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ON TEMPORARY SYNTACTIC AMBIGUITY

ALINA PREDA?

ABSTRACT. Syntactic ambiguity is a feature displayed by a plgx expression
which may have more than one meaning, due to tBsilgitity of interpreting its
grammatical structure (at one point or anothethim $entence) in more than one
way. An instance of syntactic ambiguity leads to a nekwof alternative
attachments, and temporary ambiguity occurs wheretmay be more than one
possible syntactic structure for one part of a exareg. Sentences marked by
temporary ambiguity cause the human sentence mwocés construct an initial
syntactic structure which turns out to be incorud, consequently, they require,
at a certain point, both syntactic and semantioalyais.

Key-words: syntactic ambiguity, temporary syntactic ambiguthye Garden Path
Effect, syntactic reanalysis, semantic reanalysis.

INTRODUCTION

Ambiguity is a feature that can be displayed not only byudistic
expressions, but by photographs, paintings, drasyiagd other art forms as well.
Therefore, it can be defined as a word, phrasdesee, term, notation, drawing,
sign, symbol, or any other form used for commuiacathat admits at least two
different interpretationd.inguistic ambiguityis an extremely pervasive feature of
natural language, and, consequently, it has enjalgedattention of researchers
specialising in various fields, such as syntax, asins and pragmatics, or
literature, psychology, philosophy and law (Prezi209: 107-108). Hoefler (2005)
offers a classification of linguistic ambiguity loljstinguishing betweestructural
(or compositionallambiguity, which includessyntactic and semantic types and
non-structural ambiguity which comprisespragmatic and lexical types.
Syntactic ambiguity is a feature displayed by a complex expressiorchvimay
have more than one meaning, due to the possibilitpterpreting its grammatical
structure (at one point or another in the senteimce)ore than one way. Although
a given sentence normally consists of a singleofainambiguous words, that
string of words may have more than one well-forraetof groupings, thus giving
rise to syntactic ambiguity (Preda and Coman, 2Q68:

Temporary syntactic ambiguitys a linguistic phenomenon also known
under the name of “The Garden Path Effect”. onkedsdown the garden path by
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the structure of the sentence, as the first syiotparsing will not fit the rest of the
sentence. Garden Path Sentences are sentencesahatause an ambiguity in
interpretation, which, however, is resolved at gwnt where a disambiguating
element occurs. These sentences lead one downatdergpath in a quest for
proper understanding. For example, the utteraighile Don was reading the
newspaper ...could be continued in at least two different ways:

{[While [Don [was reading [the newspapef]]his sister knocked on the door]]}.
{[While [Don [was reading]]] [the newspapeflay unnoticed on the flodi}.

When a reader or, especially, a listener is condwmith a sentence like this, s/he
cannot be certain from the start which the rightctural analysis is, satte
newspaper'may get an initially incorrect analysis. This nophrase could be
either the Direct Object of the verb phragasreading’ or the Subject of the main
clause verblay’. Until reaching the noun phrasiaé newspapey'which can have
the syntactic function of Subject or, respectiv@iyrect Object of a verb, the parser
may go either way, so the sentence is marked bgdeary syntactic ambiguity .

There are several types of sentences that creffieulties for the parser
due to the fact that they contain elements comigatilith two different syntactic
structures (Grant, 2005: 41-49). Such instancdsroporary ambiguity may occur
when the listeners or readers are confronted withaace: Direct Object Nominal
Clause versus Defining Relative Clause, Direct Cbjef Subordinate Clause
versus Subject of Main Clause, Direct Object of iM@llause versus Subject of
Embedded Clause, and Main Clause versus ReducetiviReClause. Another
problematic situation is the presence of two prijwosl phrases placed one after
the other in one sentence: the issue known as §itepal Phrase Attachment.

Direct Object Nominal Clause versus Defining Relative Clause

The fact that both nominal clauses and definingtn& clauses can be
introduced by the word “that” often causes tempprambiguity to appear in
certain linguistic contexts. Thus, after the sege€hhe teacher told the man that
the boy hit ...the reader’s syntactic analysis is expecting agua such as “him”
or some sort of noun, such as “the girl”, to follthe verb “hit” and complete the
whole sentence analysis, as in'The teacher told the man that the boy hit the girl
on a regular basis’However, as the sentence readsT{® teacher told the man
that the boy hit that he should be more tolerantvahildren’ there is a point
where the readers unwarily pause for an instantaltiee appearance of temporary
ambiguity. This point is precisely at the momentewtthe word “that” appears
again, causing the human processor to perform a avedysis of the sentence.
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As they read through the sentence, the readersraona certain pattern of
syntactic analysis; but, when they stumble uponnguistic unit that does not
belong to that particular pattern, their brain reeadsplit second to perform a re-
analysis solving the temporary ambiguity and reaghthe correct interpretation.
This type of ambiguity arises due to the fact thdtjle we process the sentence,
we expectthat the boy'to be the beginning of a Nominal Clause with thetagtic
function of Direct Object. But this is not the casece it should actually be read
as a Defining Relative Clause.

Here is one more example of ambiguity due to thebtibuse of the word
“that”: ‘The boy told the girl that he was envious of tavie is an example where
temporary ambiguity arises after reading the prigjpos‘of”, the readers expecting
a pronoun like “her” or a proper noun like “John’follow, in order to finish what
they believe to be a Nominal Clause. However, that"-clause is, in this case, a
Defining Relative Clause and, thus, reanalysigdgiired.

(3) {[The boy told the girl] Jthat [he was in enuig of hef]}. — Nominal Clause,
Direct Object

(4) {[The boy] [told [the girl Jthat he was envious {ifto leave]]}. — Defining
Relative Clause

TP
DP T
T VP
t; \%A
\% IP
t, DP
The boy told, the girl that he was envious of to leave
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The boy told, the girl that he was envious of

her

This type of temporary ambiguity is neither veryoag, nor long-lasting,
but both listeners and readers fall into the tragxpecting the wrong syntactic
structure to follow, having, thus, to start agdie @nalysis of such sentences in
order to access the correct interpretation (G20Qp5: 42-43).

Direct Object of Subordinate Clause versus Subject of Main Clause

This type of temporary ambiguity occurs when thetesgce begins with a
word such as “while” or “when”. It can be contraktevith its unambiguous
counterpart, which, in writing, includes a commaliwiay through the sentence. The
misinterpretation of the sentence is caused bgupposition that the expression which
is, actually, the subject of the sentence (of taerolause, that is) should be the object
of the subordinate clause introduced by the reaisverbs “while” or “when”. For
instance, a sentence that begins whithile John was driving the car ..i$ more
likely to receive an interpretation similar to

(5) {While [John [was driving [the car]] [a man jumped in front of it]}.
But a reanalysis will be required if the senterscadtually of the type:
(6) {While [John [was driving]] [the car [blew up in flames}
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The skilled worker realised his work

The noun phraséhe car’ is not the object of the clause introduced by
‘while’; it is the subject of the main clause’s verb patakew up in flames’When
processing this sentence, the listener/reader coonap to a certain point of the
syntactic analysis wher&he car’ is perceived as being Noun Phrase, Direct
Object, and, when the phrasal velbew up’ appears, a reanalysis is required to
dissipate the ambiguitythe car’ is, then, correctly interpreted as being the Stibje
of the Main Clause and not the Direct Object of $ubordinate Clause that begins
with the relative adverbwhile’. As Grant (2005: 44) points out, this type of
temporary syntactic ambiguity that may arise betwégese two concepts “is
extremely slight but can cause all sorts of semapitfalls”.

Direct Object of Main Clause ver sus Subject of Embedded Clause

This type of ambiguity appears in sentences coimgiderbs such as “to
suggest” or “to believe”, which can be analysedtagtically in more than one
way. The noun phrase that follows such a verbtsnoéxpected to be its very own
direct object but, in the end, it turns out to be subject of the embedded clause.
The unambiguous sentences feature the word “tmathdadiately after the verb,
making it clear that the reader should not expacblgect to immediately follow.
In a sentence likeThe skilled worker realised his work was probaldy the best’
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the listener’'s/reader’s syntactic construction rallyncombines the noun phrase
‘the skilled worker'and the verbrealised’, so that the noun phradds work’ is
perceived as being the Direct Object of this vamlthe very common word order
pattern S + V + DO. The reanalysis of the senténcequired by the appearance of
the auxiliary verbwas’, so that a new, this time correct, structure efg$bntence
can be provided:

(7) {[The skilled worker [realised [his work]}.

(8) {[The skilled worker [realiseflhis work [was probably not the bes}}]
TP

]

DP T
T
t

e

v
|
v

The skilled workey realised his work was probably not the best

The ambiguity in such cases arises when the Subjeein Embedded
Clause is misinterpreted, on the first syntactialgsis, as being the Direct Object
of the Main Clause. However, since the re-analiysisuch linguistic situations is
easily performed, this kind of temporary ambigugyuickly solved (Grant, 2005:
45-47).

Main Clause ver sus Reduced Relative Clause

This type of temporary ambiguity is characterisgdhe presence of aed
verb form + a Prepositional Phrase immediatelyofgihg the Subject of the Main
Clause. While thised verb form is first perceived as a past tense vagimely the
verb of the Main Clause, followed by a Prepositidaarase, it is actually a past
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participle, part of a Defining Relative Clause thais been subject to reduction.
The Relative Clause, if present in its entirety uldohave been introduced by the
relative pronoun “that”, accompanied by the aurylithad”. The presence of these
two words marks an unambiguous sentence, as tigeylsine beginning of the
Relative Clause to the listener/reader. Howevethé&reduced version, these two
disambiguators are missing, giving rise to ambiguitius, when confronted with a
sentence likéThe seeds drifted into the neighbour's crayere a surprise for
Jane) the reader is certain to construct a Main Clauséight of the information
contained in the first part of the sentence, bat #ippearance of the auxiliary
‘were’ signals the need for re-interpretation: {fJhe seeds][drifted [into the
neighbour's crofl} is a structure thatloes not fit the initial analysis, and the
listener/reader finally arrives at the correct sgiit structure, namely (1@)The
seeds [drifted [into the neighbour’s crop]lyere a surprise for Jane.]}

TP
DP T
D NP T DP
VP
N /I
tl V’
™~ PP
\Y
The seeds drifted  into the neighbour’'s crop  were @ surprise for Jane

This occurs because, upon reaching the end of Hmersce, the
listener/reader realises that, in fddrtifted’ is a past participle, part of a Reduced
Relative Clause, not the main verb of the Main €#auThis type of sentence
structure is rather rare in the English languagd, ¢hus, more difficult to process
than almost all the other possible instances opteary ambiguity (Grant, 2005:
48-49).
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The housewife put, the cake in the oven
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Prepositional Phrase Attachment

This type of ambiguity arises when there are maepésitional Phrases
occurring one after another in a sentence and whengfore, theiattachment to
referent objects is temporarily uncleaihe ambiguity lies in the unfamiliarity of
such a construction. It may be disambiguated byrteg to unambiguous
sentences, which contain the additiothat + auxiliary: is/was/etcbefore the first
prepositional phrase. Upon hearing/reading an elalikg ‘The housewife put the
cake in the oven on the tahl¢he addressee assumes thide housewife put the
cake in the ovenis the complete sentence, an independent clauseyten the
preposition‘'on’ is perceived, a reanalysis of the syntactic stinecis required, the
initial interpretation failing to function. On thiérst reading, the reader assumes
that the housewife put the cake in the oven buér aferforming a new syntactic
analysis, s/he realises that the housewife putdke (that had been in the oven) on
the table. The prepositional phrase which seemifirsy to refer towhere the
cake was place@ventually refers to the plagéhere the cake had been before it
was moved (in the oven). The provisional struci'®) {The housewife_[put [the
cakel[in the ovetlj} is abandoned in favour of the correct ({Bhe housewife [put
[the cake [in the oveR]on the tabld]} .

TP

]

DP T
T VP
ty v
T
S ~
to DP
The housewifg put, the cake in the oven on the table

The unfamiliar syntactic construction featuring tprepositional phrases side
by side in a sentence causes processing diffisliteause of the temporary ambiguity
pertaining to prepositional phrase attachment. T of temporary ambiguity
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appears to be the most challenging of all, given riflatively low frequency of
sequential prepositional phrases in the Englispuage, which renders the addressee’s
horizon of expectations rather opaque to such caxces (Grant, 2005: 47-48).

CONCLUSIONS

It might, quite reasonably, be argued that mogsiptfall, types of ambiguity
can be assigned to the category of temporary aibpigjiven that the insertion of a
disambiguator (a piece of either semantic or praigniaformation) would lead to
ambiguity resolution in the case of virtually arngguistic context. However, the
distinctive feature of temporary syntactic ambigligs in the possibility of identifying
the true meaning on the basis of the sentence’stit@nts only, no additional
information being required. Temporary ambiguity iform of syntactic ambiguity that
can be gradually solved upon hearing/reading th&eesentence, by taking into
account all the individual constituents of thattipaftar sentence. An instance of
syntactic ambiguity leads to a network of altereatattachments, and temporary
ambiguity occurs when there may be more than ossilgle syntactic structure for one
part of a sentence. Sentences marked by temponabjgaity cause the human
sentence processor to construct an initial sywtesttucture which turns out to be
incorrect and, consequently, they require, at &@icepoint, both syntactic and semantic
reanalysis. All the examples mentioned above datestfully grammatical sentences,
and unambiguous ones at that, if taken as a whilee there is only one possible
parsing that fits each sentence in its entiretyvebeless, due to the fact that the
information processing procedure is, necessarilgrked by temporality, some
readers/listeners may find themselves being “lethamarden path”, as, up to a point,
the initially perceived structure of the sententlews for two different parsings.
However, if the first syntactic parsing does notHe rest of the sentence, the human
processor will ultimately re-evaluate the wholdight of the new information, thus
successfully reaching a state of ambiguity resmuti

Abbreviations

The following abbreviations were used in the repmes®n of the parsing trees:
S — sentence

IP — inflection phrase

AP — adverbial phrase
DP — determiner phrase
NP — noun phrase

TP —tense phrase

VP - verb phrase

PP — prepositional phrase
D — determiner

N — noun

V —verb

t —trace

Spec. — specifier
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