: ‘extended
in horizontal space,’ as in a long stick, and ‘extended in duration,” as in a long kiss. This amounts to
treating as part of the adjective’s lexical concept something which is very clearly contributed by the
lexical content of the noun following it.

Based on the Saussurean view of a language as a system of privative oppositions, the Columbia
School postulates that “meanings are relational” (Huffman 2001: 41) and divide up semantic domains
in an exhaustive way. Meanings function therefore “as distinguishing tools rather than encoding
tools” (Reid 1991: 40), so that a meaning merely “helps to distinguish the intended message from
unintended possibilities for which the given lexical stem is also employed” (Reid 1991: 115). This
postulate leads to inadequate analyses such as Reid’s holding the zero ending on English nouns to
mean the opposite of the plural, i.e. ‘one’, which causes serious difficulties in the analysis of mass
nouns like butter, where Reid ends up saying that “the Entity Number meaning ONE is used faute de
mieux to communicate a message for which it is not ideally suited” (Reid 1991: 80). Some recent
research by Columbia School scholars (Novotny 2022; Sabar 2018) departs from these postulates,
however, and is thereby much closer to the present author’s approach.
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2 A blueprint of a syntactic semantics

Stainton (2008: 934-937) provides a sketch of what a semantics of the syntax-centric
sort would look like:

Crucially, semantics in this tradition can be nothing more than rules for mapping one mental
representation to another, by well-defined tractable procedures. The science of language is thus
restricted to describing the sub-personal, unconscious, automatic, cognitively impenetrable
rules of the language faculty. (...) it is restricted to this because only this is formally tractable.
The personal-level, conscious, reasoned and flexible use of language to talk about the world is
excluded from the domain of science, properly so called.

Stainton specifies that this internalist semantics “will still explore relations between
expressions, noting (and trying to explain) what logical entailments hold on the basis
of meaning alone, which expressions are and are not synonymous, etc.” As an
example of how this procedural semantics works, he cites the explanation it proposes
for the fact that the pronoun him may refer to Juan in (1) but not in (2):

@ Juan,; asked Maria to kill him;. [Juan = him is possible]
) *Juan; promised Maria to kill him;. [Juan # him]

The explanation “draws on facts about the contrasting lexical semantic features of
ask and promise, on facts about structural constraints on co-indexing, and on facts
about what co-indexing contributes to meaning,” all these being “semantic issues
that do not simply melt away with the rejection of reference-based semantics.” The
crux of the explanation of the difference between (1) and (2) is that “it is a semantic
feature of the verb promise that its subject gets co-indexed with the subject of the
embedded clause that follows,” whereas ask is “a verb whose object gets co-indexed
with the subject of the embedded clause.”

3 The history behind syntactic semantics

The rather puzzling claim that semantics is actually syntax — as Jakielaszek (2017: 112)
remarks, “semantics being a part of syntax does sound at least a little bit paradox-
ical” — seems on the face of it to be in contradiction with the distributionalist position
initially taken by Chomsky (1957: 94-95) of excluding meaning from the purview of
linguistics and reducing linguistic data to the observable sense-input corresponding
to distributional sign-classes and the configurational relations between them. If
linguistics is principally about form rather than meaning, however, how can it say
anything about semantics? How can knowledge of semantics ever be derived from
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knowledge of syntax? As explicated by Stainton (2008: 925-926), the main reason for
the exclusion of semantics from linguistic analysis is that meanings of words

cannot be ‘seen’ from the scientific perspective. They are as ‘real’ as governments, townships,
by-laws, nearness, corporations, national dishes, and so on (...), but, like townships and near-
ness, they are invisible to the working scientist. In particular, they are invisible to the scientist of
language, as such.

Since from the data represented by distributional syntactic configurations one
cannot make any inductions at all as to what the meanings of words are, one has to
impose structure on them from outside (see Veatch 1974: 169-174 for the epistemo-
logical bind imposed on the researcher by this constraint): thus Chomsky (1975: 13)
defines the aim of linguistic theory as being to “characterize the schematism that the
mind imposes in examining the data of sense and acquiring knowledge of language
on the basis of the evidence produced by such an examination,” a schematism that he
postulates to be governed by “rules of mental computation.”

In Chomsky (1965: 16), a semantic component is added to the grammar — an
“important conceptual change” according to Sag and Wasow (1999: 427) - but the role
of this component is merely to interpret the structure generated by the syntactic
component, utilizing information provided by the syntax. The latter still constitutes
the core of the language: “the syntactic component of a grammar must specify, for
each sentence, a deep structure that determines its semantic interpretation and a
surface structure that determines its phonetic interpretation.” This model assumes
that the syntactic component both generates the deep structure that determines
meaning and relates the deep structure to surface structure on the level of linguistic
form: “the syntactic component must generate deep and surface structures, for each
sentence, and must interrelate them.” (Chomsky 1965: 17).

4 Properly locating where linguistic form is paired
with linguistic meaning

In order for language to function as an instrument of communication, it must be
grounded on a stable correlation between phonetic form and conceptual meaning, a
fact which is explicitly recognized by Chomsky (2006: 107), who describes a language
as “a particular pairing of signals with semantic interpretations.” The crucial ques-
tion is: on what level is this pairing made? A syntax-centric model of language looks
for the correlation between linguistic signal and semantic content on the syntactic
level, i.e. on the level of sentences, which are viewed as “pairings of sounds with
meanings” (Hornstein 1995: 1). In natural language, however, the stable connection
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between signal and meaning is not situated on the level of the sentence but rather on
that of the word. This has been recognized by several generations of linguists. Sapir
(1921: 24, 32) described words as “the elements of speech,” “the existent units of living
speech... one of the smallest, completely satisfying bits of isolated ‘meaning’ into
which the sentence resolves itself.” Bolinger (1963: 113) observed that “it is precisely
the relative fixity of word meaning that makes it a viable unit of communication.”
Hirtle (2017: 6) sees the word as “the sine qua non of every act of speech” and argues
that “only by focusing on the word and its mental makeup can a linguist explain
usage in a sentence.” In a recent monograph, Duffley (2020: 199) argues that the level
on which a linguistic sign is stored in a stable, permanent and direct relation with its
meaning is normally that of the word or morpheme, not that of the entire sentence;
on the latter level, there are always situation-specific pragmatic ingredients that
contribute to the overall message conveyed by the sentence and make this message
dependent upon variable situational factors.

The instability of utterance meaning can be illustrated by Travis’s (1985: 196-197)
classic example of The kettle is black. The Logical Form of this utterance is [black [the
kettle]]; in a paraphrase of the Russellian definite description, it would be something
like:

i. There is at least one kettle.
ii. That kettle is the only kettle under discussion.
iii. That kettle is black.*

As Travis observes however, the sequence The kettle is black can be used to convey
the idea that the kettle is made of normal aluminum but is covered with soot, that it is
made of normal aluminum but is painted black, that the kettle is made of black cast
iron even though right now it is glowing red from the heat of the fire, that it is made of
white enamel on the outside but is presently illuminated in black light, etc. He
remarks that the conditions under which each utterance of the sequence in question
is true are not at all the same for the different situations described, which entails that
they have to be treated as having different meanings in a truth-conditional seman-
tics. And yet all of these truth-conditionally distinct interpretations are authorized by
one and the same Logical Form.

Looking for the meaning that is stably paired with linguistic form on the
sentence-level where it does not exist is not conducive to a proper understanding of
the semantics of natural language. For starters, Smith (2008: 949) observes that the
very nature of syntax is obscure as compared to the clarity that meaning manifests
on the level of the word:

4 Insymboliclogic as developed by Russell, this is formulated as ‘some x is such that x is a kettle, and
any y is a kettle only if y = x, and that x is black.’
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Despite well-advanced theories of syntax, accounts of our knowledge of syntax are problematic
and controversial. However, when it comes to word meaning, it is just the reverse. Our
knowledge of word meaning in not in doubt: it is far from controversial to say that we know
what a word means.

More importantly, starting the explanation with configurational rules generating
syntactic patterns which are assumed to determine semantic interpretations ad-
dresses the question from the wrong end entirely, as in natural language the locus of
the explanation for the deployment of linguistic forms lies mainly in their meaning:
in natural language, form is fundamentally at the service of meaning, the finality of a
linguistic form being to permit the communication of its meaning to other speakers
of the language. This is manifest, for example, in the phonological principle that the
only linguistically relevant aspects of linguistic signs are those features which allow
speakers to distinguish between different meanings. What this implies is that in
natural language the relation between syntax (form) and semantics (meaning) runs
in the very opposite direction from that taken by Chomsky: rather than syntax
determining semantics, if one wishes to understand syntax, one must first start by
gaining an understanding of the semantic content expressed by the forms which are
assembled syntactically.

By semantics, however, I do not mean formal semantics minus its referential
dimension as in the Chomskian view followed by Stainton, where semantics is
treated as rules for mapping one mental representation to another by well-defined
formal procedures. Treating the meaning of the verb promise as involving a ‘se-
mantic’ feature such that that its subject gets co-indexed with the subject of the
embedded clause that follows it, whereas ask contains a feature such that its object
gets co-indexed with the subject of the embedded clause, is not only beholden to a
syntax-centric model of language but is also completely foreign to how natural-
language semantics works. If semantics is to be truly linguistic, it must concern the
mental content associated with the linguistic sign, and this content can only be
determined by a thorough examination of all of the various contexts in which a given
linguistic sign is deployed.

The inadequacy of the syntactico-semantic definitions of the verbs promise and
ask proposed by Stainton is highlighted by the existence of attested utterances such
as (3) and (4) below:

3) There are dozens of programs that promise you to have the body you always
wanted to have in a very short period of time. (Duffley 2014: 16)

(€Y) The student asked the teacher to go to the bathroom. (Duffley 2014: 27)

In (3), it is the object of promise and not its subject which gets co-indexed with the
subject of the embedded clause that follows it; and in (4) it is the subject of ask and not
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its object which is co-indexed with the subject of the subsequent infinitival clause.
This is evidence that the semantic content of the verbs promise and ask has nothing to
do essentially with which one of its arguments gets co-indexed with the subject of a
subsequent embedded clause. The syntactic co-indexing phenomenon is due rather
to the overall semantico-pragmatic configuration of the utterance, of which the
meaning of these two verbs is only a part. Thus in (3) the fact that programs do not
have bodies precludes the co-indexing of the subject of promise with the subject of
have; and in (4) the authority-relation between teachers and students guides the
interpretation towards a reading in which the subject rather than the object of the
verb ask is co-indexed with the subject of the infinitive go. This is confirmed by a
sequence such as (5), which involves the authority-relation between a mother and
her young daughter:

) At one point during the afternoon, the girl asked her mother to go to the toilet,
and wandered off. (www.gazette-news.co.uk)

As in (4), it is the subject of ask and not its object which is co-indexed here with the
subject of the infinitival clause.

Stainton also holds (2008: 937) that linguistic semantics is concerned with logical
entailment relations between sentences, giving as an example the entailment
holding between Saima persuaded Moonisah to leave and Moonisah formed the
intention to leave as part of the meaning of the verb persuade. The fact that the first of
these two sentences entails the second is not a linguistic property of this verb,
however, but rather the result of our real-world knowledge of the consequence of
applying persuasion to a human animate. This can be seen by contrasting Saima
persuaded Moonisah to leave with (6) below:

6) Well, a portable heater and a very large flat-blade persuaded the door to open.
(http://forums.pelicanparts.com/porsche-911-technical-forum/722474-driver-
side-door-stuck-shut.html)

Due to the inanimate nature of the direct object’s referent (a car door), it would make
no sense here to attribute to it the intention of opening. Arguing that this use does not
follow the expected entailment pattern because it is metaphorical is not an option for
an approach that denies the possible influence on semantics of extra-linguistic fac-
tors like reference, as metaphor involves the application of a word to a referent that
falls outside its normal extension. In (6) above, however, the entailment pattern is
determined by what the verb persuade is used to refer to and the referent of its direct
object. This is another illustration of the confusion created by viewing linguistic
meaning through syntactic lenses and situating it on the level of sentences and the
entailment relations between them. Such entailments are not necessarily an intrinsic
part of the semantic content of individual words (and so pace Stainton do not “hold
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on the basis of meaning alone”) but are frequently conditioned by the ways in which
words are used (i.e. by pragmatics).

5 Two examples of how semantics and pragmatics
can explain syntax

In the space remaining, I will discuss two examples of how semantics and pragmatics
can be used to explain syntax. The first will be the syntactic distribution of the
preposition to preceding the infinitive in English with verbs expressing the notion of
causation; the second, the occurrence of degree adverbs with proper names.

5.1 Infinitival constructions following causative verbs

Since Bresnan (1970), the choice of complement following a main verb has been
treated as a syntactic property of individual verbs expressed by subcategorization
frames in their lexical entries. Thus the verb make has in its subcategorization frame
the feature [+ bare infinitive], while the verb cause has the feature [+to-infinitive]:

7 Ziegler’s catalyst made the reaction occur at room temperature and
atmospheric pressure, leading to the development of a new variety.

® You may have seen the sting or whatever caused the reaction to occur as well,
so that could help diagnosis.

That there is more to the story than syntactic features and subcategorization frames
is intimated by the fact that there are contexts where these two verbs are mutually
exclusive, i.e. where make cannot be substituted for cause:

9 Something of this can be learned from “The Way to the Churchyard” (1901),
an anecdote about an old failure whose fit of anger at a passing cyclist causes
him to die of a stroke or seizure.

(Brown University Corpus G15 0900 12)

(10) A fire wouldn’t have mattered, except that it would cause Pops to be found
sooner. He might not be found for days.
(Brown University Corpus K18 0290 6), nor cause for make:

nor cause for make:

11 She just about made me carry her upstairs and then she clung to me.
(Brown University Corpus K18 0290 6)
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This indicates a distinction in meaning between make and cause that goes beyond the
syntactic feature of selecting one or the other form of the infinitive. Evidence of this
meaning-difference can be seen by comparing the effect they produce when followed
by nominal direct objects. Here is a pair of examples where this comparison is
possible:

12) such comments as the following, which was made by one of the Kohnstamm-
negative subjects.
(Brown University Corpus J28 1910 11)

13) If you have a 6-to-8-inch drain pipe, you may easily wash out all the debris
when the grate is out. Of course, your 6-inch torrent of water may cause a lot
of comment as it passes through or by neighbouring lots.

(Brown University Corpus E19 1500 11)

One sees here that the agent making a comment is the one who actually utters it, who
directly brings it into being, while the agent that causes a comment is at one remove
from the latter and provokes some other agent to utter it. Similar distinctions are
found with other nouns. Thus in the pair given in (14)-(15) below, make implies that it
is the persons referred to by its subject who themselves engage in warfare and bring
it into being, whereas cause represents its subject as a circumstance which might
provoke certain countries to engage in war:

(14) It was then I knew that they were making war against Man, the individual
within!
(Brown University Corpus B17 1240 8)

(15) Military power does not cause war; war is the result of mistrust.
(Brown University Corpus B17 1240 8)

Likewise in (16) below it is the subject of make that denotes the author of the mistake,
while in (17) the subject of cause constitutes a factor which could lead the scientists
making the measurements to commit errors:

(16) and was told “the newspapers had made a mistake.”
(Brown University Corpus C01 0610 5)

17) reflected solar radiation is not expected to cause sizable errors in the
measurements of planetary radiation.
(Brown University Corpus J041 1250 7)

The generalization to be drawn from such cases is that whereas make denotes
causation as the direct authoring of an effect, cause evokes it as acting indirectly to
provoke the occurrence of an effect by stimulating a secondary agent into action. This
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generalization can be applied mutatis mutandis to the object + infinitive con-
struction. When the two verbs under discussion are used in such a structure,
making and causing are both conceived in relation to two entities, one designated
by the subject, the other by the direct object, with the infinitive denoting the effect
produced, which puts make and cause on an equal footing insofar as the number
of actors involved in the causation is concerned. However, the way these actors
are related to one another and the way the action of the causal agent is repre-
sented are not at all the same. Cause + infinitive evokes causation as indirect: its
subject denotes an entity (almost always inanimate) represented as a causal
factor or circumstance which provides the necessary stimulus or conditions for
the effect to come about. This can be seen quite clearly in (8) to (10) above: in (8)
thereaction to the sting is understood to have occurred sometime after the person
was stung, in (9) the old man’s fit of anger led to his subsequent death, and in (10)
the smoke from the fire is construed as a prior condition allowing Pops to be
discovered earlier. In all cases one observes a stimulus-reaction or condition-
consequence type of relation between cause and effect. Even when the subject of
cause is animate, its causative action is seen as a mere condition, and the in-
finitive’s event as a consequence thereof:

(18) Every time you transplant a pansy, you cause its flowers to become smaller.
(Brown University Corpus E02 0410 4)

As regards make, even though in the infinitival construction the causal agent is
construed as exerting its causative action on another agent who is the direct
performer of the action denoted by the infinitive, the impression created is that the
primary causal agent is more closely involved in the bringing about of the effect than
with cause. The primary agent is indeed represented as so dominating the secondary
agent as to make them a mere means for producing the performance of some action.
This often gives the impression that the secondary agent is acting under coercion, as
in (19) below (note in this respect that make is used to decline responsibility for
something the speaker has done):

19) — Big Hans made me come. Big Hans said.
— A fat hell on Big Hans.
(Brown University Corpus K24 0520 3)

Unlike cause which denotes a two-phase stimulus-reaction or condition-consequence
type of causation, make evokes the immediate production of an effect with inanimate
subjects:

(20) its position in the sentence seems to make it apply to the wrong word.
(Brown University Corpus R05 0450 7)
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21 what would happen would make the Mau Mau in Kenya seem like a child’s
picnic.
(Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen Corpus A02 172 13)

In such contexts the impression is that the object of make has no initiative with
respect to the actualization of infinitive’s event: these sentences simply evoke what
kind of effect is produced in a certain situation.

The distinction between these two ways of viewing causation can be distin-
guished in terms of time: cause situates causation before the effect evoked by the
infinitive; make, at the same place in time as the effect. It follows from this that the
subject of cause is seen as a prior condition stimulating the secondary agent denoted
by the object of cause to bring about the effect, whereas the subject of make is seen as
acting on the object at the same time as the effect is produced, as bringing the effect
into being by its causal action on the object. This could be depicted by the following
diagrams (Figure 1):

cause
cause effect

causal agent seen as a secondary agent reacts to the

prior stimulus or condition action of the cause and brings

bringing the secondary about the event as a consequence

agent to perform an event of the cause’s stimulus

make
production of effect

oo

appearance of effect

P> —>—>—>

causal agent seen as producing

or bringing an effect into

being by acting on a secondary Figure 1: Two ways of viewing

agent causation in English.

In short, the verb cause evokes a prior condition for the occurrence of the
infinitive event, whereas make denotes the effective production of the infinitive
event by the maker acting on a secondary agent.

There is consequently more to the story than syntactic features and subcate-
gorization frames in which make has the feature [+ bare infinitive] and cause the
feature [+to-infinitive]: there is a difference in meaning between make and cause
such that cause situates causation before the effect evoked by the infinitive and make
at the same place in time as the effect. This implies that the occurrence of to before
the infinitive with cause is semantically motivated: the notion of movement
expressed by this preposition corresponds to the temporal transition from cause to
effect that is felt with this verb. With make, on the other hand, there is temporal
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coincidence between the production and the appearance of the effect, and so the
meaning of to is not appropriate.
That to is meaningful is confirmed by the existence of minimal pairs such as:

(22) a. Isaw him be a real dick to a girl working at one of the venues down at
Radfest.
b. Timmediately saw him to be a real dick.

With the bare infinitive, there is temporal coincidence between the perceiving and
the performance of the action of being a dick: one cannot start to see someone being a
dick before they themselves start to behave like one. With the to-infinitive, in
contrast, the seeing is construed as having led to the conclusion that the person was a
dick: this implies a mental transition from the perception of the person’s appear-
ances to the final verdict that the person was a real dick.

Another minimal pair provides further evidence of the meaningfulness of to:

(23) a. Ihad nine people call last night.
b. Thad nine people to call last night.

In the first sentence, have means ‘experience’ as in I had trouble opening the window
or I had fun at the party last night. The temporal relation between the experiencing of
the nine people calling and the calling itself is necessarily one of coincidence in time.
In the second sentence, have expresses the sense of having people on a list, and the
temporal relation between having them on one’s list and calling them is one of
subsequence in time, with the having preceding the calling; it is even possible in
(b) that the speaker never actually called the nine people in question. One can
conclude therefore that it does not seem to be the case that to is “a morpheme that
can hardly be said to have a meaning” (Chomsky 1957: 100) or that it is a purely
syntactic “VP subordinator” (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 1174). Huddleston and
Pullum present the bare infinitival as simply having a more restricted distribution
than the infinitive introduced by the VP subordinator, citing examples such as:

(24) a. They helped me move the furniture.
b. They forced me to sign the petition.

This analysis raises the question as to why a ‘VP subordinator’ should be required
after the verb force, but not after the verb help: if the bare infinitival can function as a
subordinate clause all by itself as it does with help, why is to needed in other cases? In
a purely syntactic analysis, this fact is treated as arbitrary and is handled by simply
tagging the verb with a feature in its subcategorization frame. A semantically-
motivated account of the syntax of these two verbs, on the other hand, is able to offer
amotivated explanation for the choice of infinitival complement form. With the verb
help in (24a), helping is construed as occurring at the same time as the moving of the
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furniture, which explains why there is no notion of a transition from the helping to
the moving and so no to before the infinitive. With the verb force, on the other hand,
one observes a similar contrast with make as is found with cause in (16) and (17)
above; when these two verbs are used with deverbal noun direct objects, make
denotes the direct authoring by its subject of the effect denoted by the direct object,
whereas force denotes the application of pressure to some other agent who is the one
directly responsible for producing the effect:

(25 We’ve forced a change in the law on ‘dark money.’ But we still need to do
more. This is why our campaigning journalism is important.
(www.opendemocracy.net)

(26) Public Act 97-7 of the June 18 Special Session made a change in the law
requiring the Social Security number of the deceased person to be recorded
on the death certificate. (www.cga.ct.gov)

Thus in (24b) above the occurrence of to before the infinitive is accounted for by the
fact that the main verb denotes the application of force to the person denoted by the
direct object leading to that person signing the petition.®

5.2 Syntactic constructions with degree adverbs modifying
proper names

The second example of how semantics and pragmatics condition syntax involves the
occurrence of degree adverbs with proper names. In this case the semantic content of
the item of interest represents a thick, encyclopedic-type meaning such as that
evoked by Harry Potter in (27) below, rather than a thin schematic meaning like that
expressed by the preposition to:

27 We had a very Harry Potter weekend.

It is widely assumed in English syntactic analysis that adverbs are in complementary
distribution with adjectives — an assumption that Payne et al. (2010: 32) term the
Complementarity Claim: “In modifier function, the choice between adjective and

5 It should be noted that the verb help can also be followed by the to-infinitive. This is because
helping can either be construed as cooperating with the person helped in the realization of an action
(bare infinitive) or as providing conditions that enable the person helped to perform some action (to-
infinitive). In many cases both construals are possible, but there are some contexts were only the to-
infinitive makes sense, such as:
(i) What you said helped to understand what the problem is.

Here the words spoken did not cooperate in the realization of understanding, but rather simply
enabled the speaker to understand what the problem was.
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adverb is fully predictable from the category that is modified: adjectives modify
nouns, and adverbs modify all other categories.” The occurrence of a degree adverb
with a proper name is therefore problematic for a purely syntactic approach. Syn-
tactically, nominals in constructions such as (27) are adjectives, as maintained by
Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 1643), among many others. Underlying this position is
the supposition that syntactic categories are well-delimited classes that can be
identified via their mutually exclusive distributional profiles. Statements such as the
following epitomize this underlying assumption:

While the words of a given lexical category will often be able to display properties associated
with other lexical categories, there will typically be a range of other properties that they cannot
display without being converted into a different lexical category.

(Smith 2015: 182)

Adverbial degree intensification, for instance, is one of those “other properties” that
are almost universally thought to be precluded for nouns. As Garcia Velasco (2016:
934) puts it, “degree words are (...) indicators that a given unit is treated as a
property, given the fact that only properties can be graded.”

Support for this hypothesis requires however that nominal forms in construc-
tions such as (27) pass no tests for nounhood. One such test is the possibility of being
pluralized, as in English nouns accept pluralization by -s but adjectives do not
(Schwarzschild 2006: 99):

(28) There were three *reds Vboats in the marina.
Nominals preceded by degree adverbs can however be pluralized:

(29) We worked in kind of the suburbs of Colombo, which is very suburbs,
slightly rural.

(30) I'm very sandals and dresses.

Nouns are also the only part of speech that accepts the possessive (e.g. my father’s
car). Interestingly, possessive nouns are attested with degree adverbs:

(3D Regarding Doin’ All Right, I think that one was arranged by all of them, the
bass is very John’s more than Brian’s.

In addition, pace claims found in the literature (e.g. Bylinina 2011; Gonzélvez-Garcia
2014), nominals headed by a wide variety of determiners participate in adverbial
degree constructions; these include articles, possessives and demonstratives:

(32) Its still very a thing in the usa.
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(33) A press conference with no questions from the press: very 2016. And so very
the new Mrs May.

(34) He’s definitely very Your Type.

(35 took a while to determine if I was gonna be that guy that posts music like that
and turns out I am very that guy.

Adjectives, in contrast, do not occur in this position:
(36) *She was wearing a loose.

37 *Where is your big?

(38) *He laughed at this ludicrous.

The evidence indicates therefore that nominal forms in adverbial degree construc-
tions are indeed nouns and not adjectives.® This poses an insoluble problem for a
rule-based syntactic approach to English sentence structure operating on the basis of
the Complementarity Claim, according to which only adjectives modify nouns and
adverbs can only modify other categories.

A meaning-based semantico-pragmatic approach can handle such cases how-
ever. Frazer-McKee and Duffley (2024) propose that in constructions such as (27) the
degree adverb bears on a pragmatically-supplied scale that holds between the main
predicate’s subject and one or more of the dimensions that form part of the proper
name’s rich encyclopedic content. Thus in (39) below, very denotes a high degree on a
scale of similarity between the interlocutor’s appearance and that of Kurt Cobain:

(39) You look very Kurt Cobain!

In (40), on the other hand, the scale is one of inclination to listen to the music of the
band of which Kurt Cobain was the lead singer:

(40) I'm feelin’ very Kurt Cobain. Gonna put on some Nirvana.

Rather than following syntactic rules in assembling sentences, speakers are aiming
at saying something that is interpretable by other people in their speech community.
Anyone who knows Kurt Cobain is capable of identifying the ideas associated with
this person that are relevant for the interpretation of (39) and (40), as well as the scale
targeted by very. Moreover, the degree adverb is not necessary for a proper name to

6 This analysis is not meant to indicate ascription to the theory of the traditional parts of speech,
whose inadequacy has been demonstrated by Diver et al. (2012), but merely to demonstrate the
invalidity of Huddleston and Pullum’s Complementary Claim that only adjectives modify nouns and
adverbs modify all other categories.
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be used to evoke a property forming part of its encyclopedic content; the attestation
below is parallel to (39) above except for the notion of high degree:

(41) That’s pretty damn good, the eyes, beard, nose, all there, almost looks Kurt
Cobain.

Making sense, rather than merely assembling syntactic categories, is what speakers
aim to do when they produce sentences (and what hearers aim to do when they
interpret them). Indeed, it is because certain kinds of words have kinds of meanings
that make sense with certain kinds of words and do not make sense with others that it
is even possible to formulate syntactic rules.”

6 Conclusions

The attempt to assimilate semantics into syntax is a consequence of the methodology
applied to natural language by Chomsky, which is basically that which has been adopted
by modern science since Galileo. Critical of what he took to be the presumption of
classical philosophy to see into the essences of things, Galileo proposed bracketing out
the metaphysical question of what things are so as to attend only to the mathematically
formalizable laws that govern their locomotion, laws that reveal themselves under
controlled experimentation. The success of modern science attests to the practical results
that can be obtained by abstracting out one feature of reality — quantifiable change —
which we rationally master and leaving the ‘big questions’ outside of one’s scope of
investigation. As observed by Schindler (2013: 26-27) however:

(...) to say that one is attending only to the quantifiable aspect of change and that one is setting
aside the philosophical question about the essence of a thing, or in other words to isolate this
particular part from the whole, entails three claims: first, that the larger question about the
nature of a thing does not bear on its movements in a way that might require a grasp of that
nature properly to detect; second, that this movement is not and indeed cannot be transformed
in subtle but significant ways according to the context; and, third, that what is “bracketed out” is
extrinsic to what one is studying in abstraction, so that the whole at issue represents a mere
addition of “all the rest” to the part that has been isolated. Note that one cannot isolate the part
in this absolute way without making a judgment, willy-nilly, about the nature of the whole of
which it is a part — and indeed to do so in spite of one’s professed ignorance. The isolation and
the presumptuous judgment are one and the same act.

7 This is not meant to deny that there are any customary conventions of syntactic word order
particular to a given language, such as the placing of the article after the noun in Romanian and of the
adjective after the noun in French, as compared to the opposite ordering in English. Meaning
considerations only require here that the article or adjective be placed contiguous to the noun that it
is in semantic relation with, whether this be before or after.
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Schindler draws a conclusion from this that is directly relevant to generative
syntax:

If [scientific reasoning] “pretends” to be only the study of quantifiable motion qua quantifiable
motion, it in fact identifies being with this particular respect, which is to say that it makes its
object an unconditional absolute in itself, and so indifferent to anything outside of itself. (...).
Ironically, the more one insists on modesty in science, the more “impenetrable” one makes it,
i.e.the more one makes it an absolute in itself and so unable to be integrated into a larger whole.
To set any absolute limit not only keeps reason from exceeding a boundary, it necessarily also
keeps anything else from getting in.

The view of language as a computationally perfect syntactic system along the lines of
“what some super-engineer would construct” (Chomsky 2004: 385) leads to treating
meaning as extrinsic to the core of human language — ‘keeping meaning from getting in,’
in Schindler’s terms. Language is thereby reduced to its measurable dimensionality in
the form of syntactic distribution and symbol manipulation, and ultimately to a pure
computational abstraction, with semantics being forced into the syntactic template of co-
indexing relations like those proposed by Stainton. Linguistic form is hived off from
meaning, with syntax being investigated according to “the more modest goals of
coherence and consistency, and subsequently extrinsically reconnecting it to the world
only in the apparently equally modest mode of a positivistic empiricism” (Schindler 2013:
151). This turns grammar into “a hollow or empty formalism, more and more technically
perfect, as relations of reason build upon one another constructs ever more intricate and
subtle, but by the same token further and further removed from foundations in reality”
(Deely 1981: 246). Chomsky’s speculation that all there may be in human language is
syntax and pragmatics, i.e. intra-linguistic computational rules for generating sequences
of linguistic signs (syntax) and then extrinsic association of the syntactic sequences thus
generated with the world (pragmatics), is consistent with this reductionist perspective.
Even a superficial understanding of the nature of human language, which is constituted
by a fundamental stable correlation between linguistic signs and their meanings, reveals
that one cannot isolate and study separately the physically observable side of language
without tearing apart the sign/meaning unit that is the very object of one’s scientific
investigation. Chomsky himself seems to recognize this in certain of his writings (2016:
13-14):

(...) there is good reason to return to a traditional conception of language as “an instrument of
thought,” and to revise Aristotle’s dictum accordingly; language is not sound with meaning but
meaning with sound — more generally, with some form of externalization, typically sound,
though other modalities are readily available. (...). Investigation of the design of language gives
good reason to take seriously a traditional conception of language as essentially an instrument
of thought. Externalization then would be an ancillary process, its properties a reflection of the
largely or completely independent sensorimotor system.
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One may express the hope that the exploration of this perspective could lead to
superseding the reductionist view of the core of natural language as being a
computational syntax. As things stand, however, the attempt to build a syntax-centric
semantics of natural language leads to a model that is concerned with all the phe-
nomena that formal semantics trades in except reference and truth-values, which
constitute the very core of formal semantics, and that is not concerned with the basic
relation between a word and its meaning, which constitutes the very core of natural
language. This leaves semantics in a no-man’s-land between natural language and
logic — a rather undesirable position.

What is needed is an approach that builds the analysis from the ground up,
starting with the basic relation between a linguistic sign and its meaning. The basic
semantic unit of natural language is not the sentence, since the latter does not exist as
a stable pairing of linguistic form and semantic content. Most stored, semiologically-
encoded notional content is situated on the lexical rather than the syntactic level.
Cruse (2011: 75) observes in this respect that “most (linguistically innocent) people
have an intuition that meaning is intimately bound up with individual words; indeed
this, par excellence, is what words are for.” This entails that the basic dividing-line
between semantics and pragmatics should be drawn between semiologically-
signified notional content (i.e. what is linguistically encoded) and non-semiologically-
signified notional content (i.e. what is not encoded but still communicated). What is
required in order to conform more closely to the reality of natural language is
therefore both a more constrained view of semantics (restricted exclusively to
stored, semiologically-signified meaning) and a more open view of pragmatics
(involving not only proposition-based inferences but also any non-semiologically-
encoded notional content conveyed by an utterance) than is generally taken in the
literature. As Ruhl (1989: 137) puts it, we “should give primary and overriding
importance to [a language’s] system of formal distinctions (and lack of distinctions),
for these are the distinctions that the language represents (or doesn’t) on its most
abstract levels; these are ‘foundational’ meanings, the fundamental categories from
which additional categories stem.” For English at least, this implies the development
of a word-centric rather than a sentence-centric approach.
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