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Preface 

Could anything at first sight seem more impractical than a body which … is so small 
that its mass is an insignificant fraction of the mass of an atom of hydrogen …? 

J. J. Thomson, commenting on his discovery of subatomic particles in 1897 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Particles have long been a nuisance. When, at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the electron was brought to light, it got in the way of order and simplic-
ity. It shattered the belief that the atom was the most fundamental unit of all 
matter in the universe. Not just in science but in every day life, too, particles 
can cause a lot of trouble. Think of dust particles or smoke particles, or any 
other tiny little things that we want to get rid of because they cause allergies 
or make us cough. In fact, anything that is small or difficult to grasp can be 
referred to as ‘particles’, whether it be small bits of sand, ice, rock, food, or 
indefinitely smaller subatomic elements. Clearly, not only do we want to 
reduce their total number, we also tend to reduce their diversity to a strict 
minimum by treating them as a single category. 
 It is not any different in linguistics. In the year 2000, an international 
linguistics conference was organised in Brussels with the title “Discourse 
particles, modal and focal particles and all that stuff”. Although the title was 
obviously meant to sound tongue-in-cheek, the hidden message was not that 
we should try to make clearer distinctions—instead, it only strengthened the 
belief that those “little wretched words”, as they have been called by a Dutch 
linguist, can legitimately be brought together so as to be made the theme of a 
single scientific meeting.  

Over the years, linguists have tried to lump together a wide variety of lin-
guistic objects under the name ‘particles’. For example, a ‘particle’ is any 
word that does not belong to any of the major word classes. Or a ‘particle’ is 
any word that cannot be inflected. Or any word that cannot be inflected and 
that is furthermore not a conjunction, a preposition, an adverb, or an interjec-
tion. Apparently, ‘particles’ have usually been negatively defined. They have 
been a useful cover-term for everything that we do not bother giving a name. 
To put it with Hurford (1994: 153), “If it’s small and you don’t know what 
to call it, call it a particle.”  

In more recent years, ‘particles’ have been positively defined as the non-
verbal item of certain so-called complex verbs in Germanic languages. Ac-
cordingly, we speak of ‘verb-particle constructions’, or nowadays simply of 
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‘particle verbs’, alongside more traditional terms like ‘phrasal verbs’ or 
‘separable complex verbs’. In this more restricted sense, ‘particles’ are such 
words as around, out or up, as used in mess around, figure out a problem or 
give up an idea. However, when these items express purely directional 
meanings, as in walk around, throw the cat out or climb up, they have been 
denied membership to the category ‘particle’ as a separate part of speech: 
some linguists chose to refer to these literal, directional particles simply as 
adverbs.  

Particularly popular is to regard particles as “intransitive prepositions”. In 
modern linguistics, this view dates back to at least Klima (1965) (quoted in 
Jackendoff [1973: 345]) and Emonds (1970: 15), but in fact this is a revival 
of an insight that has been around since time memorial, witness Declerck’s 
(1976b: 14) references to traditional grammar and to a similar grammatical 
view in Ancient Rome.  

The reason why particles are considered to be a kind of prepositions is 
clear enough. When particles are used in a directional sense, they can often 
be replaced by prepositional phrases, with the particle followed by a nomi-
nal: instead of walk around, we can say walk around the house; instead of 
throw the cat out, we can say throw the cat out the window, etc. So it looks 
as though particles are just like prepositions, but then without an object. If 
we allow prepositions to be intransitive, just like verbs can be intransitive, 
then getting rid of the category of particles seems a righteous decision to 
make. The present study, however, adduces some fresh grounds to treat par-
ticles as a category in their own right, quite distinct from prepositions.  

Not only will I argue that particles have a right to exist, but also, impor-
tantly, that they are not just the disorderly, whimsical little creatures that 
they perhaps too often have been made out to be. Surely, pedagogical treat-
ments of the verb-particle combination have been right in showing that cer-
tain combinations may have a meaning that has no clear relation to the 
meanings of their parts. For example, the verb turn can combine with a wide 
range of particles, and in many cases the resulting combination has a rather 
unexpected meaning and therefore has to be learned: 
 

turn someone away ‘refuse someone to help’ 
turn someone down ‘reject someone; refuse someone entrance or 

membership’ 
turn in ‘go to bed’ 
turn someone on (or, conversely, off) ‘excite someone (or, conversely, 

cause someone to lose desire)’ 
turn out, (said of a crowd) ‘be present at a public event’ 
turn out a particular way (e.g. all right) ‘happen or develop a particu-

lar way’ 
turn something out ‘produce something’ 
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be turned out a particular way (e.g. smartly) ‘be dressed a particular 
way’ 

turn someone (e.g. the criminal) in (or over to…) ‘hand someone to 
the authorities’ 

turn over a certain amount (said of a commerce) ‘do business to a cer-
tain amount’ 

turn a place over ‘search a place thoroughly causing disorder to it’ 
turn something (e.g. the country’s economy) (a)round ‘improve some-

thing suddenly’ 
turn a sentence around ‘rearrange a sentence’s constituents and make 

any necessary further changes; for example, make a passive from 
an active sentence’ 

turn something (e.g. the radio, the heater, etc.) up (or down) ‘make 
something produce more (or, conversely, less) sound, heat, etc.’ 

turn up ‘arrive somewhere; be found by chance’ 
 
There is no logic, indeed, in the fact that if someone arrives somewhere they 
can be said to turn up but that they cannot be said to turn down if they leave 
the place. Even so, verb-particle combinations do not belong in a “prison” 
for the “lawless”, to use Di Sciullo and Williams’ (1987: 3) characterization 
of the lexicon traditionally understood as “really an appendix of the gram-
mar, a list of basic irregularities” (Bloomfield 1933: 274). Simply locking 
them up in dictionaries of “phrasal verbs” would do them injustice, since 
their behaviour is not entirely ruleless. Moreover, there is a growing consen-
sus that a strict dichotomy between dictionary and grammar cannot be up-
held anyway, a view to which the present study will testify. Fully specified 
lexical entries (words and fixed expressions) and fully abstract phrasal struc-
tures (such as the transitive construction) may represent two extremes of a 
‘lexico-grammar’ which has many intermediate strata. We will encounter 
many patterns which combine open phrasal categories and fixed lexical ma-
terial. For example, the ‘V one’s ass off’ pattern can host practically any 
verb, followed by any pronoun that is co-referential with the subject NP, but 
the head of the object NP is lexically specified, as is the particle. Come to 
that, a combination like turn someone away also combines specified and 
unspecified elements, and hence is a sort of (mini) pattern in its own right as 
well. 

The word ‘pattern’ encompasses two seemingly rather distinct linguistic 
notions: constructions (whether maximally abstract or not) on the one hand 
and relations between constructions on the other. To give an example, ‘verb 
− object − particle’ and ‘verb − particle − object’ are both patterns of the first 
sort. But the fact that an instance of one of these patterns and a minimally 
different instance of the other pattern (e.g. throw the cat out and throw out 
the cat) can typically be used interchangeably with no or hardly any differ-
ence in meaning constitutes in turn a pattern, in that it manifests itself sys-



Preface ⋅ xvii 

  

tematically so that one can truthfully say, “I can see a pattern here.” Thus 
viewed, ‘pattern’ does not only bridge the gap between lexicon and grammar 
but is also a natural umbrella term unifying two central components of early 
generative grammar: phrase structure and transformational structure. 

In this respect, this dissertation is to be read as an extension of Construc-
tion Grammar, where the role of the second sort of pattern to grammatical 
description seems to be being downplayed (e.g. Goldberg 2002). I hasten to 
add that the present work does not force a reappraisal of transformational 
rules in grammar. Yet, it is my belief that speakers do not only have access 
to a range of structures in their mental grammar but also have an awareness 
that there are regular alternations between semantically related structures. I 
should also add that I have some construction grammarians on my side. For 
example, Lambrecht (1994: xiv) stresses the importance of studying “ASSO-

CIATIVE relations between different sentence structures as they are stored in 
the memory of speakers and hearers”. 

My central concern in this study, however, is not with formulating a seg-
ment of the actual mental grammar of native speakers of English—though it 
may well turn out that I have really done that—and even less with giving a 
(necessarily speculative) linguistic account of how the different senses a 
particle can have across its multitude of combinations may be linked via 
various conceptual metaphors in the minds of speakers. Readers should also 
not expect a rigid philological treatise of how particles and their patterns 
have come to mean what they mean through historical processes of semantic 
extension. Rather, the principal purpose of this work is to present the reader 
with a wealth of data concerning the many regularities we can discern in the 
present-day use of English particles and to provide a detailed and compre-
hensive description of the patterns that make possible this current use. As 
such, the main emphasis is not on existing, often idiosyncratic, verb-particle 
combinations but on combinations that are being formed under our eyes. My 
work is therefore comparable to a reporter’s: going in the field to “cover” 
what is happening. And my coverage is aimed to be as broad as possible. 



 

A note on the examples used in this study 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This study is description-oriented and therefore makes extensive use of ex-
amples that illustrate the proposed descriptive statements. Quite a few lin-
guists, especially in Europe, firmly object to the practice of thinking up ex-
amples for that purpose, “as if there were something improper and disap-
pointing and unrigorous about a grammarian ever making up an exemplifica-
tory sentence”, to quote the eminent English grammarian Geoffrey K. Pul-
lum. The extreme view that “no facts can be trusted if they are presented in 
terms of examples written by the grammarian” is considered by Pullum as 
nothing short of “madness”, a “perversion” he dubs “corpus fetishism”.1 I 
have no problem, therefore, in admitting that, at least for familiar and well-
attested patterns, I have come up with some of my own examples (although 
these are usually simplified versions of actually occurring sentences found in 
authentic language use) or I have adopted examples made up by other lin-
guists. 
 Although I fully agree with Pullum’s fulminatory response against those 
who a priori reject invented examples, the present study also contains many 
attested, unedited examples with complete source information. This is not 
because I am a corpus fetishist myself. Rather, I have incorporated authentic 
sentences for fear that, because I am not a native speaker of English, some 
linguists would not always trust my descriptive statements as representing 
linguistic reality. So, when illustrating patterns that are more controversial or 
that have been left undiscovered in the linguistic literature, I have refrained 
from providing examples of my own making, or, if at all available, another 
linguist’s own making. Apart from livening up the main text, the authentic 
examples are there to back up potentially disputable claims. 

A few of the authentic examples are gleaned from notes I have been tak-
ing over the years while reading, listening to the radio or watching TV—The 
Simpsons, in particular, has been a great source of productively created com-
binations. These sentences are accidental, serendipitous finds. Most authen-
tic examples, though, were found while consulting automatically searchable 

                                                      
1 From itre.cis.upenn.edu/~myl/languagelog/archives/000122.html, accessed 9 June 
2004. 
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text. These were expected finds—examples that matched intentional search 
queries.  

The best place, by far, that linguists can look to find just what they want 
to find is the World Wide Web. Accordingly, I have used this giant collec-
tion of texts as my primary linguistic corpus. Yet, I realize that even some of 
the most ardent corpus linguists do not consider the Web a valid corpus for 
linguistic research. As opponents do not fail to point out, everybody can put 
on the Web whatever they like. The Web is often portrayed by these oppo-
nents as something to be shunned, as a vast pool of degraded language use, 
as a far cry from standard, proper usage.  

Still, the use of the Web in linguistic research is becoming more and 
more popular. As Kilgariff and Grefenstette (2003: 333) write, “The Web, 
teeming as it is with language data, of all manner of varieties and languages, 
in vast quantity and freely available, is a fabulous linguists’ playground.” To 
be sure, the Web is a language resource that has to be treated with some cau-
tion, but I would nonetheless like to defend it here as a mostly reliable and 
useful linguistic tool.  

First of all, as I see it, the fact that the Web is a free forum for everyone 
to use as they please is an advantage rather than a disadvantage. The lack of 
editorial intervention—which does not count for all available texts on the 
Web, by the way—makes the language on the Web in fact more natural than 
the language of texts that have first undergone substantial revisions before 
they go to press. Often, such text revisions merely reflect particular editorial 
policies and arbitrary beliefs of what is right and what is wrong. One might 
therefore argue that the Web is a more trustworthy source of naturally occur-
ring language than other corpora of written text are.  

Secondly, it is unfair to consider the language on the Web as a degraded 
form of communication. People who put information on the Web have the 
same basic wish for communication as people who commit their ideas to 
paper via other media. It is nonsensical to think that web writers do not use 
accepted, conventional forms of language. On the contrary, insofar as they 
are aware that their potential audience is the entire world, it is probably 
closer to the truth that they intend to be understood by as many people as 
possible, and the only way to achieve this is by sticking to conventionalized 
usage. That is indeed what web writers do, as far as I have been able to 
judge. Of course, what people write on the Web is usually intended for spe-
cific target audiences, but this does not alter the fact these people still use 
language as a means of communication shaped by convention. There is no 
reason to assume that they would not largely stick to the language their read-
ership is familiar with. 

Thirdly, the Web is kept up-to-date with current usage on a day-by-day 
basis. By contrast, corpora that have been specially compiled for linguist 
purposes are out-dated as soon as they appear on the market. For example, 
the much-acclaimed British National Corpus (BNC) was composed between 
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1991 and 1994. Most corpus linguists working in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century would not worry too much about taking as the basis for 
their research the language of the early nineteen nineties. However, it suf-
fices to be confronted with texts from half a century back to realize that us-
age must have changed over the last decade as well. Admittedly, the Web 
does not exclusively consist of current usage. Archaic language lingers on, 
for example in the form of extracts from the classics of literature. Yet, older 
documents represent a small minority, and besides, standard linguistic cor-
pora, too, may contain quotations from older texts. The dynamic nature of 
the Web also enables researchers to track recent changes in usage. In particu-
lar, the date range feature in search engine Altavista’s Advanced Search can 
be used to see the evolution of a word or phrase from 1980 to the present 
date. 

Fourthly, diversity of text genres and registers is created artificially for 
standard linguistic corpora but is a natural, inherent property of the Web. 
Those who often look something up on the Web will doubtlessly have no-
ticed, perhaps to their dismay, that its contents are spread over the entire 
scale of formality, even to the extent that the need for a corpus of transcribed 
speech becomes obsolete for most purposes. As Glynn (2004: 1) quite 
rightly states, “The Internet represents language use f[ro]m diverse commu-
nities and diverse contexts including “quasi-spoken” language.” 

Fifthly, search engines are also useful for comparing varieties of a lan-
guage with respect to a particular (variation in) usage. Here is an example of 
some questions that can be solved by doing a couple of quick Web searches. 
In Collins COBUILD Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs, the entry mess around is 
followed by the instruction “See mess about.” Although we will not primar-
ily be concerned with stylistic or dialectal variation in this study, questions 
that naturally arise are: (i) Is mess about the basic, most frequently used 
variant, as this instruction could suggest, or is it just because mess about 
comes before mess around in the alphabet that the reader is referred to the 
former entry?; (ii) If there is a difference in frequency, is the difference the 
same for British English and for American English? With Google’s Lan-
guage Tools, we can selectively search in pages located in the UK and in the 
US. Altavista’s Advanced Search similarly allows us to restrict web pages to 
land codes (‘.uk’, ‘.us’, etc.) and even specific domains (‘.edu’, ‘.gov’, etc.). 
Results obtained from Google (on 11 March 2003) are represented in Table 
1 on the opposite page: 
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Table 1. The distribution of mess about and mess around in Br.E. and in Am.E.  

 mess ({-es / -ed / -ing}) 
about 

mess ({-es / -ed / -ing})  
around 

hits in UK pages 17,157  (46%) 19,977 (54%) 

hits in US pages 23,837 (10%) 211,100 (90%) 

 
Apparently, the combination mess about is, for both Br.E. and Am.E. less 
frequent than mess around, so that dictionaries had better treat mess around 
as the basic entry and then provide a cross-reference to it in the entry of mess 
about rather than vice versa. Furthermore, the predominance of around in 
this combination appears to be much stronger in the US than in the UK.  

Sixthly, an advantage of the Web is that we can usually forsake the appli-
cation of statistical significance tests, given the massive number of hits we 
often get (see the example above). Indeed, “Corpus Internet”, as Van 
Oosterdorp and Van der Wouden (1998) call it, is much, much larger in size 
than any linguistic corpus. To get an idea, let us compare the Web with the 
BNC. With 100,106,008 (100 million) words, the BNC is, as far as I know, 
the largest linguistic corpus of English available to date. (For comparison, 
COBUILD Direct comprises 56 million words and the British component of 
the International Corpus of English (ICE-GB) is made up of only one million 
words.) The size of the Web is not directly given but this can be easily ex-
trapolated once we know the relative frequency of a word (i.e. the frequency 
of a word compared to the total number of words in the corpus) in the BNC. 
For example, the word something occurs 50,121 times in the BNC corpus. In 
other words, something has a relative frequency of 0,5 ‰ in this 100 million 
words corpus. Now let us have a look at the word something on the Web. On 
the fifth of March 2003, Google retrieved about 2,660,000 occurrences of 
something in web pages from the UK (via Google.co.uk). If we assume that 
the relative frequency of a register-neutral word like something is more or 
less the same in both corpora, this means that the UK part of the Web 
searchable via Google comprised then some 5,320,000,000 or more than 5 
billion words. From the entire Web (i.e. not just the UK pages), Google re-
trieved about 46,300,000 occurrences of something. By simple extrapolation, 
we might estimate the total amount of English words on web pages indexed 
by Google to be some 92,600,000,000 or a good 90 billion. The order of 
magnitude of this crudely computed figure corresponds with the more so-
phisticated estimates of the number of words on the Web given by Keller et 
al. (2002: 3): “between 75.9 and 97.7 billion words for Google”. This is the 
equivalent of almost a million printed books of 200 to 250 pages with 400 to 
500 words per page. Imagine a pile of books the height of the Eiffel Tower; 
now imagine fifty such piles, and you have a rough idea of the amount of 
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English on the Web. It does not matter whether the actual amount represents 
a pile more or less, or even ten piles more or less—it remains a lot. 

Seventhly, and quite importantly, the sheer size of the Web minimizes the 
chance that a certain word or a sequence of words which we do a search on 
is not found due to an accidental gap in the corpus. To illustrate this point, 
let us enter the combination weirded out in the BNC. This combination re-
turns no match. Even if we enter weirded on its own as a query, there are no 
occurrences found. This can mean one of two things: either that the string is 
not part of the English language (and hence not used by native speakers), or 
that it is an existing combination (and hence used by native speakers) but 
that it happens to have fallen through the mazes of the corpus. Unless we 
have independent evidence for its (non)existence, we cannot know. In other 
words, a zero result in standard linguistic corpora is very often not a mean-
ingful result at all. Now, on entering the combination weirded out in Google, 
no fewer than 376 occurrences were found in the pages from the UK (as of 
the first of June, 2003), and about 15,600 occurrences in the Web in its en-
tirety. This is clear evidence that weirded out does form part of the inventory 
of pre-packaged combinations in English. As a corollary, if a short string 
(say, bizarred out) yields no, or only very few, search results on the Web, we 
can be certain that we have entered an unconventionalized string. A zero 
result on Google is meaningful.2 
 

This said, it is true that some of the language on the Web is less than fully 
grammatical. However, I have never knowingly based a descriptive claim 
solely on a usage that seemed suspect or deliberately erroneous. At the same 
time, my study is focused on productive patterns, which brings it about that 
some of my examples are creative, in the sense that they may contain a com-
bination of a verb and a particle that may never have been used before. If the 
reader should reject a particular example, I beg them not to shoot the mes-
senger and remember that, where illustrations of marginal patterns are con-
cerned, I have only reported what I found in the authentic output of other 
language users. 
 

                                                      
2 Interestingly, when I first wrote this note (spring 2003), bizarred out, which I made 
up as a possible though non-lexicalized phrase, did not have any webhits on Google, 
but when I later revised this note and did the search again (on 19 June 2004), I sud-
denly got 5 occurrences (e.g. “I was absolutely bizarred out by it”). It looks as if we 
are coincidentally witnessing the coming into being of a new unit here.  



 

A note on the use of footnotes in this study 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I realize that the footnotes in this work are on average longer than in other 
works, even scientific ones. Given their length, it might have been more 
elegant to present them as endnotes, either at the end of each chapter or at 
the end of the study as a whole. This might have kept the lay-out of the 
pages more intact, but it would also have made the work less easy to read, 
since it would constantly send the reader back and forth through it. I concur 
with Andrew McIntyre, who in a book review on the Linguist List (issue 
14.260) openly gives vent to his irritation at the use of endnotes instead of 
footnotes: “I implore all publishers to eliminate this annoying and unneces-
sary nuisance to the reader.” So, for those who dislike the occasional lack of 
balance between the volume of main text and the volume of the footnotes on 
certain pages, please bear in mind that the alternative might not have been 
better. 





 

1  Setting out 

“Scores of scholars have been tempted into the lush jungles of the separable-prefix 
or verb-particle construction, never to return.” 

Peter Svenonius 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The purpose of this first chapter is to introduce the reader to the study of English 
particles and particle patterns by showing how their existence has proved relevant 
to general linguistic theory. After a section with essential terminology (Section 1.1), 
a selective overview will be given of how constructions with particles have featured 
in linguistic thought over the last fifty years (Section 1.2). Some of the good ideas of 
the different approaches presented will then be distilled (Section 1.3) and used as 
ingredients of a ‘new’ descriptive framework, Pattern Grammar, whose organisa-
tional principles will be outlined in the next chapter.  
 
 
1.1 Definitions and delineations  

1.1.1 ‘Particle’ 

The term ‘particle’ is used to refer to a syntactic category, that is, a ‘word 
class’ or ‘part of speech’ on a par with ‘noun’, ‘verb’, etc., whose members 
(predictably called ‘particles’) can be identified by their possible position 
vis-à-vis the verb and an object NP. In the following sentences, down is a 
particle: 
 
(1) a. I took the deer down. 

b. I took down the deer. 
 
How do we know that down is a particle? The clauses in (1)a-b contain an 
object NP that is relatively light (i.e. of the form determiner + N).1 The abil-
ity of down to occur between the verb and the object NP in such a clause, as 

                                                      
1 Main-text references to the numbered examples are rendered in a slightly uncon-
ventional way, with the sub-level indices (e.g. “a-b”) placed outside rather than 
inside the brackets. This deviation from standard practice derives from a shortcom-
ing in Microsoft Word, which does not allow much editing in cross-references to 
automatically numbered items. 
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happens in (1)b, qualifies it as a particle. Compare with downhill in the fol-
lowing pair of examples: 
 
(2) a. I took the deer downhill. 

b. *I took downhill the deer. 
 
Downhill can follow the object NP but not precede it, and therefore does not 
pass the formal definition of ‘particle’, which is given below:  
 
(3) A word is used as a particle if  

(i) it does not directly govern an NP and  
(ii) it can follow the main verb of an active clause and follow as well 
as precede a direct object NP which  

(iia) belongs to the same clause,  
(iib) does not have the form of an unaccented pronoun, and  
(iic) is not distantly instantiated. 

 
The first condition for a word to be called a particle is that it is not being 
used as a preposition, taken in the conventional sense. Many, indeed most, 
particles can also be encountered in the capacity of prepositions. For exam-
ple, in The deer ran down the road, the NP the road is a complement of 
down. This sentence is superficially similar to (1)b, but notice that we cannot 
reverse down and the road so that it resembles (1)a as well: *The deer ran 
the road down does not make any sense in English. This suggests that down 
is performing the function of a different syntactic category here. Now, if a 
given item can be shown to function as a preposition in a particular sentence, 
the definition in (3) rules out that it is also a particle in that sentence, even if 
the item at hand can be used as a particle elsewhere. So, in The deer ran 
down the road, the word down is not a particle, despite its possible occur-
rence as a particle, as in, e.g., (1). (Note that particles can govern an NP indi-
rectly, namely when they are used with a PP as complement, as in I took the 
deer down to my cabin. See Chapter 4 for the internal structure of particle 
phrases.)2  

The second condition formalizes the distinctive grammatical property of 
particles, as revealed in (1)b. The first subrequirement attached to the direct 
object NP is self-evident. The reason for introducing the second subrequire-
ment is that a particle always has to follow an unaccented object pronoun. In 
that case, a particle cannot be distinguished from an adverb like downhill: I 
found a wounded deer and took {it down(hill) / *down(hill) it}. The third 
subrequirement is meant to exclude clauses in which the object NP is 

                                                      
2 Given that particles do not take an NP complement but share most of their mem-
bers with the class of prepositions, some linguists prefer to look at them as really 
“intransitive prepositions”. This view will be problematized in Chapter 3.  
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‘shifted’ from its normal position because of its heaviness, thereby allowing 
a non-particle to precede as well, as in I took down(hill) the deer that had 
been able to escape its hunters even though it was seriously wounded.3  

In (4) I present a standard, if somewhat conservative, list of items that can 
function as particles:4 
 
(4) about, across, ahead, along, apart, around, aside, away, back, by, 

down, home, in, off, on, out, over, round, through, together, up 
 
 
1.1.2 Idiomaticity and stereotypicity 

It is important to realize that the definition of ‘particle’ given in (3) is purely 
formal, in that particlehood is stated in terms of syntactic positioning. This 
means that it is of no concern whether down in (1) is part of an idiomatic 
verb-particle combination or not. As it happens, take down in (1) is ambigu-
ous between an idiomatic and a literal meaning, as can be shown with the 
following authentic examples (with added italics): 
 

                                                      
3 This subrequirement also prevents testing particlehood in clauses like What did you 
take down? or This is the deer that I took down, which do not themselves tell us 
whether down could precede the object if the object were in situ.  
4 A more extensive list might include after, below, between, beyond, past and under, 
but the occurrence of these items in pre-object position has not been clearly attested 
in actual usage. Other candidates, like aboard, aloud, astray, behind, forth and for-
ward, can precede an object NP in only one or a handful of fixed combinations 
({take / welcome} aboard, read aloud, lead astray, leave behind; {bring / put / set} 
forth; {bring / carry / put} forward). Other items that have been cited in the litera-
ture are highly debatable: abaft, abeam, aft, aground, aloft, amidships, aport, 
ashore, askew, astarboard, astern, astride, atop, overboard, and underground. Most 
of these have a mainly nautical usage and are very infrequent or archaic anyhow. 
 Also excluded from (4) are certain infinitival verbs that are combined with let 
(e.g. let fly an arrow, let go one’s hold, let go a sigh, let slip the opportunity) and 
certain adjectives, which, except for open and shut, also occur with a fixed verb (e.g. 
lay bare the truth, make clear one’s intentions, set free the garden gnomes, let loose 
the dogs, push open the window, cut short the speech, slam shut the door). See also 
Chapter 3, Section 3.2. 
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(5) a. It started out in the days of King Harry the Second of Eng-
land. There were forests for the king that nobody else could hunt 
in. One day as he was walking down the road he came to a group 
of the king’s foresters. Robin Hood not knowing who they were 
said, “I’ll bet you twenty pennies I can hit that deer in the forest 
over there.” So Robin Hood shot and as you might have guessed, 
took the deer down. That’s how Robin Hood became an outlaw. 
(www.classicalcharter.com/ForKids/BookReviews.html, accessed 20 
January 2004) 

b. I went up early in the morning, before daylight. It was foggy, and 
as I got up there to the top I saw some shadows going across, and I 
thought “these look like Germans.” So I pulled my carbine up, and 
I said, “Halten sie!” They didn’t do a thing. I fired, and everything 
disappeared. We just laid there, and nothing happened. Soon the 
fog lifted and it got light, and we went up there. Here was a dead 
deer. So, we took the deer down, and of course we notified on the 
phone that we had seen some deer but no Germans. 
(www.indianprairie.lib.il.us/vhp_army_messmore.pdf, accessed 20 Janu-
ary 2004) 

 
In (5)a, take down means ‘make (something, e.g. an airplane, or a large ani-
mal) fall to the ground, usually by shooting at it’. Of course, this meaning is 
not entirely unrelated to the literal meaning of down—after all, the plane or 
animal falls down to the ground—and the same sense can be found in bring 
down and, obviously, shoot down. Still, it will be recognized that take down 
is used here in a semantically more specific way than it is in (5)b, where it 
simply means ‘move (something or someone) to a lower position’. Also, 
there is something not strictly predictable about the meaning of take down in 
the ‘shooting’ sense: normally, if you take something somewhere, you take 
that something with you, wherever that ‘somewhere’ is, but if Robin hood 
takes down a deer “in the forest over there”, the deer stays “over there”. So, 
while take otherwise implies that what is taken moves along with the taker, 
this implication is not present in this somewhat special use of take down.  
 By contrast, in (5)b, there is nothing unpredictable about the meaning of 
take down, and in this particular context, down is perfectly replaceable by 
downhill. Because of this semantic similarity to a plain adverb, some lin-
guists would refrain from calling down a particle here. However, note that 
both uses of take down allow down to precede the object NP, as is clear from 
the following examples (with italics added again): 
 
(6) a. Jared took careful aim with his Remington 700 ML muzzleloader 

and took down the deer.  
(www.nighthawkpublications.com/journal/journal158-4.htm, accessed 20 
January 2004) 
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b. Unfortunately, the trap on the top of the tree was holding an ani-
mal. … He climbed up the tree and took down the deer. 

 (www.gocambodia.com/cambodian_tale/ short%20_stories/story_07.asp, 
accessed 20 January 2004) 

 
For this reason, down in (1) has been called a particle, irrespective of 
whether it forms an idiomatic or stereotyped combination with the verb.5  

Note that ‘or’ in the last sentence should not be taken to introduce a syn-
onymous term: ‘idiomatic’ and ‘stereotyped’ are distinct concepts. By 
‘idiomatic’ verb-particle combinations we mean combinations that are, to 
some degree, ‘semantically opaque’, that is, combinations whose meaning 
cannot be entirely predicted from the meanings of their parts. Clear exam-
ples are egg someone on ‘encourage someone’, head someone off ‘intercept 
someone, e.g. the enemy’, or make someone out ‘understand someone’s na-
ture, character or behaviour’, as in I can’t make her out. Not all verb-particle 
combinations display such a degree of idiomaticity, which is indeed used 
here as a gradable notion. The ‘shooting’ sense of take down is a case in 
point of a combination whose meaning, as we have seen, is somewhat spe-
cialized and unpredictable but not wholly unmotivated. For another example, 
let me cite Gries (2003): 

 
“[I]n it has taken many years to bring the town up to standard the mean-
ing is definitely not literal since the town has not been moved to a spa-
tially higher position, but equally the meaning is definitely not fully 
idiomatic as it can be easily computed on the basis of what Lakoff and 
Johnson (1980: 14) have called orientational metaphors (here, GOOD IS 

UP); that is, there seems to be an intermediate level of meaning between 
idiomatic and literal, namely metaphorical.” (Gries 2003: 16) 
 
Combinations that are not, or not very, idiomatic may still be ‘stereo-

typed’. By this we mean that they may be fixed (conventionalized) units—

                                                      
5 This is not to say that idiomaticity plays no role at all in the placement of the parti-
cle. On the basis of corpus research, Gries (2003: 87) shows that “on average, the 
more idiomatic the meaning of the verb phrase, the more likely construction0 is used 
[…] and vice versa, i.e. the more literal the verb phrase, the more often construction1 
is used”, where construction0 and construction1 stand for the orderings in I took 
down the deer and I took the deer down, respectively. However, there is no cate-
gorial distinction between idiomatic and literal verb-particle combinations with 
respect to this placement alternation. Indeed, authentic data prove wrong claims 
sometimes made in the literature to the effect that, say, Fred brought the plane down 
can only be understood literally (e.g. as Fred bringing a toy plane down from the 
attic), not idiomatically (e.g. as GI Fred shooting down a fighter jet). It suffices to 
enter “brought the plane down” in Google to be directed to various pages about 
missiles and mid-air explosions causing airplane crashes. 
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their components may be frequently found together. Examples include throw 
something away, write something down, or ward off something (e.g. an at-
tack, an illness, or an unpleasant feeling). Just as there is no non-arbitrary 
boundary between idiomatic and non-idiomatic combinations, there may not 
prove to be an absolute boundary between stereotyped and completely ‘free’ 
combinations. To return to our familiar example, the idiomatic use of take 
down will no doubt be stored as a fixed unit in the minds of many speakers 
of English.6 By contrast, the literal use of take down may perhaps be fre-
quent enough to assume that this combination is also stored in memory, but 
the fact that it is fully compositional does not exclude the possibility that it is 
assembled afresh every time a speaker wants to convey the message that 
something is literally taken to a lower position.7 And in, for example, The 

                                                      
6 Surprisingly enough, though, this use is not attested in Collins COBUILD Diction-
ary of Phrasal Verbs (Sinclair 1989) or in the Oxford Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs 
(Cowie and Mackin 1993), which are the two specialized dictionaries that I often 
consulted during my research.  

Complete bibliographical information can be found in the list of references at the 
back of this study. Note that specialized dictionaries are entered by editor, while 
more general dictionaries are entered by abbreviated title, like OED (for Oxford 
English Dictionary) or COBUILD (for Collins COBUILD English Dictionary).  
7 A central topic in Cognitive Grammar is what Langacker (1987: 29) has termed the 
‘rule/list fallacy’, by which linguists who work in the Chomskyan paradigm as-
sume—wrongly, according to Langacker—that if a complex item can be constructed 
by a rule, it cannot also be stored in the mind and accessed on demand as a ready-
made chunk (cf. also Taylor 2002: 14). In this case, just because the literal usage of 
take down accords with a simple combinatorial ‘rule’ (which allows us to ‘compute’ 
its meaning on the basis of the meanings of the verb, the particle, and arguably of 
the syntactic construction in which these two items are integrated), it does not ipso 
facto mean that take down cannot possibly be stored as such as well. Excluding 
complex items from the lexicon because they conform to a rule, says Langacker 
(1987: 29), “is a specious kind of simplicity for anyone taking seriously the goal of 
“psychological reality” in linguistic description”.  

Langacker’s objection to the Chomskyan ‘either/or’ assumption seems valid but 
to assume that if a regular complex item is encountered frequently, it will (because it 
logically can) be stored in the mental lexicon, where it resides ready for retrieval, 
would be to commit another logical fallacy. Simply saying that there is no compel-
ling reason to adopt a given theory does not entitle you to suggest that another the-
ory is therefore necessarily better. It is the skeptic’s burden of proof to show us that 
the existing theory is wrong and the alternative theory is right. Langacker forgoes 
the burden of proof when he posits that frequently-occurring plural noun forms, like 
eyes or kids, are stored in memory as units together with the plural formation 
‘schema’ which they instantiate and that this “affords the speaker alternate ways of 
accessing a complex but regular expression with unit status: it can simply be acti-
vated directly, or else the speaker can employ the schema to compute it” (Langacker 
2002: 264).   
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deer was helicoptered down, the combination is almost certainly created 
from scratch.  

From the previous paragraphs it would appear that idiomatic verb-particle 
combinations form a proper subpart of stereotyped verb-particle combina-
tions—while not all conventionalized combinations have to be idiomatic, all 
idiomatic combinations must be conventionalized. This seems logical: if a 
semantically irregular combination were not a familiar item in the language 
community’s vocabulary, how could speakers and hearers ever use and un-
derstand it correctly? Yet, there are huge numbers of ‘verb’-particle combi-
nations that are, in part at least, idiomatic even though they do not form a 
conventionalized unit. To give only a few similar examples: 
 
(7) a. Over 3,000 revellers raved it up at the bash in London’s East End 

until the early hours. 
 (www.bbc.co.uk/radio1/news/urbannews/ 020721_msdynamite.shtml, ac-

cessed 22 January 2004) 
b. Oh and my vote is to have a big meet at a park or someplace so we 

can all BBQ it up. 
 (www.highaltitudeimports.com/archive/index.php/t-13902, accessed 22 

January 2004) 
c. Known in some circles as “the grammar nazi,” ... Johnson knows 

how to grammar it up. 
(www.fewllignitesound.com/crew/lisa_real.php, accessed 22 January 
2004) 

                                                                                                                             
Linguists really concerned with “psychological reality” should get out of their 

comfy armchairs and conduct some lab work. In fact, it takes a notable Chomskyan 
linguist to test the hypothesis that there is a fundamental difference between rule-
based items and ‘listemes’: Pinker (1999) reports on an experiment, carried out with 
some colleagues, in which speakers had to give past-tense forms of verbs—a task 
analogous to the giving of plural noun forms. It appeared that frequently-
encountered but regular past-tense forms were not given faster than less common 
regular past-tense forms (controlling for differences in their stem frequencies), 
“which suggests that people were not retrieving them preformed from memory but 
were assembling them on the fly” (Pinker 1999: 131). By contrast, speed differences 
were found for irregular past-tense forms, which obviously have to be stored: when 
presented with, for example, the equally frequent stems stride and ring, test persons 
needed more time to come up with strode, which is not encountered very often, than 
with the more frequent form rang. 

However, there is also some empirical evidence that Langacker may be on the 
right track after all. In a note, Pinker (1999: 303, note 22) mentions some other ex-
periments which suggest that high-frequency predictable forms can be redundantly 
stored in the mental lexicon, from where they can be retrieved when called for, 
thereby actually blocking their otherwise fast generation by rule: speakers some-
times need more time to give a high-frequency form like walked than they do to 
form, say, stalked. 
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There is something undeniably idiomatic about these examples: nothing is 
literally moved to a higher position as a result of whatever activity is ex-
pressed by the verb. Still, these combinations are not (yet?) conventional. 
Their occurrence necessitates the positing of a ‘V it up’ pattern, which has a 
special meaning and which can host a noun in the open verb slot (see Chap-
ter 8, Subsection 8.5.7). 
 
 
1.1.3 ‘Particle pattern’ 

One might argue that, strictly speaking, particles can only be encountered in 
transitive clauses, since a particle, by its very definition, needs the presence 
of an object NP in order to be identified as such. Huddleston (2002a: 280), in 
fact, takes such a stance in The Cambridge Grammar of the English Lan-
guage: according to him, there is a categorical difference between down and 
downstairs in She brought the bed down versus She brought the bed down-
stairs, but not in She came down versus She came downstairs. Correspond-
ingly, the term ‘verb-particle construction’ is then used as a cover term for 
the transitive patterns of the sort exemplified in (1)a and (1)b only.  

However, one might equally well say that the definition given in (3) 
leaves room for a wider interpretation: an item can be called a particle if it 
can precede the object in a transitive clause—irrespective of whether it actu-
ally does so and, importantly, irrespective of whether it actually occurs in a 
clause with a direct object NP. We will content ourselves with this more 
welcoming interpretation.8 What this entails is that we may find particles in 
intransitive clauses (e.g. (8)a) as well as in (mono-)transitive clauses (e.g. 
(8)b) and ditransitive ones (e.g. (8)c): 
 
(8) a. All the lights went on.  

b. She tore up the letter. 
  c. I’ll write you out a cheque. 
 
The different sentence patterns of which (8)a-c each provide an example will 
all be called ‘particle patterns’. Since each of these patterns involves a verb 
and a particle, I will sometimes refer to them as instances of ‘the verb-
particle construction’, which, it will be clear, is an abstraction.  

                                                      
8 In my view, the narrow interpretation is hard to maintain: if it were applied consis-
tently, one should also be agnostic as to the particlehood of down in She brought the 
bed down. Indeed, on what grounds can one be sure that down in this pattern is the 
same item as the unequivocal particle in She brought down the bed, if such an iden-
tity is denied for down in She came down? Although this may be a logically false 
objection on my part, the question is not meant to be merely rhetorical and therefore 
awaits a convincing answer. 
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Apart from highly schematic structural configurations, ‘particle patterns’ 
can also be more specific templates in which one or more of the slots is al-
ready lexically filled-in. The ‘V it up’-pattern, briefly mentioned in the pre-
vious subsection, is an example of such a pattern. An individual verb-particle 
combination like take down can also be argued to be a mini-‘particle pat-
tern’, since it still contains an open value for the object NP, not to mention 
for the subject NP (i.e. the ‘external’ argument). It also abstracts away from 
the many different ways in which the verb can be inflected (e.g. takes NP 
down, took NP down, has taken NP down, will be taking NP down, etc.), and 
from the two possible placements of the object NP. Beyond acknowledging 
their status as individual particle patterns, I cannot of course deal with each 
and every of these lexically highly specified verb-particle units within the 
confines of this study.9 

                                                      
9 Individual verb-particle combinations are very often referred to in the literature as 
“verb-particle constructions”, usually without the underlying theoretical motivation, 
though, that constructions (or ‘patterns’) may be found at all levels of generality, as 
in Construction Grammar (and in Cognitive Grammar). That is, many linguists sim-
ply use verb-particle constructions as a more transparent and rigorous-sounding 
alternative to the rather vague phrasal verbs. Indeed, not all linguists understand the 
same kind of object by phrasal verb, which has been used in various works to refer 
to either 
(i) an idiomatic verb-particle combination, e.g. give (NP) up,  
(ii) an idiomatic or stereotyped (i.e. lexicalized) verb-particle combination, e.g. give 
(NP) up, throw NP away, or 
(iii) any “multi-word verb”, that is, an idiomatic or stereotyped combination of  

a. a verb and a particle, e.g. give (NP) up, throw NP away,  
b. a verb and a preposition, also known as a “prepositional verb”, e.g. call [on 

NP] (‘visit NP’), cope [with NP], laugh [at NP], provide NP [with NP], in-
cluding any such combination which has a fixed lexical value for the direct or 
prepositional object (e.g. give rise [to NP], put an end [to NP], make a point 
[of NP], take care [of NP], pay attention [to NP], make a dash [for NP], 
make fun [of NP], keep an eye [on NP], make a song and dance [{about / 
over} NP], take NP [into account], take NP [to task] (‘criticize NP’),  

c. a verb-particle combination and a preposition, also known as a “prepositional 
phrasal verb” (or, alternatively, as a “phrasal-prepositional verb”), e.g. face 
up [to NP], cut down [on NP, e.g. on expenses], fall back [on NP, e.g. on 
your wife’s money], put up [with NP, e.g. with someone’s bad manners] 
(‘endure NP’), fill NP in [on NP, e.g. on any future plans], or 

d. other possible combinations of a verb and one or more elements of non-
verbal origin (the last of which usually being a preposition), e.g. take place, 
get rid [of NP], make do [with NP], be fond [of NP], steer clear [of NP], etc. 

Especially didactic publications like, for example, the dictionaries mentioned in note 
6 refer to all multi-word verbs as “phrasal verbs”, because all the types subsumed 
pose similar problems for the language learner (namely of memorizing forms and 
meanings). 
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 Crucial for the present study is that ‘particle patterns’ encompass more 
than just regularly occurring structures in which a particle may be found. In 
everyday parlance, ‘patterns’ may refer to anything that repeats itself. Ap-
plied to our subject matter, we will likewise call ‘pattern’ any possible alter-
nation between syntactic arrangements that can be observed to occur repeat-
edly, i.e., that is not restricted to one single lexical item. For example, we 
may be struck by the fact that the addition of a particle to an otherwise obli-
gatorily transitive verb may allow the object NP to be omitted (see Chapter 
7, Section 7.4.). This fact can be described as an alternation between two 
different structural patterns in which a verb can be used. (Here and else-
where, if an asterisk is placed outside brackets, it means that it applies to the 
bracketing itself, in other words, it indicates that omission of some material 
is ungrammatical. So I locked *(the house) means that you cannot grammati-
cally leave out the house.) 
 
(9) a. I locked *(the house). / I locked (the house) up. 

b. She saddled *(her horse). / She saddled up (her horse). 
c. He towelled *(himself). / He towelled (himself) off. 
d. Loosen *(your muscles) first. / Loosen up (your muscles) first. 

 
Although this possibility is not available for the majority of transitive verbs, 
the observation that there is a little regularity at work here is too interesting 
to ignore. Since the alternation is not one-off (i.e. does not occur with one 
particular transitive verb only) but ‘repeats’ itself for a number of verbs, it 
may righteously be referred to as a ‘pattern’ as well. 

The definition given below sums up what is meant by ‘particle pattern’: 
 
(10) A particle pattern is either a construction which contains a particle or 

an alternation which manifests itself regularly across several pairs of 
constructions, where at least one construction in each pair contains a 
particle.  

 
A final note concerns the purposeful omission of ‘verb’ in the term ‘par-

ticle pattern’. Although it is true that patterns with a particle typically also 
contain a verb, there are a few minor patterns that are verbless (see Chapter 
5, Section 5.5). Here are some examples: 
 
(11) a. Hands up! 

b. Away with you! 
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1.2 Particles in the past fifty years of linguistic theorizing 

In this section I provide a brief, and therefore inevitably very selective, 
overview of the way particles have been playing a role in general linguistics 
since the chomskyan revolution in the late nineteen fifties. Starting with 
Chomksy’s Syntactic Structures and ending with Jackendoff’s The Architec-
ture of the Language Faculty, I discuss five books from five consecutive 
decades, equally spaced in time. Although the first work discussed below is 
no doubt one of the most frequently mentioned publications in the linguistic 
(and the more general cognitive) literature, this quick survey is by no means 
to be taken as a list of the incontestable top five most influential works in 
general linguistics; if it were, I should have included at least also Chomsky’s 
Aspects (1965). Instead, the selection is rather arbitrary, except for the crite-
rion, of course, that they have something to say, however cursorily, about 
particles within a broader theory of language.  

The discussion, which will remain fairly informal, is meant to serve three 
purposes. First, it is intended to give the reader the opportunity to dip a ten-
tative toe into the murky waters of the verb-particle construction while still 
keeping one foot on firm, and mostly familiar, theoretical ground. I assume 
this is a kinder way of introducing the subject matter than forcing the reader 
to plunge head-first into scholarly debate by surveying the many specialized 
treatments of the construction and its manifold intricacies.10 Secondly, it will 
allow myself the opportunity to present some of my theoretical assumptions 
as being grounded in the linguistic history of the last half century. Thirdly, 
by discussing the place of particles in works of considerable theoretical 
breadth, I want to convince the reader that the verb-particle construction is 
by no means a marginal linguistic phenomenon, whose study is, all things 
considered, a completely gratuitous activity. On the contrary, though parti-
cles may seem superficially light and insignificant elements, they have 
proved to be theoretically weighty. 
 
 

                                                      
10 Monographs on the verb-particle construction are, among others, Bolinger (1971), 
Declerck (1976a, 1976b), Dehé (2002), Dehé et al. (2002), Den Dikken (1995), 
Fraser (1976), Gries (2003), Hill (1968), Kennedy (1920), Lindner (1981), Lipka 
(1972), O’Dowd (1998), Pelli (1976), Quayle (1994), Sroka (1972), Svenonius 
(1994: Chapter 3) and Zeller (2001). Dehé (2002, Chapter 2), in particular, provides 
a good introduction to most of the syntactic analyses of the verb-particle construc-
tion that have been proposed in the generative literature. For a comprehensive and 
fairly recent bibliography of studies on the verb-particle construction, see Bacchielli 
(1999). Another good on-line bibliography is the one maintained by Humboldt Uni-
versity’s Department of English and American Studies at the following web address: 
<www2.hu-berlin.de/angl/ling_projects/part/bibliography.htm>. 
A more selective on-line bibliography is Villavicencio and Baldwin (2002).  
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1.2.1 Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures (1957)  

With his small but revolutionary treatise Syntactic Structures, Noam Chom-
sky made a convincing plea to simplify the grammatical descriptions of lan-
guages. As is well known, his proposal was to rigorously formalize the 
grammar of a language by describing it in terms of rules that can generate 
(i.e. define in a formally precise way) all of the sequences that would be 
accepted as grammatically well-formed by a native speaker, and none of the 
sequences that would be rejected as grammatically ill-formed. He argued 
that an explicit grammar of English should consist of (i) a small set of 
phrase structure rules, which generate “a kernel of basic sentences” (p. 106), 
and (ii) a set of transformational rules, which derive all other sentences  
from these kernel sentences, or, “more properly, from the strings that under-
lie them” (p. 107).11  
 Early on in Syntactic Structures, Chomsky sketches out a little ‘toy’ 
grammar for English, consisting of six very simple phrase structure rules, the 
first being “Sentence→NP+VP” and the last “Verb→hit, took, etc.” (p. 27). 
He further on refines this latter rewriting rule as “Verb→Aux+V”, whereby 
“Aux” can in turn be rewritten as a sequence of one or more optional auxil-
iary verbs and inflectional endings, which enable the generation of complex 
verb forms like takes, has taken, will take, has been taken, is being taken, 
etc., and where the symbol V can be rewritten as any member of the class of 
verbal roots (e.g. hit, take, walk, read, etc.) (p. 39).12 In a later chapter, still, 
Chomsky points out that  
 

“[t]here are, however, a large number of productive subconstructions of V 
that deserve some mention, since they bring to light some basic points in 
a rather clear way. Consider first such verb+particle (V+Prt) construc-
tions as ‘bring in,’ ‘call up,’ ‘drive away.’” (Chomsky 1957: 75) 

 
He then draws the attention to the fact that the sentences in (12)a-c are all 
possible, but not the one in (13). (I continue my own numbering, and follow-
ing current practice, I add an asterisk to the ungrammatical sentence.) 
 

                                                      
11 We leave out of our discussion a third set of rules, which Chomsky calls morpho-
phonemic rules. These simply “convert strings of morphemes into strings of pho-
nemes” (p. 107); they rewrite, for example, walk as /w� k/, take+past as /tuk/, 
walk+past as /w� kt/, etc. 
12 In later generative models (e.g. Chomsky 1965), words enter syntactic structures 
via separate lexical insertion rules and no longer via phrase structure rules. See Sub-
section 2.1.5 for further discussion. 
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(12) a. The police brought in the criminal. 
b. The police brought the criminal in. 
c. The police brought him in. 

(Chomsky 1957: 75) 
 
(13) *The police brought in him. (Chomsky 1957: 75) 
 
To account for sentences of the type in (12)a, Chomsky introduces an extra 
phrase structure rule: 
 
(14) V→V1+Prt 
 
Also needed is a “set of supplementary rules to indicate which V1 can go 
with which Prt” (p. 76), but Chomsky remains conveniently silent on what 
such rules might look like. It would not be very economical, of course, to 
state for each individual verb which particles, if any, it can combine with. 
Moreover, since Chomsky speaks of “productive subconstruction of V” (my 
emphasis), this would not be the course he would take, because it would not 
allow the creation of novel verb-particle combinations. A more parsimonious 
procedure would probably involve semantic considerations, but Chomsky is 
loath to let these play a role, given his view that “[g]rammar is best formu-
lated as a self-contained study independent of semantics” (p. 106).  
 To generate (12)b and (12)c, something more is needed. As Chomsky 
tells us, a grammar solely consisting of phrase structure rules cannot directly 
cope with discontinuous elements like bring…in. To overcome this limita-
tion, we need transformational rules. In this case, the grammar has to be 
enriched with a rule that maps a string of structure (15)a onto one of struc-
ture (15)b, which is a string with identical segments but with the third and 
the fourth segments interchanged (p. 76): 
 
(15) a. X – V1 – Prt – NP 

b. X – V1 – NP – Prt  
 
Such a mapping can turn sentence (12)a into (12)b, which effectively means 
that the former, with the verb and the particle adjacent to each other, is more 
‘basic’ than the latter, with the verb and the particle separated. Importantly, 
this separation operation, which was later to become known as particle 
movement (or ‘particle shift’), is an optional operation. Like, for example, 
the passive operation, it does not have to be applied in order to make a sen-
tence grammatical. However, to allow for sentences like (12)c while pre-
venting the occurrence of sentences like (13), we have to add the information 
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that the transformation is obligatory in case the object NP is an unaccented 
pronoun.13, 14 This can be formally represented as follows:  
 
(16) Separation Transformation – optional: 

Structural analysis:  X – V1 – Prt – NP 
Structural change:  X1 – X2 – X3 – X4 → X1 – X2 – X4 – X3 

  Condition: obligatory if NP is an unaccented pronoun 
 
Alternatively, Chomsky adds, we could formulate two distinct separation 
rules—one optional for full NPs and another obligatory for (unaccented) 
pronouns (p. 76).  

One of the central concerns in Syntactic Structures (and other transforma-
tional works following its appearance) pertained to the order in which rules 
can be applied. For example, the passive transformation operates optionally 
on any string of the form NP – verb – NP, so if it were permitted to apply 
after the separation transformation, it presumably would wrongly generate 
sentences like the ones below: 
 
(17) a. *The criminal was brought by the police in.  

b. *He was brought by the police in. 
 
For this reason, it must be explicitly indicated that the passive transformation 
applies before the separation transformation (p. 76). 
 Chomsky does not really offer any justification for why he chooses to 
base-generate the adjacent order (e.g. (12)a) and transformationally derive 
the separated order (e.g. (12)b-c); he simply states that this is “the most natu-
ral way of analyzing these constructions” (p. 75). This analysis does not, it 
seems to me, necessarily follow from the mentioned limitation of phrase 
structure (i.e. its inaptitude to deal with discontinuous items). Another possi-
ble analysis could have been to add the following phrase structure rule (see 
also Subsection 1.2.5 below): 

                                                      
13 Here and elsewhere, I prefer the term {‘accent’ / ‘(un)accented’} over {‘stress’ / 
‘(un)stressed’} when dealing with prosodic prominence as a discourse-functional 
notion rather than with prosodic prominence with respect to the syllabic structure of 
words. 
14 Chomsky does not explicitly state that the separation transformation is only 
obligatory if the object NP is an unaccented pronoun. Note, however, that if the 
object pronoun has contrastive accent, the operation does not have to be applied. 
Here is an example: 
(i) Of all the dogs in the shelter, my Master picked out me!  

(www.helgathedog.com/story.asp, accessed 2 April 2001) 
In this sentence, the dog referred to by me is in contrastive opposition to all the other 
dogs in the shelter. For this reason, me carries accent, and is consequently not sub-
ject to the extra condition. 
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(18) VP→V+NP+Prt 
 
Especially since “binary branching” was not yet an issue in this early genera-
tive model, there is no reason why this would have been any less natural. An 
additional transformational rule would then be needed to optionally switch 
the order of the NP and the Prt. This optional transformation would only be 
allowed with full NPs and accented pronouns. In such a scenario, sentence 
(12)b would be more basic than sentence (12)a, which would be derived 
from it by leftward instead of rightward particle movement.15 Of course, an 
implication of this option would be that V and Prt do not form a sort of com-
plex V together, and this might possibly cause problems for the application 
of, for example, the passive transformation. However, if the passive trans-
formation were to be simply reformulated in such a way that the first (i.e. 
subject) NP of the underlying string gets to be placed, together with an in-
serted by, at the right of a possible particle in the derived string, there might 
not be any problem at all.  

As is to be expected, Chomsky does not expand either on why exactly a 
speaker may actually choose to apply the optional separation transformation. 
In other words, he is not concerned with the different discourse functions the 
two possible orderings may have in a real speech situation. All Chomsky 
was intent on doing in Syntactic Structures was “studying language as an 
instrument or a tool, attempting to describe its structure with no explicit ref-
erence to the way in which this instrument is put to use” (p. 103). However, 
Chomsky’s aim to conduct a strictly formal study of syntactic structure is not 
at odds, as may sometimes be assumed, with a broader study of “the way in 
which this syntactic structure is put to use in the actual functioning of lan-
guage” (p. 102). In the conclusion of Syntactic Structures, Chomsky himself 
opens the door to such a research agenda: 

 
“Nevertheless, we do find many important correlations, quite naturally, 
between syntactic structure and meaning; or, to put it differently, we find 
that the grammatical devices are used quite systematically. These correla-
tions could form part of the subject matter for a more general theory of 
language concerned with syntax and semantics and their points of con-
nection.” (Chomsky 1957: 108) 

  
 

                                                      
15 Still another possible analysis in the spirit of Chomsky’s early transformational 
grammar would be to base-generate verbs and particles in adjacent positions (as in  
(14)), but as part of a VP (as in (18)): 
(i) VP→V+Prt+NP  
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1.2.2 Ross’s Constraints on Variables in Syntax (1967 [1986])16 

To understand the importance of John Robert (also known as “Haj”) Ross’s 
doctoral dissertation, we have to present it against the background of the 
Transformational-Generative era immediately ensuing Chomsky’s Syntactic 
Structures. One of the main preoccupations of Chomsky and his followers 
was to make sure that the proposed rules did not “overgenerate”, in other 
words, that they did not predict the possible occurrence of certain sentences 
which would be deemed ill-formed by native speakers. For example, it was 
soon found out that the separation transformation given in (16) above needed 
a second condition, namely that it be “blocked” if the NP is “complex”, in 
order to prevent, e.g., the derivation of (19)b from (19)a: 
 
(19) a. …I looked up a person who answered a query I posted on the inter-

net… 
(www.kcnet.org/~arice/HomePage.html, accessed 27 January 2004) 

b. *…I looked a person who answered a query I posted on the inter-
net up… 

 
In the early days of Chomskyan linguistics, the wish to construct grammars 
that would not overgenerate led to a proliferation of patch-ups for rules that 
were too permissive without some constraints on their application.  
 Ross’s work appeared as a reaction against and remedy for the multiplica-
tion of ad-hoc conditions built into individual rules. He noticed that many of 
these constraints were not particular to one single construction and that they 
had therefore better be lifted out of the formulation of the rule which ac-
counted for this construction. Ross took a closer look at particle movement 
and “complex” NPs as the first, and most elaborated, of eight case studies 
illustrating the principle of what he called “Tree Pruning”.17 He argued that 
it is not necessary to state a separate condition which blocks the movement 
of a particle over a complex NP, since such NPs are in general placed as far 
from the verb as possible anyhow. Here are some authentic examples (cf. pp. 
34-35): 
 
(20) a. …ascribe to genes [the exceptional collaborative responsibilities 

also entailed in producing a discrete entity (the organism) whose 
survival and reproduction is key to the evolutionary game].  
(www.utoronto.ca/jcb/Research/publications/singer_science.pdf., ac-
cessed 26 January 2003) 

                                                      
16 All page references in this section are to the 1986 book Infinite Syntax!, which is 
the published version of Ross’s 1967 Ph.D. dissertation. 
17 Ross, who later turned away from formal linguistics to establish himself as a poet, 
bequeathed us also such now-common grammatical metaphors as “islands” and 
“pied-piping”. 
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b. But in his stomach, a new feeling surfaced, and showed to his soul 
[what the Ellurian race disliked more than rape].   

 (www.fuzzynet.co.uk/victory4.shtml, accessed 26 January 2003) 
c. We have made available [all the financial information that we are 

obliged to make available under consideration of the Bill].  
(www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm199798/ 
cmhansrd/vo970610/debtext/70610-20.htm, accessed 26 January 2003) 

d. The NSS will select as additional gateways [three or four of the 
larger urban centres that possess the capacity to lift the level of de-
velopment within their respective areas].  

 (www.rtpi.org.uk/resources/news-in-planning/2001/q4/1441/144101.html, 
accessed 26 January 2003) 

e. The instructor will consider wrong [any answer that is not readable 
or understandable according to his subjective evaluation].   

 (www.quase.ualberta.ca/projects/softworld/ 
cmpe210/resources/samplefinal.pdf, accessed 26 January 2003) 

 
We could capture a generalization by introducing a “Complex NP Shift” 
rule, Ross continues, which (to simplify the formulation somewhat) option-
ally moves a complex NP to the end of the clause in which it occurs (p. 37).  
 With respect to the particle movement transformation, Chomsky (1964 
[1961]: 127, note 18) had already noted that “in general, embedding of a 
short sentence ... seems less natural than embedding of a fairly long phrase.” 
Thus, a “complex” NP is not necessarily a “long” NP: 
 
(21) a. I called [almost all of the men from Boston] up. 

b. *I called [the man you met] up. 
 
As Chomsky pointed out, the NP in (21)a is considerably longer than the NP 
in (21)b, but it can precede the particle much more naturally.18 Ross further 
formalizes Chomsky’s intuition, stating that an NP is complex “if it domi-

                                                      
18 Chomsky (1975), which is based on a manuscript that dated from more than 
twenty years before its publication, contains a passage to the same effect:  

“While ... both [the detective brought in the suspect] and [the detective brought 
the suspect in] are grammatical, in general the separability of the preposition is 
determined by the complexity of the NP object. Thus we could scarcely have  
[i] the detective brought the man who was accused of having stolen the automo-

bile in 
It is interesting to note that it is apparently not the length in words of the object 
that determines the naturalness of the transformation, but rather, in some sense, 
its complexity. Thus “they brought all the leaders of the riot in” seems more 
natural than “they brought the man I saw in.” The latter, though shorter, is more 
complex on the transformational level since it has the infixed sentence “I saw.” 
(Chomsky 1975: 477) 
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nates the node S” (p. 33), which simply means that it contains a finite 
clause.19  

An innovative aspect of Ross’s work is the addition of a general “Output 
Condition on Post-Verbal Constituents” (pp. 43-44), by means of which 
sentences formed by the grammar can be judged as acceptable to varying 
degree. This output condition takes the form of an ordered list of constituent 
types that are preferred in close vicinity of the verb. At the top of the list are 
unaccented direct object pronouns, and towards the bottom are complex 
NPs. This list obviates the need for the two conditions attached to the parti-
cle separation rule, that is, “obligatory for unaccented pronouns” and 
“blocked for complex NPs”. The separation rule, ridded of these two condi-
tions, may freely crank out, say, The police brought in him, but such a sen-
tence deviates too much from the preferred order specified in the output 
condition to be acceptable. Similarly, since the “Complex NP Shift” rule is 
only optional, a sentence like (21)b can also be generated by the grammar, 
but again, such a sentence would not score much in the way of acceptability 
when held against the output condition.  

Sharing a place somewhere in the middle of the list are particles and NPs 
without post-modifiers. This reflects Ross’s feeling that, for example, I 
called an old friend up and I called up an old friend do not really differ in 
acceptability. Interestingly, though, Ross makes a distinction between parti-
cles and what he considers, following Fraser (1965), to be “reduced direc-
tional phrases”, like out in let out, which is assumed to be derived from let 
out of something.20 In the output ranking of constituents that are preferred 
closest to the verb, these reduced directional phrases come one place lower 
than ‘true’ (i.e. unreduced) particles, and, accordingly, also one place lower 
than NPs with no postnominal modifiers, since these carry the same ranking 
number as particles. The motivation for this proposed difference in ranking 
is Ross’s intuition that, for example, “knock out the sentry! is as natural as 
knock the sentry out!, whereas let out the sentry! is somewhat less natural 
than let the sentry out!” (p. 45). Conversely, Ross finds Let the dogs which 
are barking out “somewhat better than Knock the dogs which are barking 

                                                      
19 Gries (2003: 71) counts among “complex NPs” also NPs with an embedded non-
finite, e.g. participial, clause, but his reference to Ross’s definition does not seem 
justified to me. Gries’s example, given here in (i), would probably be characterized 
by Ross as containing a non-complex NP with a postnominal modifier.  
(i) He also took over some national functions handled now by the Metropolitan 

Police. (Gries 2003: 71) 
The postmodifier, handled now by the Metropolitan Police, may be thought of as 
having an underlying finite relative clause (which are…), but, in Ross’s account, the 
“S” node dominating this clause would have had to be “pruned out” (cf. below in the 
main text) after the deletion of the relative pronoun which and the passive auxiliary 
be (p. 33). 
20 I will give an in-depth critique of this view in Chapter 3, Subsection 3.3.2. 
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out”. If reduced directional phrases are relatively close to complex NPs in 
the output ranking, the reversal of their expected order in a sentence should 
indeed be assessed as a less serious violation (i.e. one leading to a smaller 
loss of acceptability) than if they were farther apart in the ranking  (p. 44-
45).  

Under the principle of “Tree Pruning”, now, any embedded S node which 
does not branch (i.e. which does not have at least two daughter nodes) is cut 
out of a phrase structure tree. For example, in (22)a the embedded relative 
clause S dominates two nodes: the subject NP who and the VP is strong. In 
(22)b, the so-called Relative Clause Reduction rule has eliminated who is. 
The relative clause S thus becomes non-branching and has to be pruned out, 
resulting in (22)c. 
 
(22) a. I’m going to call [NP somebody [S [NP who] [VP is strong]]] up. 

b. I’m going to call [NP somebody [S strong]] up 
c. I’m going to call [NP somebody strong] up. 

   
As Ross took pains to argue, the principle of Tree Pruning and the defini-

tion of ‘complex NP’ together can explain why (22)a sounds worse than 
(22)c. Since the NP in (22)c does not dominate an S node, it no longer satis-
fies the technical definition of ‘complex NP’ given above. However, an NP 
with a post-nominal modifier, like somebody strong, is still at the lower end 
of the list specifying which constituents are preferably closest to the verb, 
which explains “the less than full acceptability” of (22)c (p. 34). 
 Ross’s output condition on post-verbal constituents forms part of what he 
would like to see as a new component to be added to the already existing 
components of a generative grammar (the phrase structure rules and the 
transformations). He tentatively calls it a stylistic component (p. 48). Insofar 
as output conditions do not set absolute standards of well-formedness, 
Ross’s proposal can be seen as a prefiguration of Optimality Theory (e.g. 
Archangeli and Langendoen 1997). Violations against preferred orderings 
are not all equally serious, so that they can be ordered along a scale of result-
ing unacceptability. We can, in other words, on the basis of the output condi-
tion on post-verbal elements propose a hierarchy of defeasible constraints. 
Two candidate sentences which are identical except for their different post-
verbal constituent ordering could be compared with respect to such a hierar-
chy; ideally, the candidate with no or with the lowest-ranking constraint 
violation should be uttered. But unless the violation of one of the two candi-
dates is blatant, speakers may accidentally choose the weaker candidate. 
Thus viewed, Ross’s theory may account for the fact that not all sentences 
we encounter in actual discourse are equally well-phrased. 
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1.2.3 Bolinger’s Meaning and Form (1977) 

Though it superficially dealt with some selected topics in English grammar, 
Dwight Bolinger’s 1977 book was really written as a vigorous reply to the 
lack of interest in semantics within contemporary linguistics, the mainstream 
of which was dominated by Chomsky. Generative grammarians, it should be 
said, were not completely indifferent to meaning. Indeed, they had found out 
that meaning was not always preserved across transformations. In particular, 
reordering rules such as the passive transformation could bring about differ-
ences in the scope of quantifiers. Compare, for example, The editor didn’t 
find many mistakes with its passive transform Many mistakes weren’t found 
by the editor (example from Cowper 1992: 9). The pasive sentence means 
that the editor did not manage to find all the mistakes (although there were 
many), whereas the active may receive such an interpretation, though more 
likely suggests that there weren’t many mistakes in the first place (and that 
the editor found all the mistakes there were to find). However, apart from 
such tricky issues as quantification, it was believed that transformations left 
the meaning of the underlying sentence intact. For example, in both the ac-
tive and the passive sentence above, it is the editor who acts as the finder and 
it is the mistakes that play the role of the findees. The general who-does-
what-to-whom structure remains the same, and this is what really matters. In 
short, the predominant view was that syntax can (nay, must) be studied inde-
pendently of semantics and of the way syntactic structures function in com-
munication. 
 Bolinger tried to put the focus on meaning in grammatical research. Inci-
dentally, the order of the words in the title of his book is certainly intended 
to be meaningful in this respect. It could be read as an illustration of the 
main tenet of his book, which the series editor, Sir (now Lord) Randolph 
Quirk, in the preface summarized as follows: “there is no difference in form 
without some difference in meaning” (p. viii). Given that form and meaning 
is a strong collocation in English (16,800 hits on Google, 28 January 2004), 
we might consider it as the basic word order from which meaning and form 
might then be said to be derived through a reordering transformation. How-
ever, by putting meaning first, Bolinger wants to emphasize its importance. 
In other words, the reversal clearly serves a communicative purpose. As 
linguists, we should be aware of that. 
 In the introduction of his book, Bolinger (1977a: 9-18) briefly discusses 
eight sample cases, the seventh of which is the supposed identity of ‘verb + 
particle + NP and ‘verb + NP + particle’ (p. 17). For a transformational lin-
guist, I put on my coat and I put my coat on are perfectly synonymous sen-
tences, because, if either  is true, so must be the other; and if either is false, 
so again must be the other. Truth-conditionally, in other words, they are 
completely equivalent. Appealing to common sense, Bolinger argues that to 
think that there is no difference in meaning whatsoever between these sen-
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tences is to be short-sighted, because why then would we need two different 
forms? Though it may be true that both sentences describe one and the same 
objective event in the world, they may look at this event from different an-
gles or convey different nuances. It is only if we impoverish the meaning of 
meaning by equating it with truth values that these sentences mean the same.  
 According to Bolinger, part of the reason why I put on my coat and I put 
my coat on are wrongly thought to be identical is the generative linguist’s 
preference for “switchyard solutions” to alternations, which keep the gram-
mar simple and efficient. Bolinger, assuming that this railway image is sug-
gestive enough, does not really explain it, but what he probably has in mind 
is the conception of grammar as an enclosed domain where constituents can 
be assembled into strings, like carriages into trains, and where strings can be 
disassembled and reassembled into similar strings with another internal or-
der. In a switchyard, trains are being formed, moved between tracks, and 
transformed according to certain principles that are completely independent 
of why it is that users might wish to take one train rather than another, just 
like a generative grammar is not concerned with the communicative needs of 
speakers.21 Without regard for these needs, the two sentences are indeed 
semantically identical, but we typically choose one sentence over another 
depending on our communicative destiny. 

Another reason why both orderings are considered to be just formal vari-
ants with the same underlying meaning, according to Bolinger, is the lin-
guist’s tendency to categorize a word in one and only one way, irrespective 
of the construction it enters. Bolinger argues that the ordering in She threw 
the keys away is the same as in the verb-adjective (i.e. resultative) construc-
tion, exemplified in, e.g., They painted the car pink or He drank himself 
unconscious. For this reason, away is slightly more adjectival in this sen-
tence than in She threw away the keys. This means that the particle, if it fol-
lows the object NP, predicates somewhat more clearly the resultant condition 
of the object NP (i.e. the sense that the keys were away as a result of the 
throwing).  

To support his claim, Bolinger mentions an experiment that the linguist-
anthropologist John Beatty had carried out on a number of sailors as infor-
mants. Presented with the pair of sentences in (23), they accepted the first as 
possible, but not the second. (I use an exclamation mark instead of an aster-
isk for (23)b, because the unacceptability is assumedly due to semantic in-
congruity rather than to syntactic ill-formedness.) 

                                                      
21 Switchyard also has a meaning outside the railway domain (although it is the rail-
way sense that often occurs in a “transferred” way, according to the OED). A 
switchyard can also denote an enclosed area housing the equipment and facilities for 
generating and transmitting electricity in a power station. If Bolinger had intended 
this image, the underlying criticism remains that a generative grammar produces 
output without any concern for what this output might actually be used for. 
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(23) a. They hauled in the lines but didn’t get them in. 
b. !They hauled the lines in but didn’t get them in. 

 
The second sentence is a contradiction in terms: if They hauled the lines in 
implies that the lines were in, we cannot go on to say that they were not. 

Not only can particles become somewhat adjectival but the converse can 
happen too—there are adjectives that can be made somewhat particle-like, 
by which is meant that they may enter the position of a particle (cf. note 4): 
 
(24) a. Break the barrel open. 

b. Break open the barrel. 
 
According to Bolinger, the first sentence means something like (25)a, but the 
second is more closely paraphrased as (25)b. 
 
(25) a. ‘Break the barrel so that it is open.’ 

b. ‘Open the barrel by breaking it.’ 
 

Bolinger concludes: “True, these are subtle differences, but who says that 
semantic distinctions have to be gross?” (p. 17). We should indeed try to 
become sensitive to fine shades of meaning. As Van der Horst (1995: 53) 
remarks, this is a skill that is “displayed by poets, lawyers, stand-up per-
formers and advertising whizzes but less so, sadly, by those who study lin-
guistics” (my translation).  

Bolinger certainly set a fine example of how we should not disregard the 
semantic side of constructions. However, let me just point out two problems 
with his proposed semantic paraphrases for (24)a-b.  

First, many verb-particle combinations, whether they appear in the dis-
continuous pattern or not, resist a paraphrase in which the particle stands in a 
be-relation to the object NP. (This is something that Bolinger was well aware 
of, given that he explicitly mentioned this fact in his 1971 book on verb-
particle combinations, but that he conveniently left unmentioned in the pas-
sage at hand.) For example, if you cleaned your room up, this does not mean 
that your room is up, and if you tried your new car out, this does not mean 
that the car is out. This observation is not restricted to combinations in which 
the particle is aspectual or idiomatic, though these are the best-known cases. 
To illustrate the same point with some spatial particles, passing your house 
by does not result in your house being by, nor does covering a body over 
result in this body being over—rather, you are past your house, and some-
thing (say, a blanket) is over the body, respectively. Therefore, explaining 
the difference between Did you clean up your room? and Did you clean your 
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room up? by saying that up in the second sentence has a more “adjectival” 
function is not very satisfying.22  

                                                      
22 One might try to save Bolinger’s claim by objecting that a particle does not need 
to be able to occur as the complement of the copula be in order to be adjectival in 
function, since ‘adjectival’ is in fact to be taken to mean ‘resultative’. So, if you 
clean your room up, something happens to your room as a result of your action. 
However, note that we do not get the same effect as in (23)a-b when we deny the 
achievement of this result: 
(i) a. I cleaned up my room but it still looked awfully messy. 
 b. I cleaned my room up but it still looked awfully messy. 
Here is a pair of comparable, authentic sentences: 
(ii) a. Low watt bulbs lit up the room but missed the corners. 

(www.holderness.org/files/mosaic/Mosaic12.pdf, accessed 25 July 2003) 
b. [The Digimon went and lit a torch and put it in a holder.] It lit the room up 

but it was still dim. 
(evilwhisperfics.tripod.com/, accessed 25 July 2003) 

I think, therefore, that we need to take recourse to another notion than the “adjec-
tivalizing” of the adverbial particle to explain why (23)b sounds awkward, in con-
trast to (i)b and (ii)b. I see an explanation which consists of two parts.  

The first part is based on the notion of familiarity which Bolinger (1971: 55-56) 
himself proposed in his monograph on the verb-particle construction. Under normal 
conditions, the sentence They hauled the lines in is uttered with a (weak) accent on 
the word lines only. This prosody reflects the information structure of the sentence, 
in which the lines is the most informative part of the message. For sailors, it may 
actually be the only informative part, since the action that is associated with this NP 
is almost predictable, and therefore carries no new information. Put differently, the 
referent the lines in itself readily evokes—Bolinger says “entails”, but this term has 
a too technical (truth-conditional) sense to be adopted here—the familiar activity of 
hauling in. Without accentuation of the verb or the particle, the implication is that 
the action referred to achieves its intended goal, which is why it is pragmatically 
awkward if this achievement is denied (…but they didn’t get them in). By contrast, 
in They hauled in the lines, there would normally be a primary accent on lines and a 
secondary accent on in. Such an accentuation pattern would be warranted if there 
was something slightly newsworthy or unexpected about the action haul in. This is 
the case, indeed, if the achievement of the intended goal is denied by the rest of the 
sentence: hauled in is then ‘coerced’ into a special conative reading (i.e. ‘tried to 
haul in’), which justifies putting an accent on in. (Note, by the way, that when the 
activity expressed by a verb-particle combination is newsworthy information, it is 
the particle that bears the accent. In that case, the accented particle is not put after 
the object NP, if there is one, because in end position it would be taken to carry 
contrastive accent.) The reader is referred to Chapter 6 for further discussion on 
prosody and information structure. 

The second part of the explanation has to do with the fact that, for all practical 
purposes, haul in refers to an ‘all-or-nothing’ event, whereas clean up and light up 
do not. You cannot haul the lines in a bit—the lines are either in or they are not, but 
a room can be cleaned up a bit or be lit up a bit. In other words, in They hauled the 
lines in, the result obtained is non-gradable (in), and cannot be detracted from, let 
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Second, while the verb can be contrastively emphasized in the gloss for 
the verb + particle + NP structure, it cannot in the actual structure that it is 
supposed to paraphrase, even though it can in the verb + NP + particle struc-
ture: 
 
(26) a. We will have to open the barrel by BREAKING it (rather than by 

removing the LID). 
b. *We will have to BREAK (rather than SCREW) open the barrel. 
c. We will have to BREAK (rather than SCREW) the barrel open. 

 
In this respect, the paraphrase ‘open the barrel by breaking it’ seems closer 
to the discontinuous verb-particle pattern.  
 All in all, Bolinger has a point when he says linguists should not be blind 
to meaning differences between related constructions. However, dealing 
with these differences in terms of shifts in syntactic categorizing (e.g. a par-
ticle becoming ‘adjectival’) or by means of simple paraphrase contrasts may 
not be the right way to approach the semantic part of patterns. 
 
 
1.2.4 Langacker’s Foundations of Cognitive Grammar (1987) 

The year 1987 saw the appearance of two voluminous books in cognitive 
linguistics: George Lakoff’s Women, Fire and Dangerous Things and the 
first volume of Ronald W. Langacker’s Foundations of Cognitive Grammar. 
Both works argued that the form of a linguistic expression is not exclusively 
the outcome of an encapsulated, specialized rule system (an autonomous 
generative grammar), which has no relation with more general aspects of 
human cognition. Reminiscent of Bolinger’s view described in the previous 
section, Lakoff and Langacker held that, on the contrary, linguistic form 
always reflects basic cognition, in that two expressions which are truth-
conditionally identical involve two different ways of ‘conceptualizing’ or 
‘construing’ a given scene. 

Both works take a ‘sign-based’, ‘category-based’ approach to grammar. 
A grammar is sign-based if it is wholly made up of form-meaning pairings. 
A grammar is category-based if these form-meaning pairings do not exist in 

                                                                                                                             
alone taken back. By contrast, in I cleaned my room up or The torch lit the room up, 
the room may have moved up on a scale from messy to tidy or from dark to light, 
but it may very well be the case that the room is still at the messy or dark pole of 
such a scale, so no contradiction need be contained in (i)b and (ii)b. Cf. also Quayle 
(1994: 200), who remarks that a father’s reproach I thought I told you to clean up 
the yard can be easily imagined to be followed by a response such as I HAVE cleaned 
it up! on the part of the son. 
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isolation but participate in categorizing relationships.23 These two fundamen-
tal properties are envisaged when Langacker defines the grammar of a lan-
guage as “a structured inventory of conventional linguistic units” (p. 57).  

In the very last pages of his book (pp. 475-80), Langacker analyses the  
two main orderings of the transitive verb-particle construction, as exempli-
fied by the final portions of (27)a-b: 
 
(27) a. Would you please turn on the radio? 

b. Would you please turn the radio on? 
 
A brief discussion of Langacker’s analysis will make clear the basic organi-
zation of his grammar. The sequences turn on the radio and turn the radio 
on instantiate what Langacker calls two different “constructional schemas” 
for the transitive verb-particle combination turn on. These schemas can be 
represented as [[TURN ON] NML] and [[TURN NML] ON], respectively, 
with NML a short-hand notation for “nominal” (i.e. noun phrase). The 
bracketing in these schemas refer to the steps in the particular assemblage 
process which the component parts go through to form the composite whole: 
 
                                    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Two different constructional schemas (semantic pole only), repro-

duced from Langacker (1987: 476) 
 
Even though they have a different compositional history, the structures at the 
top of each diagram—at the end of the assembly line, so to speak—really 
mean the same: “The composite structure [TURN-NML-ON] is actually 

                                                      
23 I borrow the terms sign-based and category-based from Koenig (1999), who in 
turn borrowed the latter term from Pullum and Zwicky (1991). The word sign is 
used here in the Saussurian sense of ‘conventional form-meaning association’. The 
idea that signs pervade language can also be found in Van der Horst (1995: 13): “... 
all of language consists of linguistic signs—not just the dictionary but also the gram-
mar” (my translation).  

[TURN-ON-NML] 

 

[[TURN-ON]] 

 
[NML] 

 

[[TURN]]     

 
[ON] 

 

(a) 

 
(b) 

 
[TURN-NML-ON] 

 

[NML] 

 

[ON] 

 

[[TURN]]     

 

[[TURN-NML]] 
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identical to [TURN-ON-NML]: the two are unified semantic structures, and 
the ordering of elements in this abbreviatiory notation is simply mnemonic 
for the contrastive word orders at the phonological pole” (p. 476).   

The view that turn on the radio and turn the radio on are identical in 
meaning would seem to run counter to a sign-based approach, in which all 
forms are coupled with meaning, but Langacker insists that it does not. 
When we come to think of it, the lexicon is full of items with phonological 
variants. For example, signs like life, knife, wife, elf, leaf, scarf, hoof, etc. 
have for most speakers of English two phonological variants—one ending in 
an -f sound and another ending in a -v sound (namely before the plural mor-
pheme). There is no reason why complex lexical items like turn on could not 
similarly have variant manifestations. In other words, we do not have to give 
up the belief that a grammar is entirely made up of form-meaning assemblies 
as long as we bear in mind that the two poles of each such unit can fan out 
into a range of different allomorphic variants (at the form side) and different 
semantic extensions (at the meaning side).  

As to the category-based character of grammar, Langacker digresses on 
what presumably happens in the mind of language users when they encoun-
ter large numbers of verb-particle combinations: via the basic cognitive 
process of abstraction, more schematic structures are likely to emerge in 
their mental grammar. So, from the many structures that are formally like 
structure (a) in figure 1.1, speakers probably extract the higher-order schema 
[[V P] NML] (with V and P of course being respectively schematic for verb 
and particle). And from structures like (b) in Figure 1, speakers extract an 
equally abstract structure [[V NML] P]. The category-based nature of Lan-
gacker’s framework is apparent now: through the process of schematisation, 
speakers establish higher-level categories which help them to classify lower-
level items.  

Since most verb-particle combinations allow the ordering alternation rep-
resented in Figure 1, the relatedness of the two orderings is presumably also 
part of speakers’ knowledge of verb-particle combinations in general. Lan-
gacker represents this systematic relationship between the two orderings as 
follows:  

 
(28) [[[V P] NML] ←– →  [[V NML] P]] 
 
Langacker notes that this generalization is “roughly analogous to the classic 
Particle Shift transformation” (p. 477). He is quick to add, though, that such 
a high-level correspondence is not a necessary linguistic tool but rather a 
natural result of our ability to abstract away from a large portion of occurring 
data, and furthermore, that such a relationship does not consider either order-
ing as central compared to the other.  

Crucially, schematicity is a matter of degree, and consequently, there is 
no ontological difference between low-level, fully specified lexical items on 
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the one hand and higher-level, more skeletal structures on the other. They 
are all signs, linking form with meaning. Of course, the more skeletal the 
form, the more abstract the meaning will be, but there is no non-arbitrary 
way in which we can draw a dividing line between what is traditionally 
called the lexicon and the rest of grammar. What is more, lower-level struc-
tures often incorporate higher-level structures, as is illustrated in structures 
like [TURN-NPL-ON] or [TURN-ON-NPL].  

There are a few puzzling aspects to Langacker’s discussion of the verb-
particle alternation.  

First, Langacker’s account has little or no explanatory (i.e. predictive) 
power. He merely describes the build-up of two different word orders with-
out offering anything as regards factors which determine the choice of one 
ordering over the other. Given Langacker’s centrality of the notion of con-
strual, it is surprising he does not grab the opportunity to compare the two 
orderings in terms of, say, differences in focal prominence.  

Next, it remains unclear to me why Langacker does not use a solid-line 
two-headed arrow, which is his conventional symbol for identity, in his cate-
gorizing relationship shown in (28). In Langacker’s notational system, a 
broken line is used to indicate that there is some discrepancy between the 
structures the arrow connects (pp. 379-80). Does Langacker imply that 
speakers judge turn on the radio and turn the radio on as synonymous but 
perceive the schematic structures which these expressions instantiate as par-
tially distinct?  

Finally, the use of bracketing within his constructional schemas evokes 
the existence of two levels of constituency. At the first level, the action re-
ferred to by the verb can either first be specified as to the “resultant state” 
(expressed by the particle) it brings about, as in part (a) of Figure 1, or it can 
first be specified as to the participant (expressed by the direct object NP) of 
which this resultant state is predicated, as in part (b) of Figure 1.24 The latter 
option, however, is somewhat problematic for combinations like twist the 
night away (cf. Jackendoff 1997b) or chat someone up, where the NP cannot 
specify a participant role of the verb, which is in itself intransitive. So the 
bracketing [[V NML] P] has little intuitive appeal for such cases. 
 
 

                                                      
24 I have tried to use non-theory-bound terminology here. For Cognitive Grammar 
cognoscenti, this is how Langacker puts it:  

“[TURN] designates a process whose trajectory induces a change of state in its 
primary landmark; this landmark serves as an e-site for the valence relation with 
[NML], and the resultant state for the relation with [ON]. In diagram (a), 
[TURN] is elaborated by [ON] at the first level of constituency … In diagram 
(b), [NML] elaborates the landmark of [TURN] at the first constituency level …” 
(Langacker 1987: 476) 
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1.2.5 Jackendoff’s The Architecture of the Language Faculty (1997) 

Jackendoff, unlike Langacker, is a self-professed “generative linguist”.25 We 
cannot, therefore, fully recognize the relevance of his 1997 book without 
first sketching the changes within the Chomskyan paradigm leading up to his 
work. 

In Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures, there was no radical division between 
grammatical structures and lexical items. Both kinds of entities could appear 
in the right hand side of phrase-structure rules. Recall from Subsection 1.2.1 
that the initial symbol S and a terminal symbol like V could be “rewritten” 
by exactly the same mechanism, producing NP+VP and hit or take, etc., 
respectively. In Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (1965), Chomsky separated 
the lexicon from the syntactic component, and lexical items were inserted in 
syntactic trees via a new set of rules. What remained unaltered in this new 
model, though, was the idea that all lexical items consisted of one word only.  

At the end of Aspects, Chomsky admitted that this conception of gram-
mar becomes problematic when we want to deal with verb-particle combina-
tions.26 Many of these can be freely created in the grammar because the par-
ticle is a relatively independent element (e.g. I brought the book {in / out / 
down / up / etc.}). “Often, however,” Chomsky notes, “the Verb-Particle 
construction is (distributionally as well as semantically) a unique lexical 
item” (Chomsky 1965: 190). Combinations like look up, show off, sleep in, 
etc. must indeed somehow be entered in the lexicon as single units, but 
Chomsky is completely at a loss how to account then for the fact that they 
behave syntactically just like free combinations (e.g., when transitive, they 
can undergo the particle movement transformation just as well as freely-
formed verb-particle combinations): “I see no way, for the present, to give a 
thoroughly satisfactory treatment of this general question” (Chomsky 1965: 
190).  

In a final attempt to uphold his syntactic theory, Chomsky dismisses 
verb-particle combinations and related idioms as falling outside the core of 
well-behaved constructions: 

                                                      
25 Jackendoff began his doctoral studies at MIT with none other than Noam Chom-
sky as his advisor. That was in 1965, the year when Chomsky published his Aspects. 
However, as generative linguistics became increasingly specialized and internally 
fragmented, so Jackendoff writes in the preface of his book Foundations of Lan-
guage (2002b: xi), “I found my own interests slowly drifting away from the main-
stream. Yet, unlike most people who have undergone such a shift, I still consider 
myself a generative linguist”.  
26 Is the fact that Langacker, too, brings the verb-particle on stage in the last pages of 
his book to be analysed as a covert intertextual reference to arguably the most im-
portant book in twentieth-century linguistics? It is unlikely that Langacker had such 
an intention, given his aversion for generative grammar, but the fact itself nonethe-
less testifies to the importance of the verb-particle construction in linguistic theory. 
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“It is possible that we are approaching here the fringe of marginal cases, 
to be expected in a system as complex as a natural language, where sig-
nificant systematization is just not possible.” (Chomsky 1965: 192) 

 
But he immediately admits that this may turn out a problematic stance: 
 

“Still, it is much too early to draw this conclusion with any confidence 
and, even if it is eventually justified, we still must face the problem of ex-
tracting whatever subregularities exist in this domain. In any event, the 
questions we have touched on here have not yet been illuminated in any 
serious way by approaching them within the framework of any explicit 
grammatical theory.” (Chomsky 1965: 192) 
 

It is here that Jackendoff, decades later, tries to force a break-through. In 
Chapter 7 of his 1997 book, he proposes to supplement a formalized gram-
matical theory with a “theory of idioms, other fixed expressions and con-
structions” (p. 177), because there should be no doubt about this: “There are 
too many idioms and other fixed expressions for us to simply disregard them 
as phenomena “on the margin of language”” (p. 177). The question is: How 
can we store such items in the lexicon in a way that their internal structure is 
still visible to syntax, so that regular operations can apply to them? Accord-
ing to Jackendoff, the inability of mainstream generative grammar to come 
up with a satisfying answer derives from the following standard assumption: 
all lexical entries must be inserted into the lowest possible phrase structure 
categories (technically: in X0 nodes); in other words, idioms (being entities 
that have to be memorized and hence stored in the lexicon), too, have to be 
inserted as words. This assumption is also at the basis of the claim that idio-
matic verb-particle combinations, like look up (in the sense of ‘search for 
information about something in a reference work’) should be analysed as 
having the following syntactic structure:27 
 
(29) [V [V look] [Prt up]] 
 

                                                      
27 This analysis lives on in current generative grammar as the “complex head” analy-
sis. See Dehé (2002: 48-59) for references and discussion of this analysis, which is, 
it should be known, only one among many in the generative field. I will restrict 
myself to rendering Jackendoff’s independent critique here. Apparently exasperated 
by endless debates about whether verb-particle combinations are sub or supra word-
level structures (in other words, whether these combinations are morphological or 
syntactic in nature), McIntyre (2002: 112) labels the outer shell as V?, thus conven-
iently leaving the verb projection (V0, V-bar or VP) of verb-particle combinations 
undecided. 
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Under this analysis, as we saw in Subsection 1.2.1, look up the information 
is the underlying form, and look the information up is derived by rightward 
particle movement.28  

For Jackendoff, this cannot be the correct solution. He points out, as we 
already know, that non-idiomatic verb-particle combinations like throw 
away can be seen to display the two direct object placements as well (e.g. 
throw away the book and throw the book away). Such fully analysable com-
binations semantically resemble structures in which the direct object is fol-
lowed by a directional PP (e.g. throw the book out of the window)—whence 
Ross’s (1967) decision to analyse them, after Fraser (1965), as “reduced 
directional phrases”, as was mentioned in Subsection 1.2.2. Full PPs, now, 
can only appear in post-object position (*throw out of the window the book), 
so it is only natural to assume—or, in Jackendoff’s words, “generality de-
mands” (p. 159)—that post-object position is basic for such directional parti-
cles as well. Given this, we must also assume this position to be basic for 
idiomatic particles, because after all, these are indistinguishable from literal 
ones, in terms of the familiar placement alternation.29  

An inevitable consequence of this alternative is that the lexicon now con-
tains entries like look NP up, which embed a phrasal category and which are 
therefore (in a sense) discontinuous. However, Jackendoff reminds us that 
Emonds (1970) had already noticed the existence of verb-PP idioms which 
are similarly discontinuous: take NP to task, take NP to the cleaners, bring 
NP to light, haul NP over the coals, eat NP out of house and home, sell NP 
down the river, etc. Under the standard generative assumption mentioned 
above, these idioms ought to be treated as word-level entities, albeit ones 
with considerable internal syntactic structure. Just as the syntactic represen-
                                                      
28 In contemporary generative accounts that treat verb-particle combinations as 
complex verbs (see previous note), the discontinuous ordering can no longer result 
from the particle moving rightward, since the theory requires all movements to be 
‘upward’ in the tree, which boils down to elements moving leftward. This brings 
about enormous ramifications that I choose not to go into. Suffice it to say that the 
stringent requirements of the current prevailing theory have spawned a lot of ingenu-
ity among linguists working in this paradigm but seem to remain themselves surpris-
ingly unquestioned by those linguists. As for myself, I fail to find particular merit in 
trying to accord one’s analysis of the verb-particle construction with a (version of a) 
theory that I do not see any point in adopting to begin with.  
29 Fraser (1965) claims that literal and idiomatic verb-particle combinations do differ 
in syntactic behaviour, but see Declerck (1976b) for a refutation of the alleged syn-
tactic differences. Nevertheless, as regards, e.g., the particle preposing pattern (Cap-
pelle 2002), there is a difference between decomposable and idiomatic combina-
tions, in that only the former allow this ordering: 
(i) a. The rain came down. / Down came the rain. 

b. The car blew up. / *Up blew the car.  
See Chapter 3, Section 3.5, for a more detailed discussion of supposed versus real 
syntactic differences. 
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tation of simple verbs does not specify the location of an object NP, if any, 
these idioms would not either, and would hence be stored as follows (p. 
159): 
 
(30) [V[VP[V sell] [PP[P down] [NP[Det the] [N river]]]]] 
 
However, treating such idioms as a sort of complex verbs with the PP adja-
cent to the verb head is implausible for two reasons: (i) not only do we over-
burden the internal structure of words by stuffing it with material that is 
phrasal (i.e. above word-level) in nature but (ii) once such a “word” is in-
serted into a V-node, we still need to introduce additional machinery to ex-
tract the internal PP and place it after an NP. The effect of such an extra 
movement rule is simply to mould this “word” into the structure of a run-of-
the-mill VP, like, for instance, (31): 
 
(31) [VP[V throw] [NP[Det the] [N ball]] [PP[P in] [NP[Det the] [N air]]]] 
 
Why not, then, simply store idioms like sell down the river in the lexicon as 
ordinary VPs from the start? Indeed, this is what Jackendoff proposes, both 
for the idioms mentioned by Emonds and for idiomatic verb-particle combi-
nations (p. 161): 
 
(32) a. [VP[V sell] [PP[P down] [NP[Det the] [N river]]]] 

b. [VP [V look][PP [P up]]]30 
 
What is perhaps striking is that Jackendoff does not include an open NP in 
these stored structures, though the account above might have led us to expect 
him to have done so. The fact is that the internal constituents in these idioms 
tell something about their linear order but not about their adjacency. There-
fore, they can “unify” with independently generated VPs of the structure V + 
NP + PP without any problem; a concrete NP will then also unify with this 
schematic structure, so that a fully specified VP is eventually formed (p. 
161).31  

                                                      
30 The reader may have observed that the particle is represented here as the head of a 
prepositional phrase. A discussion of the view that particles are “intransitive prepo-
sitions” will have to wait until chapter 3. 
31 Let us work this out a little bit. In order for, e.g., look up to be used in a gram-
matical sentence, we have seen that it simply has to unify with independently exist-
ing phrase structures for VPs. Of course, (32)b gives only the syntactic and phono-
logical representation of look up. The semantic (or conceptual) representation of 
look up, which is not given here, requires that there be a direct object argument 
(there has to be something to look up), so that the VP structure with which look up 
will unify will be one that contains an NP in object position. The exact position of 
this object NP does not have to be specified in the lexical entry of look up, because, 
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Of central importance to Jackendoff’s theory is the notion of “construc-
tional idioms”, which are grid-like configurations that have to be lexically 
stored (because there is something unpredictable about their form and/or 
meaning). A constructional idiom can have a number of “idiomatic speciali-
zations”, where one or more elements in the grid have been further lexically 
specified. This makes Jackendoff’s work also “category-based”, to use a 
term we mentioned in connection with Langacker’s grammar. As one exam-
ple of a constructional idiom, Jackendoff (1997a: 171) discusses the resulta-
tive construction, which we have already encountered in Subsection 1.2.3 
above. Here is an example of Jackendoff’s: 
 
(33) The professor talked us into a stupor.  (‘the professor caused us to go 

into a stupor by talking’) 
(Jackendoff 1997a: 171) 
 

What makes the resultative construction idiomatic is the fact that there is a 
mismatch between form and meaning: the verb talk is the syntactic head of 
the VP, but it functions semantically only as a manner adverb in the whole 
event, as becomes clear in the rough paraphrase.32 Note also that the object 
(us) is not selected by the verb itself. An example of an idiomatic specializa-
tion of the resultative construction is the idiom cry one’s eyes out, which is 
syntactically modelled after it but whose meaning is more specific (i.e. it 
cannot be simply paraphrased as ‘cause one’s eyes to come out by crying’). 

                                                                                                                             
as Jackendoff says, syntax takes care of that. Now, it may seem that the only VP 
structure with which (32)b can unify is one with an intervening NP, since structures 
like (i) are not grammatical (e.g. *throw in the air your arms): 
(i) [VP [V ___][PP ___][NP ___]] 
As a consequence, we would presumably need to have a sort of movement rule any-
how to allow for the NP-final ordering. Unfortunately, Jackendoff does not talk 
about this. Another possibility within his architecture would be to assume the inde-
pendent generation of a syntactic structure like (ii), with which transitive verb-
particle combinations can unify. The good thing is that only verb-particle combina-
tions could unify with this structure, since the PP in it specifies the presence of a 
preposition and not of an NP also. 
(ii) [VP [V ___][PP [P ___]] [NP ___]] 
Letting the grammar generate this structure is not necessarily an easy way out, be-
cause occurrences of verb-particle combinations exhibiting this ordering are frequent 
enough to make plausible the emergence of such a pattern in syntax. 
32 Observe that this paraphrase is very similar to the one Bolinger offered for sen-
tences like (24)b (break open the barrel) and not for sentences like (24)a (break the 
barrel open). However, it is sentences like the latter and not like the former that 
would normally be counted, on the basis of their word order, as instances of the 
resultative construction. In standard resultatives, indeed, the resultative predicate 
cannot normally be placed before the object NP: The gardener watered {the tulips 
flat / *flat the tulips}. 
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Also, the verb in this idiom is fixed, as are its resultative predicate, which is 
a particle, and the head of the NP. The only free variable is the determiner, 
which has to be a bound pronoun. The resultative construction and this idio-
matic specialization are listed in the mental lexicon in much the same way, 
in fact, as in Langacker’s framework abstract schemata and their more spe-
cific instantiating constructions are viewed as symbolic structures that con-
stitute part of speakers’ knowledge of their language’s grammar. 

The parallels between Jackendoff’s and Langacker’s hierarchically struc-
tured lexicon may be clearly noticeable, but they are not complete. In par-
ticular, Jackendoff explicitly leaves open the possibility that the most sche-
matic constructions in the lexicon may be devoid of any meaning at all—and 
thus in fact form the equivalents of the traditional phrase-structure rules (p. 
176).33 Langacker, by contrast, categorically rejects the idea that syntax is 
autonomous, in other words, that there could be structure devoid of meaning. 
But if we do not highlight this difference (fundamental though it may be 
deemed), both theories are all in all highly compatible. The following 
quotes, one from Langacker (1987) and one from Jackendoff (1997a), testify 
to this congruence: 

 
“There is no meaningful distinction between grammar and lexicon. Lexi-
con, morphology, and syntax form a continuum of symbolic structures, 
which differ along various parameters but can be divided into separate 
components only arbitrarily.” (Langacker 1987: 3) 
 
“But in principle there should be no problem with a theory that blurs 
these boundaries: a strict separation of lexicon and phrasal grammar, like 
a strict separation of word lexicon and idiom lists, may prove to be yet 
another methodological prejudice. I find this an intriguing question for 
future research.” (Jackendoff 1997a: 176) 

                                                      
33 In his more recent book Foundations of Language, Jackendoff (2002b: 218) more 
confidently talks about a “cline of stored linguistic forms, from ordinary words, 
through idioms (which have complex syntactic structure), through constructions 
(which have syntactic structure and a meaning but contain variables), all the way to 
phrase structure rules—which have syntactic structure containing variables but no 
meaning”. These semantically empty lexical items with nothing but phrasal structure 
would then of course be instantiated by formally more specific and meaningful con-
structions, which in turn are further instantiated by even more fully specified lexical 
items (and so on, down to completely specified entries). Such a graded conception 
of “grammar” can also be found in Koenig’s (1999) work: 

“Although phrase-structure schemata may be considered more abstract than typi-
cal lexical entries, no ontological difference between the two is presumed to ex-
ist. They bear very similar kinds of properties and are modeled via the same 
logic, simplifying somewhat, the logic of classes. Grammars are thus “big lexi-
cons” or “constructicons”.” (Koenig 1999: 6) 
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1.3 Looking backward and forward 

The previous historical overview may have given the reader an intuitive feel 
for why it is that the verb-particle construction has found a relatively promi-
nent place in general linguistics. In this section I would like to make the 
reasons behind this attention a little more explicit (Subsection 1.3.1). Draw-
ing lessons from the past (Subsection 1.3.2) I will then set out the goals of 
my own research (Subsection 1.3.3). 
 
 
1.3.1 Three reasons for the relative popularity of particles 

Though perhaps not every linguist’s pet construction, the verb-particle con-
struction is certainly not a complete unknown either. A first obvious reason 
for this is that, apart from being today’s scientific lingua franca, English is 
probably the most widely studied language in the world. A consequence of 
this situation is that English is the language whose structural description 
serves as the primary basis for modern linguistic theory. Since verb-particle 
combinations are so abundant in English, it is hardly surprising that they 
have found their way into general theories of grammar. Somewhat ironically, 
models of grammar that work well for English have gained much the same 
dominant status as was enjoyed, in the not so distant past, by the now widely 
rejected Graeco-Latin descriptive formats (although much of our present 
terminology is still based on the latter). To be fair, there are exceptions to 
this current English bias. For instance, Role and Reference Grammar, which 
has been being developed since the mid-1970s, has been inspired by the 
question: “What would linguistic theory look like if it were based on the 
analysis of Lakhota, Tagalog and Dyirbal, rather than on the analysis of Eng-
lish?” (Van Valin 2001: 1). Accordingly, the most extensive exposition of 
this theory (Van Valin and LaPolla 1997) does not spend a single word on 
verb-particle combinations as treated in the present study.34 

A second and related reason is, quite simply, that there are many leading 
linguists who speak a Germanic language, and hence, whether their native 
language is English, German, Dutch or a Scandinavian language, they have 
an inside knowledge of particles or whatever close analogues (like separable 
verb prefixes) can be found in their mother tongue. In fact, particles or “par-
ticloids” are not such rare phenomena in the whole of the world’s languages. 
According to Talmy (1991: 486) and Slobin (1996: 205, note 2), such ele-
ments can be found in most Indo-European languages (except for Romance), 

                                                      
34 In a note (1997: 653, note 23), they do mention “particle verbs”, but what they 
have in mind are combinations like rely on NP, talk about NP, decide on NP, look at 
NP, listen to NP, etc., which many linguists would refer to as “prepositional 
verbs”—see note 9 above. 
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in Latin, in Finno-Ugric languages such as Finnish, Estonian and Hungarian, 
in Mandarin Chinese and in the Tibeto-Burman language Lahu, in Native 
American languages such as Ojibwa, Caddo and Atsugewi, and in the Aus-
tralian aboriginal language Warlpiri, among others. In these languages, “sat-
ellites” to the verb that are capable of expressing direction may appear as 
verb prefixes, or as so-called “co-verbs” in a serial verb construction, initial 
stem-forming morphemes, incorporated nouns, polysynthetic affixes to the 
verb root, suffixes, enclitics, etc. 

A third reason is that, for all their apparent simplicity, verb-particle com-
binations are among the most challenging linguistic objects. As Bacchielli 
(1999) notes, “[E]ven today, with the precious help of the computer and the 
vast corpora made available recently, the linguistic community, character-
ized by diverging theoretical doctrines and methodological approaches, has 
not been able to produce a unified theory of phrasal verbs.” Verb-particle 
combinations raise many straightforward questions that are frustratingly hard 
to answer. Are they words or phrases? In other words, are they assembled in 
a morphological component of grammar or are they products of combinato-
rial rules of syntax—presuming, that is, that a distinction between these 
components is valid at all? How to explain that we need dictionaries of 
“phrasal verbs” that record their oft unexpected meanings (e.g. the meaning 
of make out as in A guy and a girl were making out in the backseat of a car), 
while at the same time speakers can freely coin new combinations that eve-
ryone understands (e.g. dull down, as in The red paint was too bright, so I 
used a bit of grey to dull it down)? Are particles a sort of prepositions or do 
they form a category of their own? And last but not least, how should we 
describe the relationship between Mary ate her sandwich up and Mary ate 
up her sandwich? Is one ordering more basic than the other? What does it 
mean for one ordering to be “more basic”? Being such familiar structures 
and yet so resistant to description, verb-particle combinations form an excel-
lent test bed to check out how good a particular theory handles some of the 
most central issues in grammar, such as the structure of words and phrases, 
idiomaticity vs. compositionality (or ‘storage’ vs. ‘computation’), categori-
zation, word order variation, etc.  
 
 
1.3.2 Learning lessons from history 

What conclusions can be drawn from the selective historical overview pre-
sented in Section 1.2?  

First of all, the verb-particle construction has attracted interest from the-
ory builders primarily because of the mobility of the particle in transitive 
patterns. Each of the works we discussed dealt with this grammatical curios-
ity one way or another. For Chomsky, as we have seen, all particles were 
base-generated on the left of the object, closest to the verb; for Ross some 
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particles were underlyingly left, some others (i.e. the ones he considered 
“reduced PPs”) were underlyingly right; for Jackendoff, all particles are 
underlyingly right of the object—idiomatic as well as literal ones. Bolinger 
and Langacker made it clear that it is not important to ask which ordering is 
more basic and thereby also took a stance in the debate. In fact, in separate 
monographs of verb-particle combinations, too, the V – Prt – NP  / V – NP – 
Prt alternation is a constantly recurring theme, very often to the exclusion of 
other alternations that are perhaps equally interesting. Dehé (2002) and Gries 
(2003) are just two recent examples of full-blown books that single out the 
choice of word order in active transitive clauses as the central topic, ap-
proaching it from two very different theoretical backgrounds. The lesson to 
be drawn here is that, yes indeed, this ordering variation is very important, 
but the last word may never be said about it—as Gries (2003: 12) himself 
points out, “the first linguistic investigations that go beyond simply noticing 
the different possible word orders in a prescriptive fashion date back to 
1892”, and still the research goes on. Rather than get bogged down in it, we 
may therefore prefer to restrict ourselves to mentioning the essential facts 
about the alternation and dive into some less covered aspects of the verb-
particle construction as well. 
 A second conclusion is that different theoreticians have made use of the 
verb-particle construction in different ways, in order to nail home certain 
vital points of their theory. None of the works we have discussed has a mo-
nopoly of wisdom, but they all contain one or more Good Ideas. It therefore 
seems best to adopt an eclectic stance, that is, to select from each theory 
those aspects that may come in handy to our treatment of particle patterns. 
Let me proceed backwards to give an overview of the good ideas that will 
one way or another be incorporated in this study.  

(i) Following Jackendoff’s recent work, I want to search for “constructional 
idioms”, i.e. partly underspecified structures that are not fully compositional 
and hence have to be entered in the lexicon.35 Moreover, I will include in my 
search even more ‘skeletal’ phrase structures that serve as purely formal 
templates for inserting words and that do not necessarily carry (much) mean-
ing themselves.  

(ii) From Langacker’s work, I want to retain the idea that the structures that 
make up speakers’ lexico-grammatical knowledge are hierarchically organ-
ised. Lexically specific form-meaning pairings can be instantiations of more 
abstract, schematic linguistic units. These specific and abstract structures can 
coexist in a grammar. Abstract patterns can become part of the grammar by 

                                                      
35 This notion is also employed by Booij (2001, 2002) in his approach to separable 
complex verbs in Dutch. 
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being generalized over specific instances of use, but do not therefore ex-
punge these individual usages from the grammar.36 

(iii) Bolinger’s work serves as an example of how formal differences should 
alert us to the presence of semantic (or functional) differences, however sub-
tle these may be. Furthermore, his idea that a given word can belong to more 
than one category will be endorsed here, albeit not in the same way as he 
intended. While he argued that a word like off as in He wiped the crumbs off 
may be of a different category than off as in He wiped off the crumbs, I will 
argue that both these uses of off are instances of the category particle but 
differ from the use of off as in He wiped the crumbs off the table, where off is 
a preposition. However, I do not exclude the possibility that these two cate-
gories may have some semantic and syntactic commonalities, so that a more 
abstract (schematic) category can be extracted which represents their shared 
properties. 

(iv) Ross’s influence will become apparent in cases where we refrain from 
giving hard-and-fast grammatical constraints. There is a gradient between 
acceptable sentences and downright unacceptable ones. The unacceptability 
of an actual utterance is a function of how seriously the preferred ordering of 
post-verbal constituents is being flouted—there may be attenuating circum-
stances. So, for example, the following sentence may be considered to vio-
late a frequently-mentioned constraint against heavy constituents preceding 
the particle; the object NP, indeed, is fairly long (ten words) and has consid-
erable syntactic layering: 
 
(34) I think he knew I made [the story of him coming to town once a year] 

up, but he only alluded to it… 
 (www.hcmagazine.com/magazine.hc/ interac-

tive/messageboard/0,6,0005427,00.html, accessed 26 February 2005) 
 
However, the use of the definite determiner (the) suggests that this NP refers 
to familiar information. And there is a general discourse-functional principle 
by which familiar information is typically presented early on in a sentence. 

(v) Finally, but perhaps most fundamentally, the present work is generative, 
in the very general sense of being concerned with a limited number of pat-
terns that allow the creation of an unlimited number of possible combina-
tions. Creativity as an essential property of language is one that Chomsky 

                                                      
36 This is known as the “usage-based approach” to grammar: “The claim that linguis-
tic knowledge is acquired ‘bottom-up’, on the basis of encounters with the language, 
from which schematic representations are abstracted. Also: that knowledge of a 
language might consist very largely in knowledge of low-level generalizations, even, 
in knowledge of specific expressions, even if these conform with more general 
schemas.” (Taylor 2002: 592). See also note 7 above. 
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does not claim to be the first to bring to light. Seeking predecessors for his 
generative theory, Chomsky shows that the emphasis on the “creative aspect 
of language use” (and the ensuing need to postulate “innate ideas”) was al-
ready present in the work of certain rationalists, like René Descartes (1596-
650), and certain romanticists, like the linguist and philosopher Wilhelm von 
Humboldt (1767-835), who described language as a system that, if we want 
to account for this creativity, must “make infinite use of finite means” 
(Humboldt 1960 [1836]: 122, quoted in Chomsky 2002 [1966]: 63).  

I would like to claim the rights to the phrase “generation through gener-
alization”. Speakers have the (innate) ability to generalize over particular 
combinations they encounter and use the pattern that they have thus ex-
tracted to create new combinations. It should be noted, however, that this 
“usage-based approach” (see note 36) to linguistic creativity is one that 
Chomsky (2002 [1966]) strongly opposes, perhaps because it is reminiscent 
of the behaviourist notion of conditioning. So, quite at odds with his belief in 
a well-restricted, formal generative system is  

 
“the view that each language contains an arbitrary collection of “pat-
terns” learned through constant repetition (and “generalization”) and 
forming a set of “verbal habits” or “dispositions”. (Chomsky 2002 
[1966]: 69; cf. also Chomsky 2002 [1966]: 58, 104) 

 
However, in a lexico-grammatical conception of language (which is one that 
I embrace), the generative capacity of high-level abstract structures is not 
ontologically different from the creative use of low-level specializations of 
constructional idioms. Therefore, I do not think that the notion of ‘patterns’ 
and of ‘generalization’ cannot be reconciled with Chomsky’s ideal of a for-
mal system. True, the “finite means” will be larger in number that Chomsky 
had hoped for, but still small in number compared to the innumerable possi-
bilities they allow. 
 
 
1.3.3 Approach and goal of this study 

I will use a brand of generative grammar that comes close to what Tomasello 
(1998: x) has called “Generative Grammar Lite”, an epithet he attaches (ac-
tually rather contemptuously) to versions where the “mathematical elegance” 
of the formalism remains in the background and which are employed by 
authors like Jackendoff and Pinker in books that appeal to wide audiences.  
On the one hand, I will pay allegiance to some standard generative concepts, 
like X-bar phrase structure, which some cognitive linguists may suspect have 
no psychological reality but which I find useful when describing the internal 
layered structure of phrases. On the other hand, I will try to steer clear of 
certain “excesses” in generative grammar that appear nothing short of absurd 
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to anyone who is not a real insider. Consider, for example, the way Kayne’s 
(1998: 137) successive movement operations to derive the V – NP – Prt or-
der are truly “cyclic” (to make a poor pun on a generative term). In Kayne’s 
analysis, the sentence John invited no strangers in is derived from John no 
strangers in invited, which in turn is a derivation from John in invited no 
strangers, itself the first derivation of John invited no strangers in. Notice 
that the output of this whole derivation process is thus identical to its input. 
Through a sequence of movements, the sentence is transformed into itself. 
Only, the output, presented in (35)b, has plenty of extra inaudible structure 
(namely, left-behind traces) that makes it, at least to a generative linguist, a 
totally different creature compared to the input, presented in (35)a: 
 
(35) a. John [VP invited no strangers in] 

b. John [VP invited ti tk]j [NegP no strangersi [PredP ink tj]]] 
 
Commenting on this derivation, Dehé (2002: 32), who is also a generative 
linguist, wonders in earnest “what the landing site of the VP-preposing is” in 
Kayne’s last derivational step. If this is apparently the first question that 
springs to mind for linguists working within the latest version of generative 
grammar (following Chomsky’s (1995) so-called Minimalist Program), it is 
easy to see why I am dissatisfied with ‘pure’ generative treatments of the 
verb-particle construction. On the risk of being both ignorant and disrespect-
ful, my first question in relation to Kayne’s analysis is: What is the point of 
setting up such an elaborate series of movement operations if you eventually 
end up with a sentence that is phonologically indistinguishable from the 
input sentence? I presume, though, that this is also the question of many who 
do not have an intimate knowledge of the latest developments within genera-
tive grammar. My personal desideratum for a linguistic theory is that it be 
outward-looking rather than inward-looking. It should primarily answer 
questions about language phenomena rather than raising problems internal to 
the theory itself. Accordingly, the approach of this study is data-oriented 
rather than theory-oriented. 
 To finish this introductory chapter, let me give a preview of what the 
subsequent chapters will deal with, giving one or more highlights per chap-
ter.  

In the next chapter (Chapter 2), I will offer an overview of the fundamen-
tal properties of what might be dubbed Pattern Grammar, the descriptive 
framework adopted in this study. Importantly, Pattern Grammar does not 
consider any patterns (in the sense of ‘constructions’) to be derived from 
other patterns, but does recognize the existence of systematic alternations 
between constructions.  

The central question of Chapter 3 is: Given that particles can often also 
be used as prepositions (e.g. She walked across / She walked across the 
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street), could we describe them as “intransitive prepositions”, as is more and 
more becoming common practice? Or is there more to the difference be-
tween particles and full PPs than just the absence vs. presence of an NP 
complement? I will argue in this chapter that there are good reasons to treat 
particles as a separate part of speech in English.  

In Chapter 4 I will deal, among other things, with attested utterances like 
Come on back down home and investigate whether the particles are simply 
lined up here one after the other so as to form a flat structure or whether we 
can discern hierarchical relations in such a sequence. The ‘particle phrase’ 
will be dissected in this chapter.  

In Chapter 5 I will be concerned with the larger (phrasal and clausal) pat-
terns in which we can find particles and their possible dependents, and how 
we can group together some of these patterns, such as the by now well-
known patterns V – Prt – NP and V – NP – Prt, but other larger syntactic 
configurations in which a particle or particle phrase can appear will be 
documented here as well.  

Chapter 6 will present some of the factors that guide the choice of one 
pattern over another within such a cluster of related patterns. In particular, it 
will be argued that one pattern may be chosen over another to give special 
discourse prominence to one or more of its constituents.  

In Chapter 7 I will discuss some alternations that have been largely ig-
nored within the research on particles, such as the alternation between, e.g., 
Lightning lit (up) the sky and The sky lit *(up), where the object of the first 
pattern corresponds to the subject of the second pattern.  

Chapter 8 will investigate the influence that particles can have on an 
event’s aspectual properties. For example, it is often claimed that certain 
particles, most prominently up, can be used to make an event telic (compare, 
e.g., drink and drink up). I will show that this quality has been exaggerated. 
Consider, for instance, The globe is warming up where the particle up does 
not impose a definite, inherent endpoint on the event of global warming.  

In Chapter 9 I will provide a round-up of the main findings. 

It has become obvious from this overview that I will try to do justice to 
the multifaceted nature of particles and particle patterns: their internal and 
external syntax (‘phrase structure’, Chapters 4 & 5), their discourse func-
tions (‘information structure’, Chapter 6), their role in transitivity alterna-
tions (‘argument structure’, Chapter 7) and their aspectual properties (‘event 
structure’, Chapter 8).  



 

2  Principles and properties of Pattern Grammar 

“grammatical patterns in lexis, lexical patterns in grammar” 
From the publisher’s blurb for an English language course book 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This chapter presents the main traits and tenets of ‘Pattern Grammar’, the frame-
work within which this study is carried out. Pattern Grammar is my own version of 
Construction Grammar (e.g. Goldberg 1995, Kay and Fillmore 1999), with which it 
shares the fundamental assumption that there exists no such thing as a strict dichot-
omy between ‘grammar’ and ‘lexicon’. Despite this and other similarities, Pattern 
Grammar diverges from Construction Grammar (as promoted by some of its most 
prominent practitioners) in two important respects: the virtual lack of formal ma-
chinery and, more importantly, the belief that some regular alternations between 
constructions are part of what a speaker must know about a language and therefore 
must be stored (and, accordingly, represented linguistically). These distinguishing 
properties fit into a general requirement of the theory, namely that it be transparent 
(i.e. allows us to see what there is to see in the data). I will deal with this general 
principle in Section 2.1. In Section 2.2, I will give a survey of the organisational 
principles pertaining the way in which the total stock of patterns are most efficiently 
stored in a pattern grammar. In Section 2.3, I will ponder the following two ques-
tions, respectively: (i) whether the architecture of Pattern Grammar permits imple-
mentation for a computational language processing system, and (ii) whether the 
storage principles of Pattern Grammar are compatible with neurological and clini-
cal findings about how language may be likely implemented in the brain.  
 
 
2.1 A general principle: transparency  

Pattern Grammar is very much like Construction Grammar, but does not use, 
as in Kay and Fillmore (1999), a representation formalism related to Head-
driven Phrase Structure Grammar (HPSG; Pollard and Sag 1987; 1994).1 

                                                      
1 At www.constructiongrammar.org, the ‘official’ Construction Grammar website, 
the question “What is Construction Grammar” is answered as follows: 

“At the heart of what shapes Construction Grammar is the following question: 
what do speakers of a given language have to know and what can they ‘figure 
out’ on the basis of that knowledge, in order for them to use their language suc-
cessfully? The appeal of Construction Grammar as a holistic and usage-based 
framework lies in its commitment to treat all types of expressions as equally cen-
tral to capturing grammatical patterning (i.e. without assuming that certain forms 
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Since Pattern Grammar does not involve intricate representational machinery 
or forbidding terminology, this framework makes it quite easy to conduct 
descriptive research within it. Of course, any description of the grammar of a 
language needs some sort of terminological apparatus, and any term comes 
with certain theoretical assumptions. However, the terms, concepts and de-
scriptive devices that Pattern Grammar draws upon are widely used and rela-
tively uncontroversial. Their underlying assumptions seem to belong to what 
Dixon (1997: 128) refers to as ‘Basic Linguistic Theory’ (see also Dresher 
1998; Dryer 2001).2 The lack of formalism has a purpose: it allows the re-
searcher to be concerned primarily with language data and not (also) with 
representing these data in ways that befit the representation language. Lin-
guists working with highly formalized models (such as the latest versions of 
generative grammar), it seems to me, are sometimes more cautious about not 
making ‘mistakes’ against the formalism than about mentioning the relevant 
facts that are revealed in the data. As Jackendoff (1997a: 4) warns us, 
“[E]xcessive preoccupation with formal technology can overwhelm the 
search for genuine insight into language.” Pattern Grammar is meant to be 
transparent, in the sense that it does not draw attention to itself as a clever 
and elegant formalism but allows us to see the data through it. In other 
words, it enables the researcher to look at language directly and not through 

                                                                                                                             
are more ‘basic’ than others) and in viewing all dimensions of language (syntax, 
semantics, pragmatics, discourse, morphology, phonology, prosody) as equal 
contributors to shaping linguistic expressions.  

Construction Grammar has now developed into a mature framework, with an 
established architecture and representation formalism as well as solid cognitive 
and functional grounding. It is a constraint-based, generative, non-derivational, 
mono-stratal grammatical model, committed to incorporating the cognitive and 
interactional foundations of language. ...  

The trademark characteristic of Construction Grammar as originally devel-
oped consists in the insight that language is a repertoire of more or less complex 
patterns – CONSTRUCTIONS – that integrate form and meaning in convention-
alized and often non-compositional ways. Form in constructions may refer to 
any combination of syntactic, morphological, or prosodic patterns and meaning 
is understood in a broad sense that includes lexical semantics, pragmatics, and 
discourse structure. A grammar in this view consists of intricate networks of 
overlapping and complementary patterns that serve as ‘blueprints’ for encoding 
and decoding linguistic expressions of all types.” 

 (www.constructiongrammar.org, accessed 1 February 2004) 
A good introduction to Construction Grammar is Fried and Östman (2004).  
2 “The term Basic Linguistic Theory has recently come into use for the fundamental 
theoretical concepts that underlie all work in language description and change, and 
the postulation of general properties of human language.” (Dixon 1997: 128) 
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any sort of theoretical ‘filter’ that may sift out certain observations as irrele-
vant or that may make certain facts invisible to the observer.3  

Being a more informal than formal theory, Pattern Grammar also allows 
us to tackle facts about a language within certain widely accepted domains 
of description, without worrying too much about how these domains find 
their place within the supposedly universal anatomy of the language organ. 
For example, as announced at the end of the previous chapter (Subsection 
1.3.3), the present study deals with phenomena relevant to phrase structure, 
information structure, argument structure, event structure, and word struc-
ture. These ‘structures’ are not to be taken as independent language modules 
or components that may have distinct neural implementations. Instead, they 
serve a purely expository function. That is, their purpose is to ‘structure’ our 
descriptive observations as pertaining to domains that are fairly familiar and 
coherent.  

Apart from being less formal than (some versions of) Construction 
Grammar, Pattern Grammar also differs in the kinds of entities it wants to 
represent as being part of a grammar. Construction Grammar advertises itself 
as a theory within which all linguistic data of a language can be accommo-
dated: “To adopt a constructional approach is to undertake a commitment in 
principle to account for the entirety of each language” (Kay and Fillmore 
1999: 1). Yet, In my view, Construction Grammar today may be prone to 
unduly ignore or discard as irrelevant a certain class of linguistic facts. Some 
distinguished Construction Grammarians, at least, have in recent years of-
fered an alternative to the quite common linguistic practice (see, e.g., Levin 
1993) of considering the various patterns in which a verb can appear as fol-
lowing from the meaning of the verb and (hence) as semantically related to 
each other. Michaelis and Ruppenhofer (2001) have illustrated that the spe-
cial properties of the productive German ‘applicative’ (or be-prefix) pattern 
(e.g. behaaren, ‘to cover with hair’, cf. English bestubbled, ‘covered with 
stubble’) cannot adequately be described as resulting from the operation of a 
lexical rule on the putative ‘input’ verb—which may in fact, as they point 
out, be a converted noun not occurring as a verb outside this very pattern 
(cp. *haaren, ‘to hair’). Quite similarly, with regard to the well-known 
‘spray/load’ (or ‘locative’) alternation, Goldberg (2002) has argued that we 
should go beyond treating the locative pattern (e.g. spray the wall with paint, 

                                                      
3 Two things remains to be noted. First, although Kay and Fillmore’s version of 
Construction Grammar is very formal, other versions (like Goldberg’s) make use of 
much less formal machinery, and still other studies in the spirit of Construction 
Grammar have hardly any technical ‘gadgets’ at all. Secondly, I may be guilty my-
self of using more formal representations than is warranted, especially in Chapters 4 
and 5. I might add in my defense that my formalizations mainly serve to summarize 
my often verbose descriptions.  
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load the wagon with hay) as merely a transformation of the caused-motion 
pattern (e.g. spray paint on the wall, load hay onto the wagon) and that we 
should instead describe each pattern as an independent construction. 

Studies such as these may lead us to conclude that alternations, which 
reek of transformational grammar, should not be given a place in a construc-
tion-based grammatical theory. However, by averting our attention from 
regular alternations in language, we may fail to represent an important com-
ponent of the language user’s linguistic knowledge.4 Staying blind to, for 
example, the particle placement alternation is not the ideal way to do justice 
to all noteworthy facts of the English language. Pattern Grammar is a sort of 
‘Extended Construction Grammar’, differing from (standard) Construction 
Grammar in including descriptions of ‘patterns’ that capture regular alterna-
tions between particular structures. However, in keeping with the principle 
of transparency, Pattern Grammar adopts only one layer of descriptive struc-
ture and it assumes that the words as they are uttered in a particular sentence 
have not undergone any actual movement operations—not even in cases of 
what we call particle preposing (e.g. Off you go!) or subject postposing (e.g. 
“Wait!” cut in Jack). In other words, Pattern Grammar is, just like Construc-
tion Grammar, ‘mono-stratal’ and ‘non-derivational’. So, recognizing the 
existence of a regular alternation between structures does not force us to 
assume that one of them is derived from the other.  

As we have seen in Chapter 1, Subsection 1.1.3, the term ‘pattern’ can re-
fer either to ‘construction’ (‘template’, ‘configuration’) or to ‘regularity’ 
(‘systematicity’, ‘rule’). In fact, the first type of pattern is a proper subclass 
of the second—all constructions are regularities, but not all the regularities 
in a language are constructions. For example, the passive construction on its 
own is a regularity, for its structure is a pattern that emerges from many in-
dividual passive sentences; however, the ordering alternation between the 
passive and the active construction is a regularity (in that practically any 
passive can be shown to have an active counterpart) but not itself a construc-
tion. It may be objected that it is very impractical to use the same term for 
two at first sight different entities. However, when we think about them 
more deeply, it is not coincidental that these two kinds of linguistic knowl-
edge can be subsumed under one cover term. Both sorts of patterns reflect a 
fundamental aspect  of human cognition, namely our ability to generalize. 

On a final note, the name of the framework that I pass off here as my own 
has actually been around for a while. In particular, the “Birmingham School” 
of corpus linguists (John Sinclair, Antoinette Renouf, Gill Francis, Susan 

                                                      
4 To be fair, some linguists operating within Construction Grammar do study alter-
nations between patterns. Lambrecht (1994) is a prominent example. Also, in the 
conclusion to her aforementioned article, Goldberg (2002) herself acknowledges that 
the existence of alternations is not completely irrelevant to language learning and 
processing or to linguistic representation.  
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Hunston, Elizabeth Manning, and others), who are in search of lexical collo-
cations and the structures emerging from these, also conceive of the descrip-
tion of a language in terms of various lexico-grammatical patterns. In this 
sense, the term “pattern grammar” even appears in the title of a book which 
explores the theoretical implications of this view (Hunston and Francis 
2000). My use of the term “Pattern Grammar”, though more directly inspired 
by Construction Grammar, shares some important characteristics with the 
Birmingham approach, especially the emphasis on authentic usage (although 
my approach is less strongly corpus-driven), the idea that lexicon and syntax 
form a continuum, and the requirement that a language description be easily 
accessible by relying on a minimum of formal apparatus and theory-specific 
concepts.  
 
 
2.2  The storage of linguistic information 

The grammar of a language is made up of all the linguistic information a 
speaker-interpreter needs to know in order to be able to produce or under-
stand any well-formed utterance in that language. This information, of 
course, resides somewhere in the heads of language users, but Pattern 
Grammar makes no specific assumptions as to how exactly knowledge about 
the form and meaning of words and structures are imprinted in our grey mat-
ter. On the other hand, a linguist trying to represent a portion of grammatical 
knowledge has to organise this information one way or another, and Pattern 
Grammar does make a number of claims about how this can be done in a 
way that is probably in accordance with (rather than an accurate reflection 
of) the way language users actually store linguistic knowledge, however they 
do it.5 In Subsection 2.3.2, I will take up the issue of psychological reality. 
For now, the question is how a pattern grammarian should represent pieces 
of linguistic knowledge in a pattern grammar.6 

                                                      
5 See Sandra (1998) for a strong denial of the possibility of making any claims about 
how language is processed by and represented in the brain: 

“Linguists cannot address issues pertaining to the processing of linguistic mate-
rial. Such issues concern the language processor rather than the language itself 
and hence fall outside the limits of linguistic research and within the boundaries 
of psycholinguistics … Linguists cannot make statements about the representa-
tional format of language elements in the language user’s mind either. … When 
it is so difficult for linguists to say something on the mental representation of 
language facts, why would they make any statements on such issues at all? What 
purpose does it serve? My answer to this question is: “none”.” (Sandra 1998: 
375-76) 

6 A pattern grammar (without capital letters) is of course a grammatical description 
of a language carried out within the framework of Pattern Grammar. 
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 Let us refer to the ensemble of linguistic knowledge as stockings, that is, 
the things that are ‘stocked’ in a mental dictionary-cum-grammar and that 
are available for use when the need for them arises.7 Of course, stockings 
also refers to a certain kind of hosiery, and we can use this association to 
present the storage principles of Pattern Grammar—possible characteristics 
of the piece of garment can be applied (sometimes metaphorically) to the 
organisation of linguistic information. One might say that the stockings in a 
pattern grammar are ideally represented as 

(i) transparent: we should avoid an opaque notational system and make sure, 
instead, that stored units are represented in such a way that we can easily 
make out their form and (if relevant) their meaning; 

(ii) patterned: there are patterns in the grammar (which is an understatement: 
patterns exhaustively make up the grammar); a speaker’s inventory of stored 
linguistic units contains patterns of varying size, complexity and 
phonological specification; patterns are regularities a speaker can extract 
from a number of analogical usages; 

(iii) laddered: stored patterns are hierarchically organized, allowing for 
inheritance with possible overrides; 

(iv) holed: the inventory of stored items contains accidental (unpredictable) 
gaps;  

(v) stretchable: the number of conventionalized elements in a constructicon 
can nonetheless expand; 

(vi) netted:  stored items are nodes in a complex network of relations; 

(vii) either general-purpose or occasion-specific: some patterns are widely 
applicable and not stylistically marked, while others have limited usability 
and considered ‘marginal’, but these latter patterns also deserve their place 
in the grammatical description of a language. 

In the following subsections I will work these storage principles out in 
some detail. I will first deal with the last principle mentioned.  
 
 
2.2.1  Not some but all linguistic objects 

Pattern Grammar shares with Construction Grammar the view that all phe-
nomena encountered in real language use are worthy of attention. This 
                                                      
7 Stockings is formed in analogy with plural nouns like earnings, leavings and 
sweepings, which collectively refer to what is earned, left, or swept together, respec-
tively. In the rest of the paragraph, the characteristics I mention are meant to be 
predicated either of the whole (e.g. ‘patterned’) or of the individuals making up the 
whole (e.g. ‘transparent’). 
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means that certain usages cannot be shunned just because they are, for ex-
ample, marked geographically or stylistically. Pattern Grammar is not only 
interested in core linguistic phenomena, like the passive construction or sub-
ject-auxiliary inversion, but also (if not more so) in ‘marginal’ patterns. As 
one example, consider the idiom used in the following sentence: 
 
(36) Fred talked his head/his ass/his butt off, but to no avail. (Jackendoff 

1997b: 551; cf. also Jackendoff 2002a: 86-87; 2002b: 173-74) 
 
The idiomaticity of the pattern involved can be appreciated by having a look 
at the following examples: 
 
(37) a. They work their ass off. 

(www.rockreview.co.uk/news_detail.asp?ID=1492, accessed 3 February 
2004) 

  b. It was like 30 degrees and blowing its ass off last night. 
   (ca.msnusers.com/ABCBuddies, accessed 26 January 2003) 

c. I laughed my proverbial ass off at that movie. 
(www.wilwheaton.net/mt/archives/000968.php, accessed 26 January 
2003) 

 
In (37)a, the noun head is not inflected for number, which should have been 
the case if it literally referred to the buttocks of the multiple agents in-
volved.8 In (37)b, the subject it is non-referential so that its ass cannot be 
given a literal interpretation. (In case the reader should object that ‘weather 
it’ is personalized and that blow figures in scatological imagery here, note 
that this pattern also occurs with the verbs rain, storm and snow.9) In (37)c, 
the speaker makes it explicit that the word ass is part of an idiom (perhaps to 
mitigate the taboo value of this word).  

Pattern Grammar claims that the idiom used here is not just something 
that belongs in a list of curiosities or in a dictionary of slang that is separated 
from English grammar proper. On the contrary, given that it is an idiom, it 
must be part of the grammar, defined as all the knowledge one has to be 
equipped with if one is to be a competent speaker of English. Even if you 
yourself would never use the variant with ass or butt, you must know, in 

                                                      
8 The plural form occurs as well, and is in fact more frequent, but this does not in-
validate the point made here, namely that this pattern is not fully analysable. 
9 Weather it, though not referential, can be personalized to some degree. Kay and 
Fillmore (1999: 27) give examples, repeated below in (i), that make use of a “con-
ventionalised trope” allowing us to portray weather events as though they were 
caused by some willing it-subject: 
(i) a. It’s trying to snow. 
 b. I hope it will hold off snowing until we get there. 
 c. I’m sure it decided to rain just to ruin our picnic. 
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case someone else uses it, that it does not literally mean what it says. Sure, 
you might be able to guess so much even if the idiom was not part of your 
knowledge of English, but this is beside the question. What matters is that 
nothing about the words themselves (and the way in which they are ar-
ranged) tells us that the subject referent’s behind is not really involved in the 
event. 
 
 
2.2.2 Transparent representation 

According to the general principle of transparency, which we dealt with in 
Section 2.1, a minimal amount of formal formatting is imposed so as to al-
low researchers to devote their time to their object language rather than to 
the ‘representation language’. As a corollary, linguistic data that are repre-
sented in a Pattern Grammar format should be relatively easy to decode. For 
example, the idiom we introduced in the previous section might be repre-
sented as follows: 
 
(38) [VP V [NP pro’s [N head]] [Prt off]]infml 

�� [VP V [NP pro’s [N ass]] [Prt off]]infml & slang 

�� [VP V [NP pro’s [N butt]] [Prt off]]infml & slang 
  ‘V very much’, ‘V intensely’, ‘V to excess’ 
 
This representation contains information as to (i) the phonology and (ii) the 
syntactic structure of the idiom (pro stands for a pronoun bound by the sub-
ject),10 (iii) its most prominent realizations (all of them linked with a double-
headed arrow to indicate that no single realization is ‘basic’), (iv) its stylistic 
value (which is not the same here for all three variants), and (v) its meaning, 
by means of some simple but sufficiently accurate semantic paraphrases. As 
I said before, Pattern Grammar does not claim that this is also how the idiom 
at hand is represented in the mind of a competent speaker of English. How-
ever, it contains information that must be there one way or another. (It is not 
necessary for speakers, however, to perceive the three variants as different 
manifestations of one and the same idiom. They may also have them stored 
in their minds as three distinct idioms, all with the same meaning. Or some 
speakers may have them stored together while others may not.)  
 
 

                                                      
10 However, there is a closely-related pattern in which the pronoun refers to someone 
else, as in He talked my head off and I will sue your ass off. 
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2.2.3 Patterns in the grammar 

A pattern grammar consists of patterns. This perhaps sounds like a tautology, 
but it is not so self-evident when we compare this tenet with how generative 
grammar looks upon patterns (in the sense of ‘constructions’). In orthodox 
generative grammar, what we perceive as constructions are claimed to be 
only ‘epiphenomena’, that is, by-products of movement operations that are 
prompted by universal principles; and it is the interaction of these general 
principles that form the Holy Grail of linguistic research—once we have 
found all the universal laws of language, we will have to conclude that any 
given construction, such as the passive, is just a chimera. As Chomsky 
(1988: 71) writes, “[T]he notion of construction, in the traditional sense, 
effectively disappears, as an artefact.”11 

In Pattern Grammar, by contrast, constructions are not discarded as un-
necessary. On the contrary, if we can accurately describe all the construc-
tions of a language, we can do without the operational principles out of 
whose interaction they supposedly arise. For example, if we allow a pattern 
of the form (something like) [VP V NP Prt] to be part of a speaker’s inventory 
of stored linguistic units, we do not have to bother about how the order of 
elements in the sequence invited no strangers in comes about (cf. our discus-
sion of example (35)b in Chapter 1, Subsection 1.3.3). We can then simply 
say that this sequence is directly licensed by a pattern that exists in the 
grammar. 

Crucially, a speaker’s stock of stored items does not uniquely consist of 
such purely skeletal patterns, which only consist of empty positions repre-
senting classes of possible elements. In the section just above, we saw that 
there are also less schematic patterns which are already partly filled in with 
phonologically specified lexical material. In the ‘V one’s {head / ass / butt} 

                                                      
11 I copied down this significant quote from a secondary source, the reference of 
which, however, I cannot recall. I have been unable to check this quote in the pri-
mary source, which appears very hard indeed to lay hands on. Even if the quote 
should not be rendered entirely verbatim here, the message is clear enough. In any 
case, Chomsky has expressed very similar thoughts elsewhere:  

“The constructions of traditional grammar and early generative grammar dis-
solve and disappear; they are artifacts, with no real status in the structure of lan-
guage. … The concept of “grammatical construction” effectively disappears, and 
the nature of what is language-particular and language-universal is quite differ-
ently conceived as languages are taken to be “rule-free systems,” constituted of 
invariant principles of the language faculty with language-specific choices of 
values for parameters.” (Chomsky 1987: 2)  

See Croft and Cruse (2004: Chapter 9.1) for similar citations from Chomsky (1981) 
and Chomsky (1993) and the section “Chomsky’s Case Against Grammatical Con-
structions” in Hilferty (2003: 20-27) for a good discussion and some more refer-
ences to Chomsky’s work. 
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off’ pattern, there are two lexical elements that are fixed (although the 
speaker has some choice as to the exact noun he uses), but the verb and the 
pronoun are still left unspecified. Collins COBUILD English Dictionary, 
however, writes: 
 

“Phrases such as laugh your head off, scream your head off, and shout 
your head off can be used to emphasize that you are laughing, screaming, 
or shouting very much.” (COBUILD in the entry for “head”)12 

 
It may be the case that laugh, scream and shout are verbs that are very often 
used in this pattern, but the pattern is by no means restricted to those. You 
can also work, swim, dance, or even sleep your head off, and many more 
intransitive verbs (cf. Jackendoff 1997b: 551) are possible. Note, in this re-
spect, that the object NP is not provided by the verb, but is supplied ‘from 
above’, that is, by the pattern hosting the verb. This fact runs counter to the 
view, advocated by Levin (1993: 1), that “the behavior of a verb, particularly 
with respect to the expression and interpretation of its arguments, is to a 
large extent determined by its meaning”—there is nothing about the meaning 
of, say, the verb read that predicts it can acceptably combine with the NP 
one’s ass as an object, and yet we know that it can. However, Levin (1993: 
4) herself admits that it is “unlikely that all that a speaker knows about a 
verb is indicated in its lexical entry.” We should therefore be prepared to 
posit patterns that are associated with certain meanings and that have vari-
ables or ‘slots’ into which any element of a certain specified class can be 
freely plugged, as long as the meaning of such an inserted element does not 
clash with the meaning of the hosting pattern.13 

                                                      
12 Note, by the way, that COBUILD does not mention this use in the entry for ass (or 
butt, for that matter). Nonetheless, a search for “laughed my ass off” in (British) 
pages on the internet (via Google’s Language Tools function) yielded 497 hits, as 
opposed to only 381 hits for “laughed my head off”. With the verbs scream and 
shout, by contrast, the noun head seems to be used more frequently than the noun 
ass. I suspect this reveals that there is still an amount of transparency in the idiom: 
shouting and screaming is done with the vocal system, which is largely part of the 
human head, whereas if one is laughing wildly and uncontrollably, there is a real 
risk indeed that one breaks wind, hence probably the popularity of the noun ass with 
this verb. (This may also be linked up with an ancient but persistent view in western 
society by which laughter is an expression of emotions that are valued as lower, 
baser, more primitive etc., hence belonging to the realm of the lower body parts.) 
See also Chapter 1, Subsection 1.1.2, where we said that phrases cannot always be 
unequivocally classified as either idiomatic or compositional. 
13 We should allow for some amount of “coercion” (see, e.g., Michaelis 2005), by 
which the meaning of an item can change by virtue of it being embedded in a certain 
pattern. It is not only an item’s meaning that can be coerced but also its subcategori-
zation. For a nice example, consider the following piece of dialogue from the TV 
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The more open slots a pattern contains, the more it resembles purely syn-
tactic (phrase-structure) rules; the fewer open slots, the more we enter the 
realm of the traditional lexicon. Schematicity and specificity are a matter of 
degree, since patterns can have both schematic and specific elements, i.e. 
both open slots and fixed words. Because of that, the stored items in a pat-
tern grammar constitute a continuum of ‘syntactic’ and ‘lexical’ items. 

As Koenig (1999: 55) and Croft and Cruse (2004: Chapter 9.4) argue, 
similar patterns also exist for elements below word level. For example, the 
past tense affix -ed can be conveniently represented as a constructional tem-
plate, e.g. as [V [V-stem ]-ed] with the meaning ‘past tense’, which contains an 
open slot that can be occupied by virtually any verb stem (namely all verbs 
that have no irregular past tense forms) and which yields forms like worked, 
played, beybladed, and so on. There is, in other words, no representational 

                                                                                                                             
series The Simpsons, in which Marge is fruitlessly trying to prevent Homer from 
joining a looting mob: 
(i) Marge: I don’t want you looting. 
 Homer: But I was going to loot you a present. 
 Marge: [touched] Oh, all right. 
 (www.snpp.com/episodes/BABF01, accessed 3 February 2004) 
Looting is normally a kind of ‘stealing’ or ‘taking away’, and hence would seem 
unfit to be used in a pattern that is associated with the sense of ‘giving’ or ‘bring-
ing’. However, Goldberg (1995) has argued that a verb which does not express this 
latter sense by itself can be imbued with it, as it were, simply by being used in the 
ditransitive pattern. The verb can retain its usual meaning and the sense of ‘intended 
transfer’ is automatically added.  

However, there is something more going on here. According to Goldberg (1995: 
142), the direct object of the ditransitive construction has to correspond with the 
direct object of the verb (as is, indeed, the case in, e.g., Sally baked her sister a cake, 
Joe painted Sally a picture, or Bob told Joe a story). In Homer’s utterance, however, 
the direct object is not one that is typically selected by the verb itself. Normally, the 
verb loot is used with no object at all (as in Marge’s first utterance) or with an object 
referring to either the place containing goods (e.g. loot the shopping mall) or the 
goods themselves (e.g. loot all the TVs). If Homer’s utterance was But Marge, I was 
going to loot you some jewellery, Goldberg’s claim would be satisfied. But a present 
is not a lootable object—rather, what Homer intends to loot is something (left un-
specified) intended as a present. I leave it to others to decide what implications, if 
any, this has for Goldberg’s analysis of the ditransitive pattern. My guess is that the 
verb loot here is ‘coerced’ into a use similar to that of the verb get or (perhaps) buy, 
though while retaining its own specific meaning. Note that if you got or bought 
someone a present, you did not go to a ‘present store’ but rather to, for example, a 
book store, a clothes boutique or a jeweller’s, etc. So, loot in (i) is forced to copy 
this latter, rather idiosyncratic, use of the verb get or buy. This coercion pertains to 
the semantic arguments associated with loot rather than to its meaning, and it is 
made possible through its use in the ditransitive pattern, in which also get and buy 
can be found.  
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difference between such ‘morphological’ constructions and ‘lexico-
syntactic’ constructions. 
 I have already argued in Section 2.1 that similarities between construc-
tions, such as between the active and the passive, may also be part of what 
speakers know about their language. We can represent such knowledge as 
patterns consisting of two (or more) interlinked constructional templates. 
Patterns of this sort correspond more or less to Langacker’s (1987: 379-80) 
categorizing relationships: “Each such relationship is a cognitive routine, 
more specifically an established comparison event assessing one node in 
relation to another” (p. 379). Particularly relevant to the idea that the per-
ceived link between two patterns can itself become a well-entrenched piece 
of linguistic knowledge is the following passage from Tuggy (1981): 
 

“…Synonymy is not to be accounted for by derivation, but by showing 
how the semantic structure of one expression closely parallels that of the 
other, making it possible for both to be used to code the same situations. 
Identity of meaning is, if it exists at all, an extremely rare limiting case; 
virtually all synonymous expressions differ in meaning to some degree  
… The similarities of meaning that do exist between synonymous mor-
phemes or constructions can, of course, be perceived by speakers, and 
that relationship of synonymy can achieve unit status (like any other cog-
nitive relationship) and be conventionalized and even have a directional-
ity, with one expression felt to be the more basic one. This would be the 
functional equivalent of a classical transformational rule…” (Tuggy 
1981: 46-47) 

 
In Pattern Grammar, as in Cognitive Grammar, we recognize the existence 
of both bidirectional links, represented in Pattern Grammar as in (39), and 
unidirectional ones, represented as in (40)a or as in (40)b—‘A’ and ‘B’ sym-
bolize two different patterns: 
 
(39) A �� B 
 
(40) a. A � B  

b. A � B 
 

The former type of link is invoked when “the speaker perceives the similar-
ity of each element to the other without attributing primacy to either one” 
(Langacker 1987: 380), while the latter type of link indicates that the speaker 
intuitively considers one element as most basic (prototypical) and the other 
as more marked (peripheral). In Chapter 5 (Subsection 5.3.1), the classical 
particle movement transformation will be reintroduced as a categorizing 
link. Scholars still disagree on which ordering (Prt – NP or NP – Prt) is to be 
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treated as most basic, which (in my view) reflects the equal status of both. 
They will accordingly be joined in a bidirectional relationship. However, for 
some individual verb-particle instances, one construct may be clearly more 
natural than the other, so these might be joined in a unidirectional relation-
ship. 

We have already seen an instance of the similarity relation in (38) above 
(p. 48). In this particular example, the similarity relation was presented as 
part of the information speakers might have stored about a certain idiom. 
Instead of the Langacker-based arrow notation, which forced us to write 
each syntactic structure ‘around’ a lexical variant in full, we could also eas-
ily have used curly brackets enclosing the noun head variants themselves, 
i.e. {head / ass / butt}, were it not for the fact that the choice of one head 
noun over another can alter the stylistic value of the pattern as a whole. What 
I want to emphasize here, though, is that a similarity relation between two or 
more patterns can also constitute a pattern all by itself—an alternation pat-
tern. In Subsection 2.2.5 below, support for the existence of alternation pat-
terns as part of a speaker’s grammar of a language will be found in the ‘acci-
dental’ non-occurrence of items that are potentially grammatical. 
 
 
2.2.4 A hierarchically organised grammar 

In the previous subsection, we proposed that patterns linking alternative but 
semantically related forms should be part of the grammar. This is a claim by 
which Pattern Grammar distinguishes itself from (‘mainstream’) Construc-
tion Grammar, where regular alternations are regarded as transformations in 
disguise and therefore excluded from the grammar (cf. Goldberg 2002). 
However, this latter framework does recognize that there are links between 
constructions. One kind of link that plays a central role in Construction 
Grammar (as well as in Cognitive Grammar in general) is between schematic 
constructions and their more specific instantiations. Links like these are 
variously known as “hierarchical”, “inheritance”, “schema-instance” or “hy-
ponymy” relations. 

The idiom illustrated in (36) could serve as an example again. According 
to Jackendoff (1997b, 2002a, 2002b), the ‘V one’s {head / ass / butt} off’ 
idiom is part of a wider family of constructions, including those in (41)a-d: 
 
(41) a. I cried my eyes out. (Jackendoff 1997b) 

b. Harold sang/whistled/dreamt/jogged his heart out. 
c. Richard ran/programmed/cooked/yelled his head/butt off. 
d. Kelly wrote/slept/drew/edited up a storm. 

   (Jackendoff 2002a) 
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All these idioms share a sense of ‘to excess’, and syntactically they are all 
transitive verb-particle constructions whose direct object is not licensed by 
the verb itself. We might therefore see them as instances of a superordinate, 
more general pattern. On an even more general level, the transitive verb-
particle construction can be seen as a more specific instance of the resulta-
tive construction (e.g. water the tulips flat).  
 Patterns can have specifications that are typical of them but not of the 
more general pattern they instantiate. Put differently, they may have specifi-
cations that are in conflict with those of the mother pattern. It is for this rea-
son that we need to enter them in the grammar. For example, the transitive 
verb-particle pattern has the property of allowing the particle to precede the 
object (throw the cat out / throw out the cat), which is not allowed for the 
more general resultative construction (water the tulips flat / *water flat the 
tulips). Also, the transitive verb-particle combination allows the particle to 
be non-predicative (e.g. tipping the police off does not make them off, what-
ever that could possibly mean.) Likewise, the idiomatic pattern exemplified 
by all the examples in (41) has properties that it does not inherit from the 
general transitive verb-particle pattern: not only is its semantics divergent, 
but it specifies that the order of the particle vis-à-vis the direct object cannot 
change (cp. *Harold sang out his heart; *Kelly wrote a storm up).14 In turn, 
its more specific ‘subidioms’ (i.e. the idioms represented by (41)a, (41)b, 
etc., respectively) have properties that are not exhaustively inherited ‘from 
above’. For example, while the verb position in the more general idiom is 
left open to be filled by (in principle) any intransitive (or pseudotransitive) 
verb, the subidiom cry one’s eyes out collocates with one specific verb (cp. 
*I shouted my eyes out).15 Each specific subidiom also adds its own emotive 

                                                      
14 This construction-specific property can be overridden by discourse-functional 
principles. Consider the following example: 
(i) Makes you appreciate that they’re working their ass off while we party off ours. 

(www.ukhh.com/reviews/lp/133.html, accessed 26 February 2003) 
In this example the possessive pronoun ours (a proform for our ass) is placed at the 
end of the sentence, which is a typical position for heavily focal elements. In fact, 
there are three focal elements in this clause: the subject pronoun we, which contrasts 
with they, the verb party, which contrasts with work, and the nominal ours, which 
contrasts with their (ass). We might say that this example contains an instance of a 
very schematic information structure pattern in which two or more focal elements 
are separated from each other as far as possible, irrespective of whether the order of 
the sentence would be grammatical without this special double or triple focus. If it is 
agreed that the ‘widest-separation-of-two-or-more-foci’ pattern is more abstract and 
hence ‘higher’ than the ordering specific to the constructional idiom ‘verb one’s ass 
off’, this observation is important in that it shows that a pattern can inherit a feature 
from a very abstract schema, thereby flouting a lower-level constraint.  
15 There are also some occurrences to be found for weep one’s eyes out, but (even 
taking into account the lower frequeny and possibly higher formality of weep on its 
own compared to cry on its own), weep one’s eyes out is a far weaker collocation 
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overtone. For example, ‘V one’s ass off’ perhaps suggests that the activity is 
debasing as well as physically exhausting, whereas ‘V one’s heart out’ sug-
gests that the subject referent wilfully carries out an activity that is emotion-
ally exhausting but possibly rewarding. However, this latter pattern has itself 
a further idiomatic instantiation, namely eat one’s heart out, which means 
‘be filled with jealousy’ or, for some speakers, ‘to fret or worry excessively’. 
  What we can learn from this worked-out example is, first, that more spe-
cific patterns can inherit properties from higher-ordered patterns. For exam-
ple, the idiom ‘V one’s ass off’ inherits the sense of ‘to excess’ from a 
higher-ordered pattern, which passes the same property on to the ‘V one’s 
heart out’ pattern and a few other specific patterns.16, 17 And second, we have 
seen that some specific patterns can also fail to inherit a property from the 
more general pattern they instantiate. For example, the family of patterns 
exemplified in (41)a-d does not inherit the variable placement of the particle, 
which is so typical of the more general transitive verb-particle pattern. 
 
 

                                                                                                                             
than cry one’s eyes out. Nonetheless, its occasional occurrence confirms what is 
claimed in note 12, namely that there is some lexical-semantic motivation in these 
patterns. Crying is an activity which is associated with eyes, while shouting is not. 
The verb laugh is also occasionally used with one’s eyes out, presumably referring 
to situations in which the subject referent is shedding tears of laughter. 
16 There is some debate among construction grammarians about whether properties 
of schematic constructions should be represented only once, namely at their ‘sport’ 
in a hierarchical ladder, or whether these properties should be repeated on all the 
lower levels. In the first case, grammatical information is stored non-redundantly 
and is simply inherited by lower instantiations in the default case (i.e. unless a lower 
pattern has conflicting information). In the second case, each construction is fully 
spelled-out as to its properties, even though some of these properties could be in-
ferred from higher-level constructions on the ladder. See Croft and Cruse (2004: 
265-89) for an overview and discussion of the different proposals in different types 
of Construction Grammar.) 
17 One might ask the following question: If a given pattern inherits all the properties 
it can inherit from a higher-ordered pattern (and simply adds some specific informa-
tion of its own), do we actually have to enter it as a pattern? The question is valid, 
since a grammar has to contain all the information we cannot guess from other in-
formation, but in the case of, for example, the fully specified phrase shout one’s 
head off, we can guess the meaning on the basis of the ‘verb one’s head off’ pattern 
plus the meaning of shout. A linguist adopting a usage-based model of language 
would answer that frequently encountered units can be stored as such—hence stored 
as ‘patterns’ in a pattern grammar—even if they are fully compositional. For this 
reason, such a linguist might be inclined to enter shout one’s head off as a separate 
pattern in the grammar. 
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2.2.5 Accidental non-occurrences in the grammar 

We have argued above that the particle placement alternation is a pattern, 
though not a construction in itself. This alternation seems to be fully produc-
tive with transitive verb-particle combinations. Occasionally, however, the 
alternation is not allowed for a particular verb-particle pattern. The ‘V one’s 
{head / ass / butt} off’ pattern (and co.), as we have seen in the previous sub-
section, provides such an exception. There is nothing about this pattern 
which makes it predictable that the particle cannot precede the object, or 
that, in the case of the related ‘V up a storm’ idiom, the particle cannot fol-
low it. Such an exception does not disprove the rule but rather confirms it. 
We do not have to change the general particle placement alternation pattern 
if we provide the particular disobeying pattern with a specification that only 
one ordering is possible for it. 

There are some more transitive verb-particle combinations that allow 
only one position for the particle (either before the object or after the object). 
For example, the combinations in (42)a virtually require the particle to pre-
cede the object, whereas those in (42)b virtually require it to follow the ob-
ject: 
 
(42) a. drum up NP (e.g. support) (‘gather’), give off NP (e.g. a certain 

smell), hold out NP (e.g. hope of a settlement) (‘offer’), put up NP 
(e.g. a fight) (‘offer’)  

b. {ask / invite} NP (e.g. some friends) {over / round}, bugger NP 
{about / around} (‘treat somebody badly’), get NP (e.g. the chil-
dren) up (‘get them out of bed’) 

 
I am sure that some linguists will offer some kind of explanation or discern 
some motivation for the fixed ordering in these combinations. I will not my-
self attempt to do so, partly because finding some motivation for the order-
ing given is not enough to account for (i.e. predict) the virtual non-
occurrence of the other ordering. Instead, let us ask the following question: 
How do children who are learning the English language get to know that 
only one ordering is really acceptable, while the particle placement alterna-
tion is in fact productive? That is, how can they learn not to extend the gen-
eral rule (i.e. “either ordering is possible”) to the handful of exceptional 
cases?  

One answer may be that, given that transitive verb-particle combinations 
normally allow either ordering and given that for a particular verb-particle 
combination one ordering is almost never heard, the learner can infer that 
this ordering must apparently be disallowed for that combination. For exam-
ple, there is in se nothing syntactically or information-structurally wrong or 
awkward about drum support up, as in (43)a, which after all uses the same 
ordering as in (43)b: 
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(43) a. They have utilized the President’s image and status to drum sup-
port up for themselves. 
(www.breakthechain.org/exclusives/trucker.html, accessed 6 February 
2004) 

b. If you can get enough support up for that, I’ll definitely do what I 
can to help. 

 (mail.gnome.org/archives/gnome-list/ 2001-October/msg00319.html, ac-
cessed 6 February 2004) 

 
The fact is, though, that there are only two hits for the string “drum support 
up” on Google (as of 6 February 2004). By contrast, the string “drum up 
support” returns almost 25,000 hits. There is, in other words, little chance 
that children ever hear the ordering in (43)a, but there is plenty of occasion 
for them to hear the other ordering. Children may grow an awareness of such 
statistical discrepancies, and therefore stick to the ordering they are familiar 
with, which, in turn, will further reinforce the continuous ordering for this 
combination. 
 Of course, the problem with this answer is that no account is taken of the 
hallmark of language: its endless combinatorial possibilities. Notwithstand-
ing the pervasive use of prefabricated utterances in every-day language use, 
many and probably most of the utterances we hear around us are being en-
countered for the first time and, crucially, we can effortlessly tell whether or 
not they are grammatical. Put differently, it is not because you have never 
heard a particular combination that this combination is, for that very reason, 
wrong. So, if children have never heard, say, drum support up, this should 
not be sufficient ground for them to figure out that this form is impossible. 
How, then, do children learn not to over-generalize the alternation pattern if 
they are not being told explicitly that drum support up is wrong? This prob-
lem comes down to what is known in the literature as the ‘learnability para-
dox’, ‘Baker’s paradox’, or the ‘partial productivity paradox’ (e.g. Pinker 
1989). 

A way to break this paradox is suggested by Goldberg (1995: 122-25). 
She argues that learners can sometimes make use of indirect negative evi-
dence that a certain form is disallowed. In particular, the more often speakers 
do not use a given form which would be most suitable in a particular dis-
course context, the stronger becomes the evidence for a child that this form 
is not acceptable. Applied to the particle placement alternation, one would 
expect that, for example, the sequence invite over some people should be 
heard relatively frequently, in view of the fact that some people is an indefi-
nite NP and therefore probably new in the discourse and in view of the fact 
that discourse-new elements tend to be put towards the end (cf. Chapter 6). 
Now, it suffices to encounter a number of occurrences in which the dis-
course-functionally less suited sequence invite some people over is used 
instead to conclude that the Prt + NP ordering is presumably dispreferred. 
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This indirect negative evidence is easy to come by: on Google, there were 
309 hits for “invite some people over”, and only 2 for the theoretically more 
suitable “invite over some people”. These two occurrences are given below: 
 
(44) a. They … wanted to invite over some people who had never seen 

their house in the Sunset district before. 
(www.spies.com/~rawdon/journal/2001/04/22.html, accessed 6 February 
2004) 

b. So I decided that I’d first, get out a couple of pots, anty up lots of 
ambition, invite over some people over then run to the store and 
viola! 
(www.simplyfoodchicago.com/cook's_tools.htm, accessed 6 February 
2004) 

 
It will not have gone unnoticed that the object NP in the first example is very 
long, so that the order may in fact be accounted for by ‘heavy NP shift’, and 
that the second, rather sloppy, example contains an instance of what Maarten 
Lemmens (personal communication) would call “analogical contamination”: 
the stacking of two preceding verb-particle combinations with the Prt + NP 
ordering triggers the same ordering for invite over. The writer then corrects 
this mistake, as it were, by using the more natural NP + Prt for this combina-
tion all the same, which results in an awkward kind of blend. So, in the ab-
sence of any good examples in which the Prt + NP ordering is used in a con-
text in which it might be reasonably expected, young speakers can draw the 
right conclusion. In addition, exposure to utterances like the following would 
provide very strong indirect negative evidence, since the object NP is not 
only discourse-new but also syntactically rather complex (especially (45)b-d; 
see Chapter 1, Subsection 1.2.2): 
 
(45) a. Why not ... invite some people from Knoxville over, ... 

(www.oakridger.com/stories/092099/opE_0920990046.html, accessed 6 
February 2004) 

  b. Maybe we could invite some people we know over, ... 
(www.rpg.net/news+reviews/columns/thistlemar01.html, accessed 6 Feb-
ruary 2004) 

  c. I’d invite some people I know over, ... 
(web.pitas.com/pixie_wings_/29_11_2003.html, accessed 6 February 
2004)  

d. Invite some people you’d like to know better over for coffee, .... 
(www.casscomm.com/~virgnumc/November2003/ November2003.html, 
accessed 6 February 2004) 
 

 For acquisition on the basis of this kind of indirect negative evidence to 
be possible at all, language learners should be able to see a semantic similar-
ity between the construction actually used and the construction they would 
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have expected to be used. This is rather obvious, but the importance of this 
necessary condition cannot be overemphasized. Indeed, one cannot unlearn a 
certain unacceptable construction simply by being frequently exposed to a 
construction that is not linked to it in any way. For example, no matter how 
often children hear the use of, say, the object control construction (e.g. She 
invited some friends to come to her house), this does not in the least help 
them to infer that *She invited over some friends is a strange way of putting 
things. By contrast, on repeatedly hearing a more closely resembling pattern 
getting in the way of (‘blocking’) a pattern that might be expected on dis-
course-functional grounds, learners of a language can grasp the infelicity of 
this latter pattern. Only if the blocking pattern is sufficiently similar in form 
and meaning to the pattern that is systematically avoided can this ‘unlearn-
ing’ take place. So, the perception of a relationship between patterns, such as 
between the ‘V + Prt + NP’ pattern and the ‘V + NP + Prt’ pattern, is crucial 
to mastering a language and such relationships must therefore be part of 
competent speakers’ mental stock of grammatical units. 

In short, the accidental non-occurrence of certain theoretically possible 
forms, together with the proposed solution to the learnability paradox this 
raises, provides some very strong support for a central claim in Pattern 
Grammar: a systematic alternation between two patterns can itself have the 
status of a stored entity in the grammar. 
 
 
2.2.6 Coinage  

Language is always in evolution. We should therefore allow for some flexi-
bility in the stock of stored elements in a grammar. One important way in 
which grammar (including vocabulary) changes over time is through the 
principle of coinage. To illustrate this principle, let us have a look again at 
the constructional idiom discussed in the previous subsections, namely the 
‘V one’s {head / ass / butt} off’ pattern and its associated idioms. As to the 
selection of elements in this pattern, Jackendoff (2002a: 86) writes that “the 
choice of verb seems totally open, whereas by contrast, the choice of NP is 
totally fixed.” Although it is true that not just any NP can be used here (e.g. 
*Jack worked his hands off), actual language usage shows remarkable varia-
tion here. Of course, ass and butt are themselves already different words 
referring to the same part of the human body. Language users seem to have a 
predilection for words referring to this body part. One might even say that 
there is, quite remarkably, an inverse correlation between the taboo value of 
an object and the number of words there exist in a language to actually name 
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that object. So, instead of ass and butt, we can encounter the following 
nouns in the ‘V one’s N off’ pattern:18 
 
(46) arse, behind, booty, bottom, bum, buns, butt cheeks, buttocks, fanny, 

gazongas, hiney/heinie, pants-residents, rear (end), tail 
 
We also find some taboo-reducing typographical variants like ***, a**, a$$, 
ar$e, b--, etc. Alternatively, certain speakers like to use a noun in this pattern 
with a higher taboo reference, namely balls, or a variant like nuts, peanuts, 
bollocks, cods, nads, or (only occasionally) testicles. Few of the nouns in 
(46) are really stereotyped in the ‘V one’s N off’ pattern, but the noun tail 
(which is, of course, a metonymical stand-in for ass or butt via physical 
proximity) is a fairly conventional alternative—there were over 1,500 occur-
rences for “working my tail off” on Google (6 February 2004). In any case, 
speakers can be shown to use the patterns that are available in the lexico-
grammar in a creative way, potentially changing the lexico-grammar slightly 
in doing so. 

As in any form of creativity (cf. Hofstadter 2000), the mechanism at work 
here is analogy. As Langacker (1987: 447) writes, “The ability to make the 
proper analogy implies the perception of a pattern.” In our particular exam-
ple, once speakers are familiar with the expressions ‘V one’s ass off’ and ‘V 
one’s butt off’, they may be struck by the realization that the nouns in these 
expressions both refer to the same part of the body and are both rather offen-
sive. It is this commonality that may give rise to the creation of a slightly 
more schematic pattern like ‘V one’s N(taboo) word for behind off’. As soon as such 
a pattern is extracted from the data, it can be readily used to create new com-
binations like ‘V one’s buns off’ and many others. This is in line with Lind-
ner’s view: 

 
“I assume that the grammar of English will contain a list of fully speci-
fied, established V[erb-]P[article]C[onstruction]s together with state-
ments of the various regularities that speakers have extracted from these 
mastered units at different levels of specificity. The class of VPCs is 
open-ended, for the patterns extracted from the listed VPCs sanction 
(provide models for the creation and evaluation of) novel VPCs.” (Lind-
ner 1981: 72): 

 
As we all know from personal experience, some language users are more 
creative than others. What this implies is that the more schematic pattern  
generalizing over different words for behind may be used by some but not by 
all speakers of English. As Lindner (1981: 74) puts it, “[I]ndividual speakers 

                                                      
18 I collected most of these items by entering searches like “sweating my” and vari-
ants (“sweated my”, “sweated his”, etc.) in Google (January-February 2003). 
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doubtless vary in terms of the actual semantic patterns they extract from the 
VPCs they have mastered.” On the part of the hearer, this also means that the 
schematic pattern is extracted (and made use of to interpret novel combina-
tions) by some but not by all hearers. Let us briefly speculate about what can 
happen when someone comes across a previously unheard expression 
formed after the schematic pattern, as in the following utterance: 
 
(47) I’m tired, frazzled, and have been working my haunches off… 

(www.tlca.org/archives/html/landcruisers/ 2000-11/msg02462.html, accessed 
28 February 2003)19 

 
Some hearers may understand the general message of the utterance right 
away and not bother too much about the word haunches (whose meaning 
they do not even have to know). They content themselves with the overall 
idea of the utterance without analysing it in great detail. Other hearers may 
notice the similarity with familiar expressions, those with ass and butt, and 
discover that this new expression is formed in analogy with them. They may, 
in other words, extract a schematic pattern for the occasion. Some of these 
latter hearers may also store this schematic pattern in their minds, although 
storing this pattern is not required to make sense of the more conventional 
expressions, with ass and butt. Still other hearers may not have heard the use 
of haunches in this way before, but they already have access to the sche-
matic pattern in their minds and compute this new combination as an in-
stance of this schematic pattern, without even mentally activating the more 
well-established combinations with ass and butt, which served as models. 
The bottom-line here is that a pattern like ‘V one’s N(taboo) word for behind off’ is 
not really needed in the grammar. Kay (2002) refers to schematic patterns 
like this as “patterns of coining”, and proposes that they “be excluded from a 
grammar, although they do deserve study as meta-grammatical patterns 
likely to influence grammatical change” (p. 15).20 For Kay, patterns of coin-
ing ought to be distinguished from highly regular, fully productive patterns. 
Only the latter, he claims, can be called “constructions” and belong to 
grammar proper.  

Barðdal (2004, to appear) lays bare the limited view on productivity be-
hind such a claim. She shows how some syntacticians only take productivity 
to be speakers’ ability to produce (and hearers’ ability to understand) sen-
                                                      
19 Haunches is one of the synonyms of buttocks I found in Roget’s Thesaurus (Pen-
guin edition, 1966). I entered the sequence “haunches off” in Google, and found 
only one occurrence which matches the pattern we are interested in. 
20 “A meta-grammar contains useful information about a language and is therefore 
of interest to the linguist. The degree to which speakers of a language share a com-
mon meta-grammar of that language is, however, hard to evaluate, since meta-
grammatical statements don’t normally yield concrete predictions” (Kay 2002: 3, 
note 3).  
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tences that have never been uttered before, and objects by stressing that the 
regular application of abstract, highly schematic structures is just one way in 
which syntactic productivity can be seen at work, another way being the 
extension of lexically more specific patterns to new lexical items. She devel-
ops the view that the concept of “regularity/generality” (which Kay consid-
ers the only true form of productivity) and the concept of analogical exten-
sion constitute opposite extremes within a meta-concept of syntactic produc-
tivity, viewed as a cline. The cline proposed by Barðdal is not one from full 
productivity over partial productivity to unproductivity—although the exis-
tence of such a cline is implied as well—but from fully productive, general, 
schematic, semantically rather vacuous patterns with many different types 
(i.e. lexical items hosted by it) to equally fully productive but more specific, 
lexically filled-in or specified, semantically coherent patterns with relatively 
few different types. Of course, the latter kind of patterns are only fully pro-
ductive within their restricted semantic domain. So, what we see is that “the 
higher the type frequency of a construction, the lower the degree of semantic 
coherence is needed for a construction to be productive. Conversely, the 
lower the type frequency of a construction, the higher degree of semantic 
coherence is needed for a construction to be extendable” (Barðdal to appear).  

Indeed, an easy, generally applicable paraphrase is not possible for, say, 
the highly schematic transitive (verb-object) pattern, which occupies a wide 
semantic space that defies a clear delineation. While transitive clauses like 
Johnny struck his dog or Dad was ironing a shirt instantiate the (probably) 
prototypical case in which energy is intentionally ‘passed on’ from a human, 
conscious agent, which is the source or the ‘instigator’ of the action denoted 
by the verb, to an undergoer, that is, a person or an object which is at the 
receiving end of the action flow and which is directly affected by the transfer 
of energy, the following examples show that deviations from this presumed 
semantic prototype—an agent willingly acting on a patient—are legion. The 
relations holding between the subject entity and the object entity are simply 
too diverse to permit an all-encompassing semantic characterization of this 
construction; see also Langacker (2002: 219 ff.) and Jackendoff (2002b: 
135-36): 

 
(48) a. Several people {saw / remembered / mentioned} the accident. 

b. Last Monday {saw / witnessed / marked} the beginning of a new 
era. 

c. The property {has / contains / includes / comprises / boasts} a 
swimming pool. 

d. The film {stars / features} Robert De Niro. 
e. 2 precedes 3. / 3 follows 2. 
f. Iran borders Iraq. / Iraq borders Iran.  (subject and object can be 

reversed) 



Pattern Grammar ⋅ 63  

  

g. John {met / married / is dating} Mary. / Mary {met / married / is 
dating} John.  (idem) 

h. A {matches / mirrors / resembles} B. / B {matches / mirrors / re-
sembles} A.  (idem) 

i. She {welcomes / dreads / laments} her fate. 
j. I {adore / detest / fear} new-born babies.  
k. New-born babies {cheer / revolt / frighten} me.  (they do not do 

this willingly) 
l. The rebels offer strong resistance.  
m. The coalition troops meet strong resistance. 
n. MacGyver {entered / left / climbed / ascended / escaped} the build-

ing. 
o. This couch {sits / accommodates} three people. 
p. Do you speak English? 
q. The costs exceed $70 billion.  
r. The lecture lasted three hours.  
s. This elephant weighs over four tons. 
t. I lack the money to {buy / have / own / possess} a Cadillac. 
u. She {underwent / suffered / endured} scorn and contempt.  
v. His car caught fire. 
w. This crow {means / portends / forebodes} nothing good. 
x. I know this song. 
y. The rescuers didn’t make it in time.  (‘dummy’ or ‘empty’ it as ob-

ject) 
z. Some people {think / say / deny} that objects are always semantic 

patients.  (clausal object) 
 
By contrast, our case example clearly fulfils the prerequisite that more spe-
cific, low-level patterns be semantically highly coherent in order to be pro-
ductively extended to new items: it is almost always possible to paraphrase 
an instance of the pattern under discussion as ‘V excessively/intensely’, and 
the three nouns (head, ass and butt) which regularly occur as noun head in 
the object NP all belong to a very restricted semantic area: parts of the hu-
man body. The nouns ass and butt form among themselves an even more 
restricted semantic area, which accounts for the extension of the pattern to 
creations with other synonyms for these two nouns rather than with syno-
nyms for head. 
 The power of analogy should not be underestimated. Once speakers are 
familiar with certain taboo words in the ‘V one’s N off’ pattern, the fences 
are down for other taboo words, referring to yet other parts of the body—and 
indeed, I have found such occurrences on the internet, and hope the reader 
will trust me on this. However, the role of analogy should not be overesti-
mated, either. Given that the pattern ‘V one’s N off’ allows a variety of 
nouns referring to body parts, it is surprising that certain basic-level body 
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terms, like arms, legs, hands, feet, nose or hair, are not used (e.g. *laugh 
one’s legs off).21 Langacker (1987: 12) refers to “the pervasive influence of 
analogy” as one of the “constant contributory (though seldom determinative) 
factors in the gradual evolution of our lexical stock” (my emphasis). (See 
again the previous subsection for discussion of the accidental non-
occurrence of potentially acceptable constructs.) 

To sum up, a pattern like ‘V one’s N off’ forms the equivalent of a semi-
productive rule (cf. Jackendoff 2002b: 159), that is, a rule whose output can-
not be predicted. Therefore, the rule has to be listed (if at all) along with the 
items it generates. However, we must realize that some speakers may use 
analogy to add items to this fixed output, and that some of these added items 
are here to stay. 
 
 
2.2.7 A grammar as a network of nodes 

In Subsection 2.2.4 we already discussed the hierarchical organisation of 
Pattern Grammar, whereby more abstract, schematic patterns have gram-
matical properties that can be passed on to their more specific instances, 
although instances can sometimes block one or more of these properties. In 
this subsection, I would like to point out that constructional patterns are in 
fact linked with each other in a variety of ways. 
 First of all, a pattern typically has multiple parents. The ‘transitive verb-
particle pattern’, as its name indicates, is not only an instance of the verb-
particle pattern but also of the transitive pattern. This means that not every-
thing that is typical of either parent has to be repeated in the grammatical 
description of the transitive verb-particle pattern. Of course, it can be re-
peated, but since specific patterns by default inherit properties from their 
more abstract schemata, we can suffice with stating a particular property in 
the relevant schema only. So, we need not state in the description of the tran-
sitive verb-particle pattern that it can range from being fully compositional 
to being fully idiomatic, since this is also the case for intransitive verb-
particle patterns, hence for the verb-particle pattern in general. Likewise, we 
do not have to state explicitly that the transitive verb-particle pattern can be 
cast in a passive format—if the circumstances are right, e.g., if the (active) 
object can be easily construed as affected by the activity and if it has some 

                                                      
21 Highly motivated combinations do occur, such as run one’s legs off. Also, ‘vocal’ 
verbs (bawl, bellow, belt, cough, cry, curse, holler, howl, scream, shout, shriek, sing, 
squawk, yell, …) do not only combine with one’s heart out, but also, perhaps not 
surprisingly, with one’s lungs out. Somewhat less anatomically correct, but therefore 
perhaps the stronger in affective effect, is puke one’s lungs out. Finally, there are 
two more variants that deserves mention: ‘verb one’s socks off’ and ‘verb one’s 
pants off’. 
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topical value—since this is true for all instances of the more schematic tran-
sitive pattern.  

Second, patterns can also maintain part-whole (‘meronomic’) relations 
among one another. For example the category ‘verb’, which is a one-word 
pattern of its own, is a proper subpart of the verb-particle pattern. The verb 
in the verb-particle pattern inherits the properties of this independent one-
word pattern. This way, we can simply delegate inflectional matters of verb-
particle patterns to the part of grammar that takes care of subject-verb 
agreement, tense, etc.  

The mechanism of multiple inheritance (including meronomic relations) 
also allows us to classify individual items along many different, ‘orthogonal’ 
(i.e. independent, cross-classifying) dimensions. If we consider properties of 
constructions as nodes in a taxonomic network, many classificatory relations 
can be represented to hold for any given item. For example, the combination 
was weirded out can be classified as an instance of the verb-particle combi-
nation, but also as transitive, passive, non-directional, informal, inflected for 
singular number, inflected for pastness, etc.  
 Finally, let us repeat here that patterns which are formally different but 
semantically very similar can be related via an alternation pattern. The mir-
ror image of such a pattern may be claimed to be part of speakers’ knowl-
edge as well: two constructions with rather different meanings that can be 
linked because of their formal similarity, or actually, their formal identity. 
These could be termed ‘ambiguity patterns’. I will not pursue this possibility. 
Less extreme versions of such patterns would be polysemy patterns (à la 
Goldberg 1995: 75ff.), but we should bear in mind that speakers do not need 
to perceive a semantic link between two different senses of a single form (cf. 
Croft 1998, Sandra 1998), so we will not go so far as to claim that polysemy 
links have to be part of a pattern grammar. 
 
 
2.3 Pattern Grammar going interdisciplinary  

In this section, I would like to look beyond the borders of our discipline (i.e. 
descriptive grammar) to give a—necessarily brief—answer to the following 
two questions:  

(i) Would Pattern Grammar lend itself well to computational purposes?  

(ii) Is Pattern Grammar compatible with the workings of the mind? 

I will answer these questions in Subsections 2.3.1 and 2.3.2, respectively. 
 
 



66 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

2.3.1 Implementability  

Suppose we were to develop a natural language processing system, say a 
simple parser, derived from Pattern Grammar. Would this be possible? Re-
member that Pattern Grammar is primarily intended as an adequate descrip-
tive framework developed to capture grammatical facts about a particular 
language. However, I believe that by means of some extra add-ons Pattern 
Grammar could be easily converted into an apt framework for computational 
implementations.  

Let this modified framework be called LE[x]YZ, to be pronounced leg-
sies, with the middle grapheme realized as a voiced consonant, as the dia-
critic prescribes. LE[x]YZ has many features in common with HPSG, 
which is known to be suitable for computational purposes (see, e.g., Uszko-
reit [sine anno]). The reason why I have opted for this somewhat sexier 
name—legsies is a hypocoristic diminutive form of legs—is that it (i) evokes 
the ‘stocking’ principles outlined in Section 2.2., (ii) iconically resembles the 
hip abbreviation CxG for ‘Construction Grammar’, with which Pattern 
Grammar is most closely related, (iii) makes typographical reference to the 
notion of patterns, which are usually represented between square brackets, 
(iv) visualises the notion of passing features down through inheritance—the 
diacritic can be reinterpreted as a down-pointing arrow head—and, most 
importantly, (v) directly reflects the conception of grammar as essentially an 
extension of the lexicon, since larger-than-word patterns are conventional-
ized units, differing from classic lexemes only in being partly or wholly 
phonologically underspecified, that is, in containing one or more variables 
(X’s, Y’s and Z’s). 

I will now discuss some prominent features of this framework. 
All lexemes, whether they be single words or larger phrasal structures, 

can be analysed as Saussurean signs, that is, entities with a form side and a 
meaning side (although the meaning side can be vacuous in the limiting case 
of purely phrasal structures). In Pattern Grammar, as we have seen in Sub-
section 2.2.2 above, the form part of patterns is typically represented by 
means of labelled brackets, e.g. [VP V [NP pro’s [N head]] [Prt off]]infml. This 
representation in fact collapses two (or three) different linguistic levels of 
analysis: sound and syntactic structure (and stylistic information). This 
bracketed notation is often sufficient to refer to a pattern in Pattern Gram-
mar; the meaning part may be mentioned only in passing or even left undis-
cussed altogether. (This is, at any rate, the way in which we will deal with 
the different syntactic configurations of particles within the Pattern Grammar 
framework in Chapters 4 and 5.) A computation-oriented framework has to 
be more rigid. In HPSG, for example, linguistic objects are so-called feature 
structures which contain separate phonological, syntactic and semantic in-
formation. Personally, I am in favour of Jackendoff’s (2002b) convenient 
and transparent representation of lexical items as tripartite bits of structure, 
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whereby corresponding elements among structures are linked through co-
indexing.22 Following Jackendoff’s notation, the above-mentioned idiom 
might be represented thus: 
 

Phonological structure 
 
 
 
  
 
 Syntactic structure 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Semantic (conceptual) structure 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Let us have a brief look at each of the three structures in turn.  

The phonological structure gives the acoustic representation of anything 
that is audibly present (phonologically specified) in the idiom, which is only 
two words in this case. Perhaps this structure should be a bit more detailed 
than it is now. For example we might wish to represent the fact that head is 
the most heavily accented word in the whole idiom, verb included. Anyway, 
these two fixed words are co-indexed with their corresponding representa-
tions in syntactic and/or semantic structure. 

                                                      
22 Ultimately, this representation is equivalent to an HPSG-style attribute-value 
matrix in which identification of elements pertaining to different attributes is estab-
lished by means of numbered tags. 

Wd1 Wd2 

/ηΕδ/ /Θφ/ (Am.E. /Ο:φ/) 

S3 

VP NP4 

V5 Prt2 NP6 

Pro4 N1 

Event3 

Degree6+2 Object4 Y5 

X EXCESSIVELY 



68 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

The syntactic structure contains more than the syntactic category of these 
two words. It also specifies the presence of variables within the idiom: a 
subject NP, a verb and an anaphoric pronoun referring back to the subject 
NP (hence their identical indices). In other words, the syntactic structure 
states that head off must be used as part of a clause.23 It further specifies the 
place of all the clausal elements within a tree. That is how we know that the 
pronoun must be a possessive determiner: it is only such a pronoun that oc-
curs before a head noun within a noun phrase. Double lines indicate the head 
of each phrase. Like the phonological structure, the syntactic structure is 
simplified somewhat. A more elaborate tree should incorporate an optional 
adjective phrase that may be slipped in before the noun ass, to account for 
utterances like I laughed my silly little head off. This would lead us too far 
afield now, since it would require to introduce some amount of X-bar syn-
tax.24  

The conceptual structure, then, no longer provides a separate place for the 
noun head. Rather, the noun phrase with ass as head and the particle off 
taken together only function as a degree modifier to the event expressed by 
the verb, as indicated by the dotted line. The subject NP names a referential 
entity, called an Object here, not to be confused with syntactic object. Again, 
the conceptual structure is probably a bit too sketchy still. For example, the 
entity replacing the Object variable must be agentive: we cannot say of oil 
prices that they rise their heads off.  

Finally, a fourth level, not shown above—let us dub it Stylistic struc-
ture—may be called for, to encompass information about frequency of the 
pattern, register, etc. This extra level may perhaps also specify which verbs 
are frequently found in the idiom. 

                                                      
23 A problem with the syntactic structure as it stands is that it only works for finite 
clauses, not for non-finite ones like [All I ever did was] work my head off, where 
there is no NP functioning as subject. A possible solution might be to leave out the S 
node and the highest NP node from syntactic structure, so that we retain only the 
actual VP there. Semantic structure may then still represent the intuitive idea that the 
idiom is used to refer to an event and that there is a doer present, the only difference 
then being that the Event and Object variables there are no longer coindexed with 
something in syntactic structure. (Some other, more general, linking principle will 
have to ensure then that the first NP in a simple clause like She worked her head off 
will be understood as the syntactic entity that corresponds to Object in the idiom’s 
Semantic structure.) 
24 Sentences like She was giggling her cute little head off or The dog was barking his 
fat ugly head off also present a problem for the conceptual structure, which encapsu-
lates the NP as a monolithic, meaningless bit of sound within the degree modifier 
and hence does not provide space for meaningful modifications to the at least par-
tially referential noun head. These modifications should be able to be represented in 
the conceptual structure, even if they are only obiter dicta with respect to the larger 
sentence in which they occur.  
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However the further details are taken care of, this worked-out example 
shows how a lexical item with some open places could be represented in a 
more formal framework. Such a framework is sign-based in that it does not 
have a lexicon on the one hand and a separate, ‘drained-out’ component 
dealing with syntax on the other hand, but combines form (sound and struc-
ture) and meaning in the entries of each lexical item.  
 A second property of the LE[x]YZ framework is that larger structures 
such as sentences are formed via unification. For example, if an NP is agen-
tive it can be unified with the subject role in the ass off  pattern. The opera-
tion unify is the only operation at work in LE[x]YZ; no movement opera-
tions are needed. Since an element can only unify with another element if it 
satisfies the conditions posed by that second element—in this case that the 
NP be agentive—LE[x]YZ is a so-called constraint-based grammar formal-
ism.  
 Thirdly, although larger structures can only come about through applica-
tion of the combinatorial operation unify, this can happen either in a slow, 
step by step fashion or more quickly, almost in one go. These alternative 
routes might be mnemonically referred to as STRIP and RIP, which I pro-
pose as  acronyms of ‘Select Type-Relevant Information Piecemeal’ and 
‘Retrieve Information Promptly’, respectively.  

To understand how STRIP and RIP work, it is necessary to have some 
basic knowledge of the notion of ‘type underspecification’ in hierarchical 
lexicon formalisms; see, e.g., Koenig (1999) and references cited there. The 
concept of a hierarchical lexicon as a means of organising lexical (or actu-
ally, lexico-grammatical) knowledge has already been introduced in Subsec-
tion 2.2.4. The ‘V one’s head off’ pattern, though an idiom, is more abstract 
than, e.g., study my head off, work her head off, etc. We might consider the 
abstract pattern as a type which can have many different tokens (particular 
instances). Even though a type may be already rich with information, it is not 
as fully fleshed out as its diverse tokens. In this particular example, the type 
is provided with information about its semantics, it contains word order in-
formation, and we also know what the last two words should sound like. It 
further specifies that the possessive determiner should be coreferential with 
the subject entity. However, the verb and the pronoun in the abstract pattern 
are not yet specified as to their exact phonology. It is along this dimension 
that a token like study my head off is more specified than the type. Even so, 
this token is still not fully specified, and hence is itself a type: the verb study, 
a type within a type, is left unspecified along a whole series of dimensions 
(parameters), including tense and aspect. 

 Let us start with the procedure STRIP (Select Type-Relevant Informa-
tion Piecemeal). Here is what producing or interpreting a maximally specific 
token like has been studying his head off amounts to, whether for a human 
speaker/hearer (see the next subsection) or for a natural language genera-
tor/parser based on LE[x]YZ. (The order of the cognitive or computational 
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steps given here has no special significance; in fact, many alternative order-
ings are probably possible.) First, the abstract ‘V one’s head off’ idiom has 
to be selected, that is, it has to be either retrieved from memory by the 
speaker/generator or it has to be detected in the input stream by the 
hearer/parser (which is easier, no doubt, if the pattern already exists in mem-
ory). Next, the verb study and the pronoun his have to be selected as the 
elements that fit the structural slots in the abstract frame. In a certain sense, 
these elements form specific values for the types verb and one’s, turning 
these into tokens. Finally, the right bit of information has to be picked for 
each dimension that is relevant to the category of verbs: the value perfect has 
to be selected for the dimension ‘tense’, the value progressive for ‘aspect’, 
the value third for ‘person’, and so on, until all the inflectional parameters 
have been given specific values. By combining all these pieces of informa-
tion, the machine or human language user eventually creates a fully specified 
version—in other words, a token—of the type ‘V one’s head off’.  

The STRIP procedure is fairly comparable to Koenig’s (1999) mecha-
nism of OLTC, short for On-Line Type Construction, which would perhaps 
have been called more aptly On-Line Token Construction. The basic idea 
here is the same: “We can let entries be type-underspecified in the mental 
lexicon and acquire their full information structure on an as-needed basis 
when processing and interpreting utterances” (Koenig 1999: 85). In other 
words, we do not need a huge, space-consuming stock of inflectional forms 
(e.g. study, studies, studied, have studied, have been studying, etc.) for each 
and every verb (for study, read, etc.), let alone have multiple stockings of 
these forms for possible transitive and intransitive variants of these verbs or, 
just to top the unlikelihood, for their appearance in idiomatic patterns like 
the one discussed here. Instead, the form we need can be delivered just-in-
time according to a production-on-demand principle.  
 Let us now turn to the procedure RIP (Retrieve Information Promptly). 
Instead of getting the full picture (i.e. a fully specified token) incrementally, 
we may also have direct access to (more) fully specified categories. For ex-
ample, it is not unlikely that the type laugh one’s head off, unlike, e.g., pro-
gram one’s head off, can be retrieved from memory directly, rather than 
having to be (de)composed each time it is used. There may be, in other 
words, a pre-compiled entry laugh one’s head off in our mental lexicon, so 
that we only have to take further care of choosing or analysing a specific 
form of the verb laugh and of the pronoun. Likewise, a smart and efficient 
computational system might increase speed of generation or processing by 
also containing a list of highly frequent combinations that are instantly re-
trievable so that these do not always have to be computed from scratch.  

It is beyond the purpose and scope of this subsection to work out the spe-
cifics of my brain-child LE[x]YZ in any further detail. However, I hope to 
have shown that the development of a natural language processing system 
based on Pattern Grammar is at least conceptually achievable.  
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2.3.2 Psychological plausibility 

In December 2002, I posted the following question on the e-mail list for 
Cognitive Linguists (Cogling), with as subject heading “lexical grammar and 
modular dissociation”: 
 
 “Dear Coglingers, 

 
I’m hoping someone can shed some light on the following fundamental 
issue. 

Theoretical linguistics usually makes a distinction between lexicon 
and syntax, or between symbols (= ‘words’) and rules operating on these 
symbols (= ‘grammar’). However, it has been pointed out by some cogni-
tive linguists (Langacker in the first place) that rules are in fact also sym-
bols. For example, the rule producing regular past tense forms in English 
must be stored, like any lexical item, and it can be described as a specific 
form (Verb stem + -ed) associated with a somewhat less specific meaning 
(say, ‘past’). Furthermore, as Construction Grammar teaches us, such a 
morphological rule is not principally different from a constructional id-
iom, which is partly lexically filled-in (e.g. Kay and Fillmore’s What’s X 
doing Y?). The more lexical elements a construction contains, the more it 
is like a pure (but complex) lexical item, and the more open slots it con-
tains, the more it resembles a pure phrase structure rule. But these only 
represent extremes in what is sometimes referred to as “lexical grammar”.  

All this sounds plausible enough, but I don’t know how this view can 
be reconciled with some psycholinguistic findings reporting on subjects 
suffering from language loss, resulting in a dissociation of their lexicon 
and syntax. How is this possible, if recent linguistic theory (especially 
“cognitive” linguistics) claims there is no such distinction? 
 
Bert Cappelle” 
 

It will be clear from the previous sections that this question is also highly 
relevant to Pattern Grammar. We can therefore rephrase the question as fol-
lows: How does any theory which adopts a “lexical” approach to grammar, 
as described above, fare when held up to the light of clinical and neurolin-
guistic studies according to which grammar and lexicon are two separate 
modules which can doubly dissociate (i.e. grammar can be affected while the 
lexicon is spared and vice versa)? Let us first consider the primary argument 
for such a putative modular dissociation.  
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Pathologists have long identified two different language disorders, which 
are assumed to be related to brain damage in two different focal areas.25  

In one kind, Broca’s (or ‘expressive’) aphasia, the patient’s speech is la-
borious, halting, flat in intonation, and described as “telegraphic”—or even 
as resembling the way Tarzan speaks—in that it shows a lack or reduced use 
of function words (e.g. determiners, conjunctions) and bound morphemes 
(e.g. inflectional endings), whence the term ‘agrammatism’. Auditory com-
prehension is relatively spared, but Broca’s aphasics can have difficulty in-
terpreting patterns with non-canonical word order (e.g. passives like The boy 
was pushed by the girl or object relatives like The boy who the girl pushed 
was tall), or they may not be able to tell He showed her the baby pictures 
from He showed her baby the pictures.  

In another kind, Wernicke’s (or ‘receptive’) aphasia, the patient’s speech 
is fluent and has normal prosody but is characterized by the general problem 
of finding the right word for objects (‘anomia’). This results in many inap-
propriate word substitutions (‘paraphasias’, often either semantic [so-called 
‘verbal’] ones, like arm for leg, or phonemic [so-called ‘literal’] ones, like 
tea for key), in ‘empty’ speech with many circumlocutions (e.g., unable to 
retrieve the noun comb, a patient may say, “Ooohhh. … isn’t that funny ... 
I’m getting old … it’s so terrible, ohhh … you know … I just … it’s that 
funny, oh geez ... you know … I know, it’s that thing you use to comb [!] 
your hair with”), and even in the use of invented words (‘neologisms’, which 
can be either distortions of existing words, like swizl for whistle, or complete 
gibberish words like kwailai or bangahanga—in this severe case, the term 
‘jargon aphasia’ is sometimes used). Although their speech often makes little 
sense, Wernicke’s aphasics appear to be unaware of this; in some cases they 
are overly talkative (‘logorrhea’) or cannot stop themselves from repeating 
their answer to a question (‘perseveration’). Wernicke’s aphasics also have 
serious auditory comprehension problems. Not only do they have difficulty 
understanding what is being said to them, but recovered patients have re-
ported that, during their aphasic phase, they found their own speech unintel-
ligible.  

The existence of these two complementary disorders, one in which the 
deficit appears to be mainly grammatical-syntactic and another in which it 
appears to be mainly lexical-semantic, has been etiologically associated with 
the separate storage of grammatical knowledge and lexical knowledge. 

                                                      
25 In the description of Broca’s and Wernicke’s aphasia to follow, I do not include 
references, since I am only concerned here with how these two impairments are 
generally described and widely understood. I have relied on what is to be found in 
several basic reference sources available online (pages for undergraduates, medical 
dictionaries and encyclopaedias, etc.). I will then go on to adjust these received 
definitions, citing more specialized literature in the course of my argumentation. 
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These modules have distinct localizations in the brain and accordingly, they 
can be selectively impaired. 

Surprisingly, the cognitive linguistic community does not seem to have 
lost much sleep over these pathological phenomena, despite their professed 
commitment to the relation between language and cognition. Most cognitive 
linguists cling in an almost dogmatic fashion to the idea that ‘rules’ and 
‘words’ coexist as opposite extremes on a continuum of stored items with 
varying degrees of schematicity. For most respondents to my post, at least, 
the two kinds of aphasia pose no real threat to their belief in a lexical gram-
mar.26 Some simply suggested that the pathological dissociation is a theo-
retical artefact—psycholinguists and neurolinguists are still working within a 
theoretical paradigm that takes a modular view on language, and their find-
ings may therefore “not be refined enough” to take into account the lexical 
nature of grammar. What they reveal are only impairments of the extremes 
on the continuum, namely prototypically syntactic structures and prototypi-
cally lexical ones, and the existence of impairments affecting these extremes 
does not at all prove that there is a binary, modular distinction between 
grammar and lexicon. Put differently, although a syntax-lexicon continuum 
does not so much as predict these aphasias, it is not contradicted by them 
either. Besides, we should not readily extrapolate clinical data to the neural 
storage of language in healthy individuals. 

I find reactions like these disturbingly undisturbed and self-complacent. 
As to the last remark, we should well realize that any healthy person can 
become aphasic overnight, whether it be as a result of a stroke, a tumour or a 
blow to the head. What this means is that aphasia is not an odd sort of ge-
netic deviancy but an acquired disorder affecting people who used to have 
normal linguistic behaviour. It also means that aphasia can tell us something 
about the localization of linguistic functions in healthy individuals. (Of 
course, we ought to be cautious not to conclude too simplistically that if a 
certain observable defect can be traced to a lesion in a certain region, this 
region is solely responsible for the affected function in question, or is the 
actual residence of that function. A similar caveat has been voiced in con-
nection with the supposed discovery of “the language gene”, when it was 
found out that a speech deficiency syndrome in a British family, first studied 
by Myrna Gopnik in the early 1990’s, was caused by a single defective 
gene.)  

Moreover, not only has it been shown (e.g. Ullman et al. 1997; Ullman et 
al. in press) that the computation of regular past-tense forms (e.g. play – 

                                                      
26 I cannot here summarize all the responses that I received. The (free) indirect 
speech in this paragraph is only a very partial rendering of what some of the respon-
dents replied. I do wish to express my gratitude to all of them, and especially to Joe 
Hilferty, Dan Parvaz, and David Tuggy, whose replies were most helpful, inspiring 
and thought-provoking to me. 
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played), which involve the use of a ‘rule’, is difficult for agrammatic apha-
sics while the retrieval of irregular forms (e.g. dig – dug), which have to be 
stored in lexical memory, is difficult for anomic aphasics, but with the help 
of Positron Emission Tomography (PET), researchers have revealed neural 
dissociation between regular and irregular past-tense forms in healthy people 
as well (Jaeger et al. 1996). PET scans allow us to see the working of the 
brain much more directly, that is, we do not have to infer the function of a 
particular area from what happens when this area is defect. Since we can 
apply this neuro-imaging technology with healthy, unimpaired people, we 
can exclude the possibility that the brain has ‘rewired’ itself to compensate 
for a lesion. In any case, this neuro-imaging technology showed significant 
rises of brain activity in, roughly, Broca’s and Wernicke’s region when test 
persons had to produce regular and irregular forms, respectively. Since these 
regions are not anatomically adjacent, this finding strongly suggests that 
grammar and lexicon are really separate language modules.  

Finally, if there were a grammar-lexicon continuum in our brain, we 
should not only find aphasias that affect the grammatical end (Broca’s) and 
the lexical end (Wernicke’s) but also a series of aphasias that preferentially 
affect the middle ground. For example, we should expect there to be apha-
sics who have no trouble interpreting highly complex syntactic structures 
with multiple and centre embeddings and non-standard word orders nor have 
any problems with finding concrete content words, but who assume that He 
studied his head off can only refer to the subject referent’s decapitation. Of 
course, it is possible that aphasia research has not yet systematically focus-
sed on the impairment of constructional idioms, but the existence of such 
medium-level deficits does not sound very likely and has, as far as I know, 
not been signalled.27 

Does this mean that the grammar-lexicon continuum is only a nice theo-
retical construct with no psychological or neurological reality? I do not think 
so. Here are some reasons why a uniform and unified storage of lexical items 
and grammatical patterns may be plausible after all.  

(i) Bates and Goodman (1997) argue that there is actually no convincing 
evidence that grammar can be dissociated from the lexicon in aphasia. What 
is more, there is positive evidence for systematic “lexical/grammatical co-
impairments”. They also point out that word-finding difficulties (anomia) is 

                                                      
27 This said, it has been observed that Broca’s aphasics can do well on sentence 
comprehension and judgement tasks involving word order while being markedly 
impaired in their use of and reliance on closed-class morphemes (see Dick et al. 
2001 for references and discussion). If this is true, then this provides evidence that 
the processing of phonologically empty phrase-structure rules (which only specify 
the order of constituents) and of specific content words can be preserved in contrast 
to the comprehension of moderately schematic patterns with both open slots and 
phonological material.   
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typical of all kinds of aphasia, not just Wernicke’s. In other words, no such 
thing exists as a double dissociation between grammar and the lexicon.  

(ii) It has been shown by Bock (1986) that speakers exhibit a preference to 
re-use syntactic patterns, like the passive or the ditransitive, if these were 
used shortly before. In other words, phrase structure patterns can be 
“primed” just like lexical items (for which this effect has long been known). 
For example, a test person who has just been exposed to a sentence like The 
nurse showed the doctor the bill will be tempted to use the same structural 
pattern to describe a picture involving the transfer of a box of candy from a 
man to a woman. That is, the test person will be significantly more likely to 
say A man gives a woman a box of candy rather than A man gives a box of 
candy to a woman, even if the description of the new scene shares no content 
words with the prime sentence. (However, see Hare and Goldberg 1999 for 
critical comments.) 

(iii) Dronkers et al. (2000) summarize a range of studies which show that 
there is a far from perfect correlation between lesions in particular brain 
areas and specific language disorders that are traditionally thought to result 
from them. So, patients with a lesion in Broca’s region may not always need 
to be classified as having Broca’s aphasia on the basis of their linguistic 
behaviour, and conversely, patients who do classify as Broca’s aphasics may 
appear to have no lesion in Broca’s area at all. Similarly, Wernicke’s area 
and Wernicke’s aphasia do not perfectly correlate. Such findings clearly 
undermine the existence of well-delineated cortical areas housing a gram-
matical module and a lexical module. Instead, language is much more “dis-
tributed”. This ties in with studies using PET neuro-imaging (e.g. Damasio 
et al. 1996) from which it appears that multiple regions lying outside the 
classic language areas can light up when speakers (both neurological patients 
and normals) mentally represent lexical items, and that neuro-anatomically 
separate regions are activated during the processing of words referring to 
varied kinds of entities, such as familiar faces, animals, or tools. 

(iv) If anything, Broca’s area is not the actual seat of syntactic structures or 
‘rules’ (as opposed to lexical items), but may be involved in tasks that re-
quire a lot of computational load (cf. Stromswold et al. 1996). It might, 
therefore, be seen as a linguistic ‘working memory’ which is called upon 
when we process syntactically complex sentences and perhaps also when we 
unify phrasal structure with lexical elements (i.e. when we fill open slots 
with phonologically specified material). This alternative view is gaining 
ground (see also Stowe et al. 2003), and with the help of neuro-imaging 
techniques like PET scans and especially functional Magnetic Resonance 
Imaging (fMRI), it is becoming increasingly easy to see what happens where 
in the brain when we carry out certain linguistic tasks.  
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 All in all, the view that there are grammatical patterns in the lexicon and 
lexical ‘patterns’ in grammar—in other words, that grammar and lexicon 
form a continuum of linguistic knowledge—does not seem to be at odds with 
what (little) we know now about how our brain stores and handles language. 
The motto for this chapter gives voice to an idea that is diametrical to the 
still widely accepted modular view, popularized by people like Steven 
Pinker, namely “that language comprises a mental dictionary of memorized 
words and a mental grammar of creative rules” (to quote from the dusk 
jacket of Pinker’s 1999 book Words and Rules). Recent advances in neuro-
science, as we have seen, are taking this strong modular view under fire. I 
suspect its major fault lies in the confusion of language ‘in rest’ and lan-
guage ‘in action’. For example, a past-tense form like dug is a finished prod-
uct in itself, but in all probability, there is no ready-made past-tense form of 
the verb beyblade, so a speaker wanting to produce this form has to retrieve 
the stem beyblade and the past-tense pattern (something like [V [V-stem ]-ed]) 
from the stock of stored items and put these together first. This merging 
(unification) operation may recruit a special area, perhaps Broca’s, but this 
does not amount to the past-tense ‘rule’ belonging to this area. In our view, 
irregular past-tense forms, verb stems and the regular past-tense pattern all 
rest in a mental lexicon, but a regular past-tense form (unless perhaps a very 
frequent one) requires a certain action, i.e. it needs to be assembled from 
component parts. This additional operation, and its concomitant cortical 
activity, gives rise to the illusion—for this is what I believe it is—that the 
brain has a full-fledged grammatical component separate from the lexicon.  



 

3  The category ‘particle’ 

“the category particle can be eliminated from the grammar”  
Elizabeth A. Cowper 

 
“I see particle as a terminological convenience, not as a primitive of grammar, and 
certainly not as a distinct syntactic category.”  

Andrew McIntyre 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This chapter deals with the problem of demarcation between particles and, espe-
cially, prepositions. Although the distinction between verb-preposition combinations 
(e.g. They fought over the money) and prima facie similar transitive verb-particle 
combinations (e.g. They handed over the money) is well known (Section 3.1), some 
grammarians have taken the view that particles are in fact a sort of prepositions all 
the same, namely intransitive ones (Section 3.2). While this view is not faulty in 
itself, I do not subscribe to any of three related claims (Section 3.3), namely (i) that 
directional particles and full directional PPs have the same syntactic distribution, 
(ii) that directional particles are shortened versions of full PPs, and (iii) that the use 
of a directional particle only differs from the use of a formally related full direc-
tional PP in leaving the reference object (i.e. the ‘landmark’ in Cognitive Grammar 
terms) understood. I argue that, since even directional particles can be quite differ-
ent from their prepositional counterparts, it follows that we should consider all 
particles as a class distinct from prepositions (Section 3.4). In other words, direc-
tional particles are not PPs with an unexpressed object but belong squarely in the 
category ‘Prt’ alongside such non-directional items as up in cheer up.1 
 This said, it has been claimed in the literature that directional particles ought to 
be distinguished from non-directional particles (Section 3.5): the former are often 
not seen as true particles but as free “adverbs”, and they retain their semantic and 
syntactic independence when combined with a verb, unlike non-directional particles, 
which have closer semantic and syntactic bonds with their verbs. I argue that this 
view is mistaken, using and extending Declerck’s (1976b) and Lindner’s (1981) 
criticisms against Fraser’s (1965, 1976) arguments for a distinction between direc-
tional/literal and non-directional/idiomatic particles on syntactic grounds. How-
ever, I do not therefore conclude that they have identical syntactic properties.  

By way of cautionary digression (Section 3.6), I point out that a distinction be-
tween literal and non-literal particles (even leaving aside their possible syntactic 
differences) cannot lead to a neat distinction between compositional and non-

                                                      
1 Sections 3.1 to 3.4 will appear, with only slight differences, as a separate article 
(Cappelle in press). 
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compositional verb-particle combinations, since the literalness of the particle is only 
one factor determining the compositionality of the verb-particle combination.  
 In Section 3.7, finally, I present a way in which we can “capture generaliza-
tions” between particles and prepositions. After all, there are important commonal-
ities between these two categories, even though I do not want to reduce one category 
to the other.  
 

 

3.1 V – [P – NP] versus V – Prt – NP  

Some words in English can appear in constructions which superficially look 
identical but which, on closer examination, turn out to be radically different. 
Consider the following pair of sentences: 
 
(49) a. Jill ran up a big hill.  

b. Jill ran up a big bill. 
 
In (49)a, up is a preposition indicating the direction of Jill’s motion. The 
noun phrase a big hill is called the ‘prepositional object’ (or ‘object of the 
preposition’), and together with the preposition up it forms a constituent 
called a ‘preposition(al) phrase’ (PP). In (49)b, up might at first sight be 
analysed in exactly the same way. However, up does not form a constituent 
with the following NP in this sentence. Rather, up combines with run to 
form an idiomatic combination with the meaning ‘accrue (e.g. a debt or a 
bill)’ and is considered a particle here. There exist a number of standard and 
straightforward tests, illustrated in the contrasts in (50) through (67), to 
demonstrate that the underlying structures of (49)a and (49)b are not the 
same (see, e.g., Fraser 1976: 1-3; Haegeman and Guéron 1999: 253-54; 
Lindner 1981: 5-20; Radford 1988: 90-101; Wollmann 1996: 42-59, among 
many others):2 
 
(50) a. Jill ran {[up a big hill] / *a big hill up}.  (P precedes NP) 

b. Jill ran {up a big bill / a big bill up}.  (NP can usually either follow 
or precede Prt)3 

                                                      
2 In Dutch (and Flemish), there is comparable prima facie structural parallelism 
between postpositions and particles: 
(i) a. Gielke liep een  zware helling  op. 
  Jill  ran  a  heavy slope  up  (‘Jill ran up a heavy slope.’) 
 b. Gielke liep een  zware valling  op.  

Jill  ran  a  heavy cold  up  (‘Jill caught a bad cold.’) 
See Cuyckens (1991: 117-18) for arguments to maintain a distinction between post-
positions and particles. 
3 It just so happens that an NP object preceding the particle is rather awkward and 
infrequent with run up, although this ordering is not impossible, as is shown by the 
following authentic example: 
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(51) a. That big hill, Jill ran {[up it] / *it up}.  (P precedes unaccented  
pronoun) 

b. That big bill, Jill ran {*[up it] / it up}.  (unaccented pronoun pre-
cedes Prt) 

 
(52) a. It was [up a big hill] that Jill ran.  (it-cleft) 

b. *It was [up a big bill] that Jill ran.  (no it-cleft) 
 

(53) a. [Up which hill] did Jill run?  (wh-question with pied-piping) 
b. *[Up which bill] did Jill run?  (no wh-question with pied-piping) 
 

(54) a. This is the hill [up which] Jill ran.  (relativisation with pied-piping) 
b. *This is the bill [up which] Jill ran.  (no relativisation with pied-

piping) 
 

(55) a. [Up a big hill] ran Jill.  (preposing) 
b. *Up a big bill ran Jill.  (no preposing) 
 

(56) a. Jill ran [up a hill] and Jack ran [down a hill].  (P can be replaced by 
its antonym) 

b. *Jill ran [up a bill] and Jack ran [down a bill].  (Prt cannot in gen-
eral be replaced by its antonym) 

 
(57) a. Did Jill run [up a big hill] or [up a small hill]?  (repetition allowed 

in coordination) 
b. *Did Jill run [up a big bill] or [up a small bill]?  (repetition not al-

lowed in coordination) 
 

(58) a. Did Jill run [up a big hill]? – No, [up a small hill].  (P + NP can be 
used as sentence fragment) 

b. Did Jill run [up a big bill]? – *No, [up a small bill].  (Prt + NP can-
not function as sentence fragment) 

 
(59) a. Jill ran [up a big hill], and Jack, [up a small hill].  (verb gapping) 

b. *Jill ran [up a big bill], and Jack, [up a small bill].  (no verb gap-
ping) 

                                                                                                                             
(i) She ran a bill up at her brother Steve Walkers store. 

(freepages.history.rootsweb.com/~pearidger/ families/childress/stuartn.htm, accessed 21 
April 2003) 

Given that certain verb-particle combinations disprefer (or sometimes even rule out) 
the ordering in which a full NP occurs before the particle, we cannot always rely on 
the contrast given in (50)a-b to know whether we are dealing with a V – [P – NP] or 
a V – Prt – NP combination. The contrast given in (51)a-b, involving pronouns 
rather than full NPs, serves as a better diagnostic. 
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(60) a. Jill ran – and Jack merely walked – [up a hill].  (P + NP can func-
tion as a shared constituent) 

b. *Jill ran – and Will coughed – [up a bill].  (Prt + NP cannot func-
tion as a shared constituent) 

 
(61) a. Jill ran quickly [up a big hill].  (manner adverb can be inserted) 

b. *Jill ran quickly [up a big bill].  (manner adverb cannot be in-
serted) 

 
(62) a. Jill ran [right up a big hill].  (right can precede P) 

b. *Jill ran [right up a big bill].  (right cannot precede Prt) 
 

(63) a. Jill ran [up (the hill)].  (NP ellipsis) 
b. Jill ran [up *(a big bill)].  (no NP ellipsis) 
 

(64) a. This is not the hill that Jill RAN up.  (primary accent can be on the 
verb) 

b. *This is not the bill that Jill RAN up.  (primary accent cannot be on 
the verb) 

 
(65) a. *A big hill was run up by Jill.  (no passive) 

b. A big bill was run up by Jill.  (passive) 
 

(66) a. *I witnessed Jill’s running up of a big hill.  (no action nominaliza-
tion with of) 

b. I witnessed Jill’s running up of a big bill.  (action nominalization 
with of) 

 
(67) a. *Jill ran up a big hill, and Will, a small hill.  (verb and P cannot be 

gapped together) 
b. Jill ran up a big bill, and Will, a small bill.  (verb and Prt can be 

gapped together) 
 
Up is not the only item that can be used either as a preposition or as a parti-
cle with one and the same verb. Since there are many items that alternate 
between use as a preposition and use as a particle, homonymous sequences 
like run up are not so hard to come by. Huddleston (2002a) gives the follow-
ing examples:  
 
(68) a. He shouted [down the phone]. /  He [shouted down] his opponent. 

(‘silenced him by shouting’) 
b. They turned [in the wrong direction]. / They [turned in] the fugi-

tives. (‘took them to the police’) 
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c. She ran [off the road]. / She [ran off] another copy.  (‘produced one 
on a machine’) 

d. He got [over his disappointment] quickly. / He [got over] his mes-
sage clearly. (‘made it understood’) 

   (Huddleston 2002a: 282) 
 
Similar pairs are turn [on one leg] / [turn on] the audience; (of someone’s 
head) stick [out the window] / [stick out] all the exams (‘endure’); talk 
[through one’s nose] / [talk through] the plan.  

Note that a preposition does not always have to be directional, nor a par-
ticle idiomatic, but homonymic pairs involving the same verb are hard, if not 
impossible, to find in that case.4 Here is a pair with different verbs. 
 
(69) Jill decided [on her wedding dress].  /  Jill [tried on] her wedding 

dress. 
 
In the first sentence, the preposition on is non-directional and forms a fixed 
combination with the verb—a so-called ‘prepositional verb’ (see Chapter 1, 
note 9), like approve of NP, ask for NP, believe in NP, complain about NP, 
consist of NP, look after NP, object to NP, wait for NP, etc. In the second 
sentence, on is a literal particle and is part of a fully transparent verb-particle 
combination, just like out in pull out the plug or up in toss up a ball. Readers 
can make out for themselves that the application of the tests in (50) through 
(67) to the pair of sentences in (69) will reveal the same contrasts, overall. A 
few tests will give different results, namely NP ellipsis, antonym substitu-
tion, right insertion, and the passivization test. Fixed prepositions, espe-
cially, behave a bit differently from most directional prepositions: Jill de-
cided on is not comprehensible without an NP complement; Jill decided off 
her wedding dress is not acceptable; nor is Jill decided right on her wedding 
dress; conversely, the passive sentence A wedding dress hasn’t been decided 
on yet is perfectly fine. Literal particles, on the other hand, can often be re-
placed by an antonym, e.g. She pulled {on / off} her dress or She pulled {up / 
down} her dress. Leaving aside such complications, the majority of the tests 
given above will not fail to tell particles and prepositions apart. It seems 
justified, therefore, to treat particles as a category of words distinct from 
prepositions. 
 

                                                      
4 Far-fetched and rather dubious candidates are keep [to an agreement] (‘stick to it, 
follow it’) / ?[keep tó] all the doors upstairs (i.e. keep them shut); draw [on previ-
ous experience] (‘use it’) / (of waves) ?[draw ón] the floating bottle (i.e. move it 
onwards); hit [on a brilliant idea] (‘discover’) / ?[hit ón] my glasses (i.e. put my 
glasses on [my face] by hitting them, as it were); set [about a new job] with some 
gusto (‘tackle it’) / ?[set about] all the poles (i.e. erect them all around). 
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3.2 Particles as “intransitive” prepositions 

The underlying structural difference between V – P – NP and V – Prt – NP is 
a classic textbook example of how syntactic tests can give decisive answers 
to questions of constituency and category membership. In recent linguistics, 
however, we often find statements to the effect that particles and preposi-
tions are similar, or even identical. Langacker (1987: 243), for example, 
states that “particles are not distinct from the class of prepositions: they are 
simply prepositions employed in grammatical constructions where the land-
mark happens not to be elaborated, as it otherwise normally is.”5 Lan-
gacker’s is just one paraphrase of the now quite common contention that 
particles are in fact intransitive prepositions. That this claim is no longer 
subversive or intentionally witty but fully canonized is confirmed by the fact 
that is has found its way in The Cambridge Grammar of the English Lan-
guage (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 272, 612-13).   

Of course, nothing can be brought to bear against this claim insofar as it 
is taken to mean simply that particles do not take NP complements. That is 
precisely what has been made clear in the previous section, namely that a big 
bill is not the object of up in (49)b. Also, the rationale for saying that parti-
cles are prepositional in nature is clear enough. The fact that so many parti-
cles double as true prepositions ought to alert us to a violation of the princi-
ple of Occam’s (Ockham’s) razor, in other words, to an unnecessary multi-
plication of grammatical entities (see Aarts 2001: 177-81; cf. also Ruhl: 162-
63). Even if the number of particles that can also function as prepositions is 
sometimes exaggerated—ahead, apart, aside, away, back, home and to-
gether cannot—this does not in principle invalidate the claim that particles 
are prepositional. After all, in the case of verbs, from which the notion of 
(in)transitivity is borrowed, we are happy to reckon all purely intransitive 
verbs (and not just the relatively small group of pseudotransitive verbs like 
eat and sing) to the class of verbs in general, so why then should we not also 
count back and together and similar invariably intransitive words as preposi-
tions? The upshot of allowing prepositions to be intransitive is that PPs no 
longer have an exceptional phrase structure compared with the other major 
phrase types: while NPs, VPs, AdjPs and AdvPs can all be realized as heads 
only, PPs were anomalous in requiring a complement to the head. This is no 
longer the case now (cp. Cowper 1992: 22; Lee 1999: 136).   

                                                      
5 In Cognitive Grammar, a ‘landmark’ is what can be expressed as the object of a 
preposition with a spatial meaning, for example the house in the prepositional phrase 
around the house. ‘Elaboration’ is the process by which concrete words fill a struc-
tural position. The function of a landmark is to specify the location of a so-called 
‘trajector’, which may or may not be a moving object (or ‘theme’; cf., e.g., Gruber 
1965). The trajector-landmark relation is a special case of what psychologists refer 
to as the figure-ground relation.  
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 The belief that particles are prepositions without an object has actually 
been around for a long time. It was (and still is) prevalent in transformational 
generative grammar and its subsequent versions, and precursors can be 
found in structural and traditional grammar—it can even be traced back to 
antiquity (Declerck 1976b: 14, note 1). References to the similarity between 
particles/prepositions and verbs are legion. For example, Jespersen (1924: 
88-89), commenting on pairs like Put your cap on and Put your cap on your 
head, and He was in and He was in the house, wrote the following: 
 

“... on and in in the former sentences are termed adverbs [I would call 
them ‘particles’], and in the latter prepositions, and these are reckoned 
to be different parts of speech. Would it not be more natural to include 
them in one class and to say that on and in are sometimes complete in 
themselves and sometimes followed by a complement (or object)? 
Take other examples: “he climbs up” and “he climbs up a tree,” “he 
falls down” and “he falls down the steps” (cf. “he ascends, or de-
scends” with or without the complement “the steps” expressed) ... The 
close correspondence between the object of a transitive verb and that 
of a “preposition” is seen in those cases in which a preposition is noth-
ing but a verb form in a special use, as for example concerning (G. be-
treffend) and past in “he walked past the door at half-past one,” which 
is simply the participle passed written in a different way; in “he 
walked past” it has no complement.” (Jespersen 1924: 88-89)6 

 
  Let us very briefly evaluate the claim that particles are intransitive 
prepositions. If we agree that the transitivity/intransitivity distinction can be 
usefully applied outside the realm of verbs, particles can indeed be called 
“intransitive”, in view of the fact that particles do not have a complement. 
To the extent that many particles are homonymous with prepositions, there is 
not much harm in calling them “intransitive prepositions”. Still, there are 
two complications  that ought to be mentioned. 

First, there are a number of prepositions, like inside or under, which can 
be used intransitively but which cannot easily occur in the position where we 
typically find particles, i.e. between the verb and its object (e.g. ?*They 
pushed inside the piano; ?*I ducked under my head). If we stick to the prin-
ciple that all particles should be able to occur in post-verb-pre-object posi-
tion—this is, after all, how the category ‘particle’ is standardly defined—
then this means that not all intransitive prepositions are particles. In other 
words, the claim that all particles are intransitive prepositions cannot be 
reversed. (Alternatively, one could say that all prepositions used intransi-
tively are particles but that some of them are not able to fill the position typi-

                                                      
6 See Declerck (1976b: 14) for similar citations from Sweet (1891) and Strang 
(1962).  
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cal of particles. In that case, however, one would allow for particles that do 
not even pass the definitional criterion of ‘particle’.) 

Second, the claim that particles are intransitive prepositions also raises a 
problem for some particle-like elements that are not prepositional, such as 
open in push open the door, short in cut short the speech or go in let go the 
rope, all of which can appear in the particle position. A way out is to say that 
the post-verb-pre-object position is usually but not exclusively filled by par-
ticles, and that elements in this position are particles only if they are preposi-
tional, not adjectival or anything else. But then we have to exclude home (as 
in take home this video) on the grounds that this word is not prepositional 
but nominal in nature. Such an exclusion would be a pity, since home is like 
other particles not just in having the same positional characteristics but also 
in expressing directionality. Accordingly, we will leave home in, even if it is 
a bit awkward to look upon this item as a preposition. The requirement that 
only prepositional items that are able to occur in post-verb-pre-object posi-
tion can be called particles is also problematic for items like ahead, apart, 
etc. These are particles by all standard criteria, even though, as we men-
tioned above, they cannot directly govern an NP, and hence cannot be inde-
pendently attested as playing a true prepositional role. Saying that these 
items are prepositional because they are particles is of course circular rea-
soning. Sure, they are not verbs, they are not nouns, and since they resist 
being used attributively (e.g. *the apart couple), they make poor adjectives. 
Given that they can occupy the particle position, they are not ordinary ad-
verbs, either. But the fact that they can occur in this position does not in 
itself legitimately qualify them as prepositions. All we can do is accept that 
items like ahead, apart, etc., too, are prepositions, thereby extending the 
class of prepositions from those that always take an NP (e.g. from, into), via 
those that sometimes take an NP and sometimes do not (e.g. down, through), 
to those that never take an NP (e.g. aside), unless via an ancillary preposition 
like of or from (e.g. ahead, away). Of course, this variability in transitivity 
actually makes prepositions completely parallel to verbs, which can also be 
transitive, pseudotransitive or intransitive, or which have to take a preposi-
tion before an object NP (e.g. consist). 

So, overall, the claim that particles are intransitive prepositions is a cor-
rect rendering of the fact that particles are not followed by an object they 
govern themselves, but some intransitive prepositions do not behave like 
standard particles and, conversely, some elements qualifying as particles are 
not prepositions unless by stipulation. In the following section, I will provide 
a more in-depth investigation of three views that are closely linked to the 
particle-as-intransitive-preposition view.  
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3.3 Three versions of the claim that particles do not form a class dis-

tinct from prepositions 

Often, the claim that particles are a sort of prepositions is used in a more 
specific sense. In what follows, I will evaluate three different interpretations, 
or related claims, that can be distinguished in the linguistic literature: 
 
(70) a. Particles and full PPs behave syntactically alike. 

b. Particles are reduced PPs. 
c. Particles have the same meaning as their related prepositions. 
 

 
3.3.1 The claim that particles and full PPs behave syntactically alike. 

The best-founded rejections of the view that particles form a category unto 
themselves are probably those by Emonds (1972) and Jackendoff (1973). 
They pointed out that full directional PPs and directional particles have the 
same syntactic distribution. This was meant as a justification for the claim 
that particles are a sort of PPs, namely PPs whose head is not followed by an 
NP complement. As I have already said, the claim that particles are intransi-
tive prepositions is acceptable enough in itself—what is at stake here is a 
justifying claim which has come to lead a life of its own. 
 To a large extent, it is true that full directional PPs and directional parti-
cles (i.e. intransitive prepositions) are syntactically alike, in the sense that 
either of them can fill certain syntactic positions. Most notably, any verb that 
subcategorises for a directional PP complement (whether it is an obligatory 
or an optional one) can also combine with a particle instead of that PP: 
 
(71) a. She {ran / jumped / looked / carried the child / pushed the piano} 

{into the garden / up the stairs / around the corner}. 
b. She {ran / jumped / looked / carried the child / pushed the piano} 

{in / up / around / down / back / away}. 
 
(72) I am alone, Virginia thinks, as the man and woman continue up the 

hill and she continues down.  
(Michael Cunningham, The Hours,  London: Fourth Estate, 1999, p. 167) 

 
Apart from this fact, Emonds and Jackendoff show that full PPs and particles 
are also similar in that they can be specified by right, which in Standard 
English cannot specify any other category. Lobeck (2000: 194) lists right in 
a set of similar emphatic specifiers, some of which are dialectal.7 

                                                      
7 The reader should not take specify and specifier too strictly at this point. What is 
called a specifier here will be dubbed more accurately a prespecifier in Chapter 4, 
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(73) a. The heel broke {clean / clear / flat / plumb / right / slap / straight} 
off my boot. 

b. The heel broke {clean / clear / flat / plumb / right / slap / straight} 
off. 

 
Jackendoff (1973: 355; 2002a: 71) also mentions words like completely and 
partway.8 When modifying a path expression, these indicate how much of 
the path is covered: 
 
(74) a. I stuck the needle {completely / partway / halfway / a long way / 

all / all the way} into the cake. 
b. I stuck the needle {completely / partway / halfway / a long way / 

all / all the way} in. 
 
Furthermore, both PPs and particles can occur in the so-called locative in-
version construction—note, however, that a pronoun subject does not switch 
its position with the verb in this preposing construction: 
 
(75) a. Into the hole fled the mouse. 

Off the table it rolls!  
Up the syntactic tree moves the particle. 

b. Out jumped the frog! 
Off you go. 
Up she rises. 

 
Finally, particles as well as full PPs can be found in the “expletive” or “ex-
clamatory” construction X with NP!: 
 
(76) a. Out the window with this manuscript! 
   To hell with what they think of her! 
   Down the hatch with the tequila! 

b. Away with you! 
Down with the president! 
Out with this Schweinerei! 

                                                                                                                             
Section 4.6, in view of sentences like She jumped into the water but jumped right 
back out, where back is a specifier and right a prespecifier to out. 
8 Fraser (1976: 26) gives the form partways, which is a variant not attested in the 
OED, although it very occasionally occurs. Here are some examples: 
(i) a. The lieutenant picked out his binoculars and climbed partways up the base of 

a monument.  
 (www.crosswinds.net/~nickless/saab/fics/rr/rr15.html, accessed 4 August 2002) 
 b.  Fraser didn’t answer, and so he turned partways around, and saw that Fraser’s 

color had deepened, high on his cheeks. 
 (members.bellatlantic.net/~vze3gwsy/unassuming.html, accessed 4 August 2002) 
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Emonds (1972: 554) sums up that “the advantages and simplifications ... in 
sub-categorization, in specifying the distribution of right, in analysing the 
expletive construction mentioned above, and in stating the directional adverb 
preposing rule justify the claim that post-verbal particles are prepositions”.  

The evidence for removing the well-established distinction between di-
rectional particles and ordinary directional PPs seems overwhelming. One of 
the arguments not even mentioned by Emonds or Jackendoff is that particles 
and PPs can easily be conjoined, which suggests that they must have the 
same (or similar) syntactic function: 
 
(77) a. She swung up and into the saddle of her horse. 
 b. … the crew drifted around her and away.  
  (www.luned.co.uk/dark3.htm, accessed 4 August 2002) 
 
Of course, the occurrence of such combinations follows readily from the 
fact, mentioned above, that verbs make no distinction between full PPs and 
particles as their path arguments.  

However, if we take a closer look at the syntactic distribution of particles 
and prepositions, we notice quite a few differences, a survey of which is 
given in what follows. The last two differences are partly semantic in nature. 

(i) It is a well-established fact that with transitive verbs, single particles (i.e. 
particles not preceded by, e.g., right) but not normally full PPs can occur on 
the left of the direct object: 

 
(78) a. She carried the logs into the house. 

*She carried into the house the logs. 
b. She carried the logs in. 

She carried in the logs.  
 
This property is in fact the standard test for particlehood. The ability to be in 
post-verb-pre-object position is a robust diagnostic for distinguishing parti-
cles from other elements, including full PPs.9  

(ii) It is also a basic fact that particles and full PPs occupy different places 
with respect to each other. Particles must go first, and PPs have to follow 
them: 
 

                                                      
9 Note again, however, that there are some other words than particles that can fill the 
particle position, such as the adjectives open (e.g. throw open the windows) and 
short (make short a long story), and that some transitive verb-particle combinations 
do not allow the particle to precede the object NP (e.g. *laugh off one’s head). 
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(79) a. She looked up to the sky. 
He walked down towards the picnic ground. 
They came on through into the room. 

b. *She looked to the sky up. 
*He walked towards the picnic ground down. 
*They came {through into the room on / on into the room through / 
into the room on through}. 

 
It should be observed that it is possible for a particle to be put behind one or 
more full PPs and appear in front of a following one: 
 
(80) a. They went [out of the pub] back to the car.  
 b. She bled to death [all through that woman’s bed sheets] on into the 

mattress ....  
  (Toni Morrison, Jazz, London: Picador, 1993, p. 210) 
 c. We watched as it circled and then plunged [out of sight] [over the 

hill] down to the reservoir.  
  (www.crabfish.com/features/birds2.htm, accessed 4 August 2002) 
 
The generalization, then, is that a particle cannot follow a final PP, whereas 
a PP can follow a final particle. 

(iii) In a nominalization construction, PPs can easily be separated from the 
verb by an object NP introduced by of, whereas particles cannot:10 
 
(81) a. The taking of the hostages to the front of the building (wasn’t a 

clever move). 
The pushing of the piano down the stairs (meant the end of their 
friendship). 

 b. ??The taking of the hostages out (wasn’t a clever move). 
??The pushing of the piano down (meant the end of their friend-
ship). 

 

(iv) Full PPs cannot be contiguous with the verb in a nominalization con-
struction with an object NP (introduced by of), whereas particles can:  
 
(82) a. *the taking to the front of the building of the hostages (wasn’t a 

clever move). 
*the pushing down the stairs of the piano (meant the end of their 
friendship). 

                                                      
10 If the particle is (implicitly) contrasted with another, end placement is more ac-
ceptable: 
(i) His throwing of the ball up (instead of down) was stupid. (cf. Fraser 1976: 3) 
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  b. The taking out of the hostages (wasn’t a clever move). 
the pushing down of the piano (meant the end of their friendship). 
 

(v) Full PPs do not have to follow the verb (and object, if present) immedi-
ately, but it is rather strongly required of particles that they do (Fraser 1976: 
47): 
 
(83) a. I went with my wife to Europe. 

They took the hostages one by one to the front of the building. 
b. ?*I went with my wife back.  (cp. I went back with my wife.) 

?*They took the hostages one by one out.  (cp. They took the hos-
tages out one by one.) 

 

(vi) Particles can enter derivational processes, which is ruled out for full PPs. 
For example, bypass, outpour, castaway, rip-off, unputdownable, come-
uppance and fixer-upper are possible (and attested) words, but *into-ruin-
fall, *marcher-up-the-street, *throw-out-the-doorer, etc. are not. 

(vii) As noted by Emonds (1972: 555) and Jackendoff (1973: 352) them-
selves, full PPs but not single particles can occur in the focus position of a 
cleft construction, and can be used as a bare reply to a question: 
 
(84) a. It was into the cinema that she fled. 

Where you should send him is back to his mum. 
   Where did they walk? Towards the village. 
  b. *It was down that they pushed the piano. 

*Where you should go is {back / home}. 
Where did she run? *Away. 

 
Similarly, PPs but not normally single particles can be used in constructions 
exemplified by the following sentence:11 
 
(85) a. At the end of the road there was nowhere for him to go but back to 

his childhood home ....  
(Jonathan Rutherford, I Am No Longer Myself Without You: An Anatomy 
of Love,  London: Flamingo, 1999, p. 29) 

b. *At the end of the road there was nowhere for him to go but back. 
 
In (85)a, the particle back is not a head but a specifier; see the comments on 
example (91)b for justification. 

                                                      
11 This difference is formulated as a tendency, in order to allow for the occurrence of 
stereotyped expressions like There’s {no place / nowhere} to go but {up / down} 
(‘The situation can only {improve / get worse}’). 
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(viii) Jackendoff (2002a: 71) points out that degree expressions like com-
pletely and partway can occupy a right-hand position with respect to parti-
cles. The same goes for degree expressions like far or high. Both kinds of 
degree expressions, however, cannot easily follow full PPs: 
 
(86) a. ?She stuck the needle into the cake halfway. 

*Icarus soared above the sea high. 
b. She stuck the needle in halfway. 

   Icarus soared up high. 
 
It should be observed, though, that when the degree expression is modified 
itself, it can follow a PP as well: 
 
(87) a. She stuck the needle into the cake only halfway. 

Icarus soared above the sea way too high. 
b. She stuck the needle in only halfway. 

Icarus soared up way too high. 
 
If the particle appears on the left of a direct object, the modifier stays behind. 
Of course, as observed above, a full PP cannot occur in pre-object position: 
 
(88) a *She stuck into the cake the needle halfway. 

*He pushed along the street the cart fifty meters. 
b. She stuck in the needle halfway. 

He pushed along the cart fifty meters. 
 

(ix) A modifying degree expression like high or far that is modified itself by 
a measure NP can precede a full PP but not a particle: 
 
(89) a. She ventured five meters deep into the cave. 

The submarine sank 1000 meters deep below the surface of the sea. 
This type of ball could be catapulted fifty yards high into the sky.   

  b. *She ventured five meters deep in. 
*The submarine sank 1000 meters deep down. 
*This type of ball could be catapulted fifty yards {high up / far 
away}. 

 

(x) Jackendoff (2002a: 93, note 4) observes that in the locative inversion 
construction, PPs introduced by from or to are slightly awkward if they are 
not preceded by a particle. By contrast, a particle can be used without a fol-
lowing {from / to}-PP here: 
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(90) a. ?To his mum he runs.  
?From the deep abyss came a loud roar. 

b. Back (to his mum) he runs. 
Out (from the deep abyss) came a loud roar. 

 
This indicates that the initial slot of the locative inversion construction is 
more welcoming to particles than to PPs. Note that in (90)b, the particle 
forms a constituent together with the following {from / to}-PP, since this 
chunk can in its entirety be restored back in its ‘original’ position: He runs 
back to his mum. The fact that the particle in the (b)-examples can occur on 
its own suggests that the particle is the head of the phrase and that the fol-
lowing PP is an optional complement. This follows from the general princi-
ple that a given construction merely specifies by what categories its compo-
nent phrases be headed and further remains blind to the internal make-up of 
these phrases.  

(xi) In the same note, Jackendoff shows that “locative” PPs, both spatial and 
temporal ones, but not particles can be preposed in the ordinary non-
inversion construction with stative verb phrases. If particles do occur in this 
construction, they need to be followed by a PP.  
 
(91) a. Above the pole circle, the summer sun shines 24 hours a day. 

On Chippewa Avenue, there are several funky hangouts. 
In the thirties, the BBC had two nation-wide broadcasting pro-
grammes.  
In the future, we’ll be able to cure aids like a simple flu. 

b. {*Up / Up above the pole circle}, the summer sun shines 24 hours 
a day. 
{*Out / Out on Chippewa Avenue}, there are several funky hang-
outs. 
{*Back / Back in the thirties}, the BBC had two nation-wide 
broadcasting programmes. 
(Sometime) {*off / off in the future}, we’ll be able to cure aids like 
a simple flu. 

 
This means that the “locative” preposing construction without inversion 
requires the head of the preposed constituent to be a (transitive) preposition. 
(Since particles cannot occur in this pattern unless when followed by a PP, 
they must be specifiers, not heads.)  

(xii) Unlike single particles, full PPs can be used as a (sort of) right-
dislocated element after a sentence with locative inversion whose initial 
element is here or there: 
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(92) a. There goes Harry, into the woods. 
Speak of the devil! Here comes Mr. Crab now, down the hill.  
(Douglas R. Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach: an Eternal Golden Braid, 
London: Penguin, 1980, p. 549) 

  b. *There goes Harry, away. 
 *Speak of the devil! Here comes Mr. Crab now, down. 

 

(xiii) Locative inversion allows the fronted element to be backgrounded (i.e. 
non-focal), but in that case the head of this element can only be a preposi-
tion, not a particle. Note that the meaning of this topical fronting pattern 
does not have to be translocational, that is, the movement does not have to 
involve the crossing of spatial boundaries.  
 
(93) a. On the wall hung some beautiful canvasses. 

In the pool swam several ducks. 
b. {Up on the wall / *Up} hung some beautiful canvasses. 

{Down in the pool / *Down} swam several ducks.  (Down on its 
own can only be focal.) 

 
If the meaning of this preposing pattern is translocational, the verb can be in 
the progressive. If translocational preposing involves a single particle (in 
which case the particle is necessarily focal), the verb has to be non-
progressive: 
 
(94) a. Into the garden was coming the strangest figure you ever saw. 

(Bolinger 1977b: 516)  
b. *Down was coming the snow.  (cp. Down came the snow.) 

*Away was sailing the ship.  (cp. Away sailed the ship.) 
 
In other words, the fact that the locative inversion construction allows only 
PPs to be topical, which is a semantic difference between full PPs and parti-
cles, can be turned into a formal difference: full PPs but not particles can be 
the first element of a locative inversion construction in the progressive. 

(xiv) As discussed in Cappelle (2002: 44), the locative inversion construc-
tion can host particles that do not have a purely directional meaning. Full 
PPs with a non-spatial meaning cannot be similarly preposed: 
 
(95) a. *Without stopping sang the girl. 

 *In God trusts the true American. 
b. On (and ever on) sang the girl. 
 Out went the lights. 
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To conclude this subsection, there appears to be sufficient counterevi-
dence against the claim that particles and full PPs (i.e. phrases with a prepo-
sitional head and an NP complement) have exactly the same distributional 
properties. Some constructions or syntactic configurations are confined to 
full PPs only, while others allow particles only. The inevitable conclusion is 
that if we consider particles as merely a sort of PPs (namely PPs with just a 
head), we obscure the fact that some patterns are sensitive to the difference 
between head-only PPs and PPs with an NP complement. This means that 
particles do have their own syntactic status. Does that also mean we should 
abandon the claim that particles are intransitive prepositions? I think we 
should recognize that this claim may perhaps be definitionally satisfying, but 
that for the rest, nothing much can be gained from it.12, 13  
 
 
3.3.2 The claim that particles are reduced PPs 

A somewhat related claim to the one just discussed is that directional parti-
cles are in fact reduced directional PPs. That is, they are the result of a syn-
tactic transformation which brings about that “some adverbials ... initially in 
the form of prepositional phrases with an unspecified object, reduce to only 
the preposition or the first part of it” (Fraser 1970a: 96-97; cited in Declerck 
1976b: 5). According to this view, the (b)-examples in the following pairs of 
sentences are derived from the corresponding (a)-sentences: 
 
(96) a. The terrorist slipped through something (viz. the metal detector). 

b. The terrorist slipped through. 

                                                      
12 Some might argue that we lose descriptive unification by treating directional par-
ticles and directional PPs as two different kinds of entity. After all, as observed, they 
can both be preceded by right, they can both prepose, they can be found after the 
same range of verbs, and so on. In Section 3.7, I will present a way in which we can 
capture these generalizations.  
13 One thing that was gained by allowing PPs to lack an overt NP was that preposi-
tions were thus included in a cross-categorial generalization, which states that heads 
of whichever syntactic category have an optional complement. However, even if we 
exclude particles as possible realizations of PPs, we could in principle still salvage 
the structural normality of PPs: the following elements might all be analysed as 
prepositions that can, but do not have to, be followed by an object.  
(i) above, behind, below, beneath, inside, outside, underneath, within 
These elements are not particles since they cannot occur in the post-verb-pre-object 
position (e.g. keep one’s head above vs. *keep above one’s head).  
 Of course, just like there is no compelling reason to assume that particles are 
intransitive prepositions just because they are not followed by a complementing NP, 
there is no reason to call the items in (i) intransitive prepositions—they may belong 
to the class of adverbs. 
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(97) a. The girl walked around something (viz. the town). 
b. The girl walked around. 

 
(98) a. He took the candy away from somebody (viz. the child). 

b. He took the candy away. 
 

(99) a. The butler brought the dinner into something (viz. the room). 
b. The butler brought the dinner in. 

 
The “prepositional phrase reduction” transformation originally proposed in 
Fraser’s (1965) doctoral dissertation simply deletes the object of the preposi-
tion, as well as the second part of a so-called ‘two-word’ preposition (e.g. 
(98)), which may be fused into a single word (e.g. (99)).  

Declerck (1976b: 9-22) brings up some well-argued criticisms against 
Fraser’s transformation, which was endorsed by most contemporary trans-
formationalists.14 Most of Declerck’s counterarguments are valid only within 
a transformational framework that is no longer adhered to today. Let me 
therefore confine myself to giving two of his arguments that are more the-
ory-independent. 

(i) The fact that, for instance, the sentence Come in! requires that there be 
some identifiable place into which the addressee can go does not mean that 
anything is deleted from the underlying syntactic structure of this sentence. 
Declerck makes his point as follows: 
 

“For example, John is swimming is an appropriate sentence only if the 
material situation necessary for the act of swimming is present: in other 
words, if there is water or some other liquid in sufficient quantity. ... The 
sentence is not appropriate if John is, say, in the middle of the Sahara and 
no water is around. In spite of this, nobody has ever proposed that John is 
swimming should be derived from John is swimming (in) something.” 
(Declerck 1976b: 17) 

 
According to Declerck, the prepositional object implicit in Come in! is 
merely a ‘presupposition’, witness the fact that sentence negation (Don’t 
come in!) does not affect the idea that there is some place known to the ad-
dressee into which he is able to go (cf. Keenan 1971: 45).15  

                                                      
14 See Declerck (1976b: 5, note 1) for references and citations, e.g. Gruber (1965: 
77): “The adverbial particles such as up, down, across, over, through, away, as 
noted may all be considered preposition phrases in the prelexical structure, which 
become manifested as single morphemes.” 
15 That there is a place that the hearer can enter may also be, in fact, an invited infer-
ence rather than a true presupposition. Imagine a little child is sitting behind some 
erect cardboard panels in the playing room. Imagine, next, that you are yourself in 
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(ii) There are many verb-particle combinations (with up and down) for which 
it is impossible to reconstruct a full PP: 
 
(100) a. The balloon went up. 

b. She picked the cat up. 
c. He took her hand and kneeled down. 

 
For such sentences, no NP can be furnished as an understood object—you 
cannot ask, for example, up what it is that the balloon went.  

 On the basis of these and other arguments, Declerck (1976b: 22) con-
cludes that “intransitive literal verbs like jump over may be considered to be 
generated as such in the base component and not as transitive combinations 
(jump over the wall) from which the object is deleted in the course of trans-
formations.” In later work, Fraser (1976: 49) still claims that up, down and 
out in the following examples are only apparent particles because they are 
derived, although now not through PP reduction but through adverb reduc-
tion: 
 
(101) a. He threw the ball up. 
  b. The engineer moved the lever down. 
  c. Pull the knob out. 
 

Fraser (1976: 49) claims that up, down and out in these examples are “re-
ductions of upwards, downwards, and outwards, respectively”. In other 
words, he seems to have recognized that, to use the words of Declerck 
(1976b: 21), “though the use of literal adverbial particles in most cases pre-
supposes the presence of an object in the linguistic or extralinguistic context, 
there are some cases in which an object simply need not and cannot be 
thought of.” However, an analysis in terms of a -wards deletion probably 
does not fare any better. Consider (100)b and  (100)c: would we really want 
to claim that pick the cat up derives from ?!pick the cat upwards or that 
kneel down derives from ?!kneel downwards? 

A further argument against the reductionist stance comes from language 
acquisition research. Wegner and Rice (1988), whose work is referred to in 
Den Dikken (1995: 96), observe that particles which alternate as prepositions 
are usually acquired later than their homophonous prepositions, except for 
down, off and up, for which the use as a particle comes in at an earlier stage 
than the use as a transitive preposition. The first half of this observation 
might perhaps be taken as evidence that particles other than down, off, and 
                                                                                                                             
the playing room good and well. If the child now tells you not to “come in”, you are 
invited to make the inference that the cardboard panels form an enclosed location in 
its own right that you could (but are forbidden to) enter, even if the panels did not 
immediately represent such a thing in your grown-up reality. 
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up are transformationally derived from their related prepositions. That is, it 
would seem reasonable to suppose that children still construct full underly-
ing PPs once they have learned to master Fraser’s transformational rule to 
form particles. However, although this seems likely, there is no logically 
cogent reason to infer this. On the other hand, if the use of up, down and off 
as a particle is acquired prior to their use as a preposition, it would strain 
credulity to claim that these particles are in fact initially PPs with a deleted 
object and that only at a later stage does the child learn not to drop the ob-
ject. Jackendoff (2002b: 253, note 12) points out that some particles, e.g. up, 
even occur at the one-word stage of child language. Jackendoff notes: “At 
this point the child probably uses up to denote upwardly directed motion, so 
it is verb-like rather than relational in its semantics” (cf. also Bates and 
Goodman 1997: 18). What this comes down to is that Up! might be a short-
ened version, if you like, of Verb (me) up! but not of Verb (me) up NP!.  

Finally, it will be shown in the following subsection that certain particles 
(viz. across, along, over and through) bias an event’s value for (a)telicity, 
whereas their corresponding PPs do not. (A telic event tends towards an 
inherent or intended endpoint, while an atelic event does not. We will come 
back to these aspectual terms in Chapter 8.) For example, walk across im-
plies that whatever is walked across is walked across completely; by con-
trast, walk [across NP] allows for a reading where the landmark is only 
walked partway across. If the particles in question were simply derived 
through a transformation, we would have no way of explaining how their 
intrinsic (a)telicizing effect comes about. This unpredictable feature of parti-
cles can be adduced as a sufficient ground on which a derivational model of 
linguistic representation should be rejected (cf. Croft 1998). Under such a 
model, the semantic usage (U1) of any given particle would be exhaustively 
predictable from the semantic usage (U2) of its prepositional counterpart. 
According to Croft (1998: 162), “The derivational model can be excluded by 
some degree of semantic irregularity in the derivational relation between 
meanings U1 and U2.” Since the (a)telicizing value of particles does not 
follow from the meaning of their corresponding prepositions, we have to 
consider particles as non-derived, independent entities.  
 
 
3.3.3 The claim that particles have the same meaning as their related 

prepositions. 

As has already been hinted at in the previous subsection, it is not true that 
“the prepositions which are particles have the same meanings in both us-
ages” (Emonds 1972: 548). It is precisely this claim which is responsible for 
a common misconception, namely that the choice between a particle and its 
formally related preposition merely depends on whether or not the semantic 
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reference object (i.e. the landmark) is inferable (e.g., has been mentioned 
already in the context). 
 This assumption, which is especially strong in discourse-functional ap-
proaches, is again based on the economy principle (Occam’s razor)—only 
this time, the linguist appeals to pragmatics rather than to syntax to keep 
things as simple as possible. For example, O’Dowd (1998: 4) asks: “[W]hy 
should the same lexical form—[e.g.] up, along, or through—have member-
ship in two different lexical categories? And why should through in [(102)b] 
have a different categorial status here than in [(102)a], an utterance which 
differs only in that the understood object (the window) is left unspecified?” 
 
(102) a. They could send a bullet right through the window. 

b. If you roll an animal onto your hood, I’m sure that it would come 
roaring through. 
(O’Dowd 1998: 3) 

 
Lee (1999: 136) similarly points out that the difference between particles and 
prepositions has to do with how much need there is for the speaker to specify 
the object:  
 

“In many cases, they [i.e. particles and words such as here, there, then, 
etc.] can be paraphrased by PPs. In this sense the relationship between in-
transitive prepositions and PPs can be seen as similar to that between 
pronouns and NPs. The circumstances in which the pronoun she can be 
substituted for the NP Mary, for example, are very similar to those in 
which there [or in] can be substituted for the PP in the garden (that is, 
when the context makes the fuller specification unnecessary).” (Lee 1999: 
136) 

 
Sinclair (1990: 164, 169) also quite simply says that a preposition is used if 
the reference object requires mentioning; and that a particle is used if the 
reference object is recoverable from the context.  

Although it is often possible to use a particle instead of a preposition, we 
should realize that prepositions and their related particles occasionally carry 
slightly different meanings. Declerck (1976b: 74-75) observes that, for ex-
ample, along is interpreted as ‘further’, ‘onwards’ if there is no NP follow-
ing (e.g. We just walked along for a while). In other words, used as a parti-
cle, along does not imply the presence at all of any prolonged object along 
which movement proceeds. Conversely, the particle down implies that 
movement goes from some point to a lower point, whereas this implication 
may be overridden when down is used as a preposition, as in the following 
sentence, where the movement is presumably only horizontal: 
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(103) After dinner at the River Cafe, we walked down the banks of the River 
Thames.  

 
Even if the object of the preposition were contextually available here, omit-
ting it would be inappropriate, since the sentence would then wrongly imply 
downward motion.  

There is another circumstance in which a preposition has to be used even 
if its object is supplied by the context or the situation of speaking. Consider 
the following examples: 
 
(104) a. On one occasion she walked across the desert for seven days.  

(www.eskimo.com/~recall/bleed/0512.htm, accessed 11 May 2002) 
b. [The vastness of the desert didn’t frighten her.] *On one occasion 

she walked across for seven days. 
 
(105) a. So small is the island that you can hike along the coast in less than 

half a day.  
(www.geocities.com/Yosemite/Rapids/1528/Yato.html, accessed 22 Feb-
ruary 2004) 

b. [The coast makes for a nice walk.] *You can hike along in less 
than half a day, so small is the island. 

 
(106) a. [The supersonic aircraft Concorde will make its first test flight 

from London on Tuesday since the fleet was grounded following a 
crash in Paris last year, which killed 113 people.] British Airways 
has confirmed that the plane will fly over the Atlantic for nearly 
three and half hours before returning to its base.  
(web12.cri.com.cn/english/2001/Jul/22883.htm, accessed 11 May 2002) 

b. [The supersonic aircraft Concorde will make its first test flight 
from London on Tuesday since the fleet was grounded following a 
crash in Paris last year, which killed 113 people.] *British Airways 
has confirmed that the transatlantic plane will fly over for nearly 
three and a half hours before returning to its base. 

 
(107) a. He ran through the forest for hours and finally met with her.  

(www.swt.edu/~JL37627/, accessed 11 May 2002) 
b. [He entered the forest where he had seen her disappear among the 

trees.] *He ran through for hours and finally met with her. 
 

The reason for these contrasts has already been announced in the previous 
subsection. Along on the one hand and across, over and through on the other 
express a path with and without an end-boundary, respectively. As a result, 
the motion events in which they feature are telic and atelic, respectively 
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(Cappelle and Declerck 2005).16 This is illustrated in the following pairs of 
sentences, which show the distribution of ‘{in / for} X time’ temporal ad-
verbials, a standard test for telicity: 
 
(108) a. Hovercraft are being used as passenger ferries, for instance across 

the English Channel, where they transport passengers, goods and 
vehicles across in less than half an hour.  
(www.links999.net/Science/links999_hovercraft.html, accessed 2 May 
2002) 

b. *Hovercraft … transport passengers, goods and vehicles across for 
less than half an hour.  (only acceptable on the irrelevant and 
unlikely reading in which the passengers etc. stay on the other side 
of the Channel for less than half an hour) 

 
(109) a. She walked along for a while and thought about hopping a bus 

home.  
(www.morbidoutlook.com/fiction/stories/2001_04_lovesong.html, ac-
cessed 7 May 2002) 

b. *She walked along in twenty minutes and thought about hopping a 
bus home. 

 
(110) a. In 1979, Ji Ming, the youngest of the three brothers, swam over in 

only five hours.  
(www.geographical.co.uk/geographical/features/june_2000_spidermen.ht
ml, accessed 2 May 2002) 

b. *Ji Ming swam over for five hours.  
 

                                                      
16 In fact, Cappelle and Declerck (2005) discuss the effect of various directional 
particles and PPs on temporal (un)boundedness, that is, on whether an event (of 
motion, in our study) is portrayed as having or lacking a temporal boundary. Al-
though (a)telicity and (un)boundedness are clearly related notions—they both refer 
to endpoints—they should not simply be equated; see, e.g., Declerck (1989: 277-78; 
1997: 191-95), Depraetere (1995), Depraetere and Reed (2000: 99-103), Vanden 
Wyngaerd (2001), and Declerck and Reed (to appear). (A)telicity has to do with 
whether or not an event is conceived of as tending towards an (intrinsic) endpoint, 
whereas (un)boundedness pertains to whether an event is coded as actually coming 
to an (intrinsic or arbitrary) end or not.  

The choice of a particular path expression has a more direct effect on an event’s 
(a)telicity than on its (un)boundedness. For example, the particle across in walk 
across focuses on a spatial end-boundary and, hence, makes us think of the walking 
event as developing towards an intrinsic endpoint—in other words, as being telic. If 
this telic event, now, is referred to by means of a non-progressive clause, as in John 
{walked / will walk / should walk / could have walked / …} across, we know that this 
intrinsic endpoint is also one that is effectively reached, whether in the actual or in a 
possible (e.g. future or hypothetical) world. 
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(111) a. Although most passengers walk through in less than five minutes, 
Customs in Miami has seized 6,000 pounds of narcotics from pas-
sengers this year.  
(govinfo.library.unt.edu/npr/library/status/closeup/boxss3.htm, accessed 2 
May 2002) 

b. *The passenger walked through for five minutes. 
 
Some (but not all) paths make reference to (i.e. presuppose) a landmark serv-
ing as the basis for the path. (As we have observed above, a path expressed 
by the particle along does not, for example, nor does the path expressed by 
up in, e.g., The balloon went up.) The landmark, if there is one conceivable, 
may be thought of as having or lacking clear spatial boundaries. The inherent 
(lack of) spatial delimitation of the landmark may be opposed to the inherent 
(lack of) spatial delimitation of the path. If the landmark is expressed syntac-
tically in the form of an object of a preposition, the path’s (non-)delimitation 
may be overridden by the (non-)delimitation of the landmark, as for example 
in the PP across desert land, which makes a motion event inevitably atelic, 
in spite of the inherently telicizing nature of across taken on its own: 
 
(112) She walked across desert land {for / *in} seven days. 
 
Importantly, even if the hearer knows that desert land is being talked about, 
the speaker cannot omit this NP whilst retaining the motion event’s atelicity. 
As soon as the NP is dropped, across imposes its telicizing effect on the 
motion event: 
 
(113) She walked across {*for / in} seven days. 
 
In short, some particles, because of the spatial (non-)delimitation of the path 
they express, have an inherent, unalterable (a)telicizing value, while their 
corresponding prepositions ‘inherit’ the (a)telicizing value from their object 
NPs. This is a subtle but crucial semantic difference between certain parti-
cles and their related prepositions, one which is responsible for the observa-
tion that a particle cannot always be used instead of its homophonous prepo-
sition if the landmark is contextually or otherwise given.  
 
 
3.4 Intermediate conclusion 

The general conclusion from the previous section is that particles do form a 
distinct category. They may, for reasons of terminological economy, be 
called “intransitive prepositions”: since the terms ‘intransitive’ and ‘preposi-
tion’ are already available anyhow, by combining these two independently 
needed terms we may economize on terminology and avoid the use of the 
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term ‘particle’. However, one might rightfully ask oneself whether ‘intransi-
tive preposition’, in view of its length, is really more economical than the 
term ‘particle’. More importantly, we have seen that particles and full PPs 
are different in more respects than just in the presence or absence of an NP 
complement: (i) particles have different distributional properties from PPs, 
(ii) they cannot be simply analysed as reduced PPs, and (iii) they do not al-
ways have the same meaning as formally related directional PPs. Calling 
them “prepositions” blinds us to these facts. 
 All three claims in (70), the ones we have refuted, are made with refer-
ence to directional particles and directional PPs. The first claim (i.e. particles 
behave just like full PPs) can only be put to the test with directional parti-
cles, since only these can be compared with full PPs in minimally differing 
pairs of sentences. As to the second claim (saying that particles are reduced 
PPs), it only applies to directional particles as well, since we cannot give a 
full PP as alternative (let alone as underlying form) for idiomatic or aspec-
tual particles. For example, from what full PP would up in wrap something 
up be reduced? The third claim (about the semantic equality of particles and 
their corresponding PPs), too, is restricted to particles and PPs with a direc-
tional meaning: no one would seriously claim that the particle about is se-
mantically identical to the preposition about as used in John can’t stop talk-
ing about her. (If it were, we should be able to drop her, since a pronoun 
refers to a contextually available entity.)  

The claim that particles are intransitive prepositions has been extended to 
particles in general. Emonds (1972: 554), for one, seems to make his claim 
that “post-verbal particles are prepositions” as general as can be when he 
adds the following parenthetical comment: “We have also seen that idio-
matic post-verbal particles and other idiomatic prepositional phrases do not 
differ in syntactic behavior.” In recent work as well (e.g. Dehé et al. 2002: 
passim), particles are generally accepted to be intransitive prepositions, no 
matter whether one has in mind directional particles or not. 
 If directional particles, as we have shown, are not just prepositions, it 
must follow that particles in general are to be kept distinct from the class of 
prepositions as well. This is so because the falsity of a general claim—in this 
case, all particles are just a sort of prepositions—is logically entailed by the 
proved falsity of a weaker, more specific claim—in this case, some particles, 
namely directional ones, are just a sort of prepositions. Particles, in other 
words, are a kind of their own. 

The question, now, is whether directional particles, now that they have 
been distinguished from directional PPs, can simply be grouped together 
with the other particles and be treated as a single, homogeneous class. In the 
following section I will investigate to what extent, if at all, directional parti-
cles are different from non-directional particles, as far as their distributional 
properties are concerned.  
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3.5 Syntactic differences between directional and non-directional par-

ticles? 

We have seen above that Fraser (1965) considers directional out in let out to 
be quite different from non-directional up in call up, the latter being a “true” 
verb particle, the former being a “reduced directional phrase”. This ‘reduc-
tionist’ view has been evaluated (and rejected) in Subsection 3.3.2. In this 
section I will focus on a number of syntactic differences which Fraser pur-
ports to exist between combinations like let out and combinations like call 
up—differences which suggest that “they are not instances of the same phe-
nomenon” (Fraser 1976: 3).17  

In Subsection 3.5.1 below, I will sum up the evidence Fraser gives in his 
1965 doctoral dissertation for syntactic differences between directional and 
non-directional particles, and the additional evidence from Fraser’s 1976 
publication. In Subsection 3.5.2, I will present and further develop De-
clerck’s (1976b) thorough refutations of Fraser’s (1965) arguments for a 
distinction between directional and non-directional particles on syntactic 
grounds. Subsection 3.5.3 will be devoted to presenting and commenting on 
some extra counterarguments, proposed by Lindner (1981), against Fraser’s 
(1976) additional arguments.18 My own conclusions will be presented in 
Subsection 3.5.4.  
 
 
3.5.1 Fraser’s (1965, 1976) arguments for a syntactic distinction 

Fraser (1965) claims there are a number of syntactic differences between the 
class of combinations like let out and the class of combinations like call up. 
The differences he perceives are all mentioned by Ross (1967 [1986: 43, 
note 11]): 

(i) The particles of the first class can be conjoined (e.g. She let the cats in 
and out), while particles of the second class cannot (e.g. *She called him up 
and off). 

(ii) Combinations of the first class can occur in the action nominalization 
construction (e.g. the letting of the cats in), unlike combinations of the sec-
ond class (e.g. *his blowing of the building up).  

(iii) There are certain directional PPs, for instance into the backyard, or 
through the window), that may always be added to combinations of the first 
class (e.g. She let the cats out into the backyard; He brought the tray in 
through the window), but that are rejected by combinations of the second 

                                                      
17 See also Aarts (1989) and Ishikawa (1999) for the view that purely idiomatic 
verb-particle combinations and literal ones are syntactically different phenomena. 
18 See also Declerck (1978) for a critical discussion of Fraser (1976). 
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class (e.g. *She freaked him out into the backyard; *He blew the building up 
through the window). 

(iv) A verb that can felicitously combine with a directional particle will also 
combine with several other directional particles. For example, if drive in is a 
possible combination of the first class, then it follows almost immediately 
that drive along is also possible, among many more combinations, like drive 
away, drive back, drive down, drive on, drive out, drive through, drive up, 
etc. By contrast, it is not possible to predict that if a verb can be found with a 
non-directional particle it will also occur with other non-directional particles. 
For example, freak out being an existing combination is no reason to expect 
that freak in or freak off will occur as well; indeed, they do not. 

In his monograph on the verb-particle construction, Fraser (1976) men-
tions some more differences (while dropping all but one of his previous 
ones). I continue the numbering I have started. The examples given are Fra-
ser’s. 

(v) The verb in combinations of the first class can be gapped (e.g. Jones 
pulled the old tablecloth off, and Peters, the new one on; The boy looked 
down and the girl, up), unlike the verb in combinations of the second class 
(e.g. *Jones pulled the deal off, and Peters the money in;*The varnish coat 
wore down, and the undercoat away). 

(vi) The particle in combinations of the first class can be modified by degree 
adverbials (e.g. The debator drew the lucky number only part of the way out; 
The man climbed all the way up), unlike the particle in combinations of the 
second class (e.g. *The debator drew his opponent only part of the way out; 
*The car slowed all the way up). 

(vii) The particle in intransitive combinations of the first class can be pre-
ceded by manner adverbs (e.g. All the dogs ran quickly in), unlike the parti-
cle in intransitive combinations of the second class (e.g. *The mine caved 
quickly in). 

(viii) Particles in combinations of the first class can be contrastively ac-
cented (e.g. I said to carry the prop ON, not OFF), unlike particles in combi-
nations of the second class (e.g. *I said to carry the deception ON, not OFF). 

 The idea common to all eight points is that directional particles do not 
have such a close relationship with a verb as idiomatic particles and that they 
therefore have more syntactic possibilities than their non-directional coun-
terparts. This loose semantic and syntactic bond with the verb, no doubt, is 
what accounts for the fact that directional particles are often simply referred 
to as “adverbs”. Live (1965: 441), for one, wants to exclude “mere co-
occurrence of verb and adverb” from what she calls the “discontinuous 
verb”, which is characterized by “the whole not constituting the semantic 
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sum of its parts”, as in pan out, look (something) up, talk (it) over, etc. Re-
call also the quote from Jespersen (1924) in Section 3.2, where on in Put 
your cap on is termed an “adverb”. Many more examples can be found in the 
literature of this divide between transparent (‘compositional’, ‘semantically 
additive’, ‘directional’, ‘literal’, ‘free’) “verb-adverb” combinations and 
opaque (‘non-compositional’, ‘semantically non-additive’, ‘non-directional’, 
‘idiomatic’, ‘fixed’) verb-particle combinations.19 For references, see Lind-
ner (1983: 20-22), who does not only cite Fraser (1976: 3) and Live (1965: 
441), but also mentions Jowett (1951: 152), Palmer (1965: 183), Potter 
(1965) and Smith (1925: 172).  

At a later point in his 1976 publication (p. 47), Fraser himself admits, 
rather surprisingly, that “the single remaining preposition P1 functions syn-
tactically much like a particle”, where “P1” is the first part of a so-called 
compound preposition like away from, off of, out of, over to, up from, up to, 
and in Fraser’s view also into and onto. It will be remembered that P1’s are 
none other than his “reduced directional PPs”, which earlier on (pp. 3-4) he 
claimed function syntactically unlike particles in a number of respects. So, 
apparently, Fraser seems to recognize in this sentence that directional parti-
cles and non-directional ones are syntactically not so dissimilar after all. 
Still, the view that they are quite different is still prevalent. It is for this rea-
son that I want to devote some space to these alleged differences, which 
have been rather convincingly shown to be more apparent than real by De-
clerck (1976b). In the following subsection, I will repeat his counterargu-
ments against a syntactic distinction between directional and non-direction 
verb-particle combinations and gloss them with some commentary of my 
own.  
 
 
3.5.2 Declerck’s (1976b) refutations of Fraser’s (1965) arguments 

Declerck (1976b: 6-8) lays bare some faults in each of Fraser’s (1965) ar-
guments for distinguishing verbs with a directional particle from verbs with 
a non-directional one. 

(i) As to the first syntactic difference, he writes: 
 

“The first argument is clearly an oversimplification. It is not true that ad-
verbial particles of literal phrasal verbs can conjoin freely. Those con-
junctions that can occur are stereotyped rather than free: e.g. he took 
boxes in and out, but *he took boxes out and in; he jumped up and down, 

                                                      
19 “Fixed” is an unfortunate term, since a combination can be fixed (i.e. stereotyped, 
collocational, conventionalized, entrenched) without being idiomatic, as we have 
seen in Chapter 1, Section 1.1.2. For example, sit down is fixed but still to a very 
high degree, if not completely, transparent. 
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but *he jumped down and up. It is not true either that idiomatic particles 
may not conjoin: John kept on switching the lights on and off. One should 
not overlook such sentences in which on and off are conjoined although 
they cannot possibly be derived from prepositions.” (Declerck 1976b: 6) 

 
A couple of observations may be added here.  
 First, beside in and out and up and down, there is also back and forth, 
and, to give a less frequent combination, out and about. We also have such 
fixed combinations as above and beyond, betwixt and between and to and 
fro, but neither member in these conjunctions can occur as a particle (i.e. can 
occupy the particle position) and the former two can also occur as (multi-
word) prepositions, e.g. Her performance was above and beyond (the call of 
duty), He was caught betwixt and between (traditional and modern views).20 
Further, the phrase up, up and away, though I have not found a single dic-
tionary which attests it, is also a conventionalized combination in English—
it must be, for otherwise the audience of the cartoon series The Simpsons 
would not get the rhyming pun of Up up and buffet, the name of an old air-
plane converted to a restaurant. Moreover, a search on Google, done on 25 
February 2004, yielded 103.000 occurrences of this phrase. Declerck is right 
in pointing out that speakers cannot just coordinate directional items as they 
please but must observe certain conventional orderings. It is not necessarily 
wrong to say beyond and above or between and betwixt, but these orderings 
are far less frequent than their counterparts and hence reveal the speaker’s 
less than full competence of the English language. This is certainly the case 
for ??forth and back, ??about and out and ?*fro and to. 
 Second, beside on and off, which Declerck gives as a case of non-
directional particles being conjoined, we might also mention the fixed and 
idiomatic combination down and out, which means something like ‘without 
a job and nowhere to live and without prospects for improvement’. The par-
ticles in this conjunction cannot be analysed as having a literal, spatial mean-
ing.21 A similar lack of directionality characterizes the fixed phrase over and 
out, which is conventionally used to end one’s part in a walkie-talkie conver-
sation. Further, there are also a few reduplicating conjunctions that are not 
directional. For example, in I love you through and through, there is no di-
                                                      
20 To and fro is also special in two respects. First, this combination allows to, which 
is normally a preposition, to be used without an object—as an adverb, in other 
words. (To is also an adverb when it is used in the sense of ‘into a shut or closed 
condition’, as in push the door to, or ‘into a state of consciousness’, as in come to.) 
Second, it is the only environment in which the adverb fro can still be found in pre-
sent-day English. 
21 For comparison, in above and beyond (all expectations), the conjoined items re-
tain their directionality within the metaphor, i.e. their directionality forms part of the 
metaphorical mapping between the spatial domain and a more abstract, evaluative 
domain. 
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rectionality, and even in sentences like This cake is soaked through and 
through with alcohol, it can be debated whether through is (felt to be) used 
in the same way as in The alcohol has been soaking through the cake, where 
I believe it is directional. In any case, a clear directional sense is far to seek 
in over and over (again), by and by (‘before long’, e.g. By and by, she got to 
like him) or out-and-out (‘complete, in every respect’, e.g. He’s an out-and-
out liar). All these examples provide further support for the point, raised by 
Declerck’s on and off example, that coordinations of particles are not neces-
sarily interpretable as indicating directions. 
 Third, as a correction of Declerck’s first counterargument, I would like to 
note that not all conjunctions are stereotyped. Many unconventional combi-
nations can be found, especially, I believe, in literary genres like novels, and 
within these, probably more in the work of some authors than in the work of 
others. Here are some examples from one and the same novel (italics added): 
 
(114) a. I jam my fingers in my ears, eyes screwing up involuntarily, as I 

duck back and down.  
(Ian Banks, A Song of Stone, London: Abacus, 1997, p. 157) 

b. The first jeep barks and jerks away, narrowly avoiding the stone-
work of the well and swinging down and out through the inner gate 
and across the bridge outside, over the moat.  
(Ian Banks, A Song of Stone, London: Abacus, 1997, p. 133) 

c. The jeep’s wheels skid on the courtyard cobbles and the gun seems 
stuck, but the laughing men push and heave and it scrapes through 
and in, to be parked beside the well in the castle’s hollowed core.  
(Ian Banks, A Song of Stone, London: Abacus, 1997, p. 168) 

d. I nudge the face-plate up until I can nod my head back, flicking the 
metal cover over and open.  
(Ian Banks, A Song of Stone, London: Abacus, 1997, pp. 198-99) 

 
Such free conjunctions are not the privilege of directional items (supposing, 
for convenience’ sake, that the adjective open is a directional item). Literary 
genres also occasionally allow idiomatic particles to be combined in a free, 
non-stereotyped way (italics added): 
 
(115) a. A soldier drags its stool out from underneath, sits, cracks his 

knuckles and – as the music is turned down, then off – launches 
into some plodding, jangling, sentimental song.  
(Ian Banks, A Song of Stone, London: Abacus, 1997, p. 171) 

b. His trips were both bold and secret for he had been mixed in and 
up with the Readjuster Party, and when a verbal urging from land-
owners had not worked, a physical one did the trick ...  
(Toni Morrison, Jazz, London: Picador, 1992, pp. 99-100) 
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In the following example, directional down is even conjoined with non-
directional out (italics added): 
 
(116) As soon as she sees him, she starts then turns suddenly to run, but in 

turning before she looks away she knocks her head against the tree she 
has been leaning against. Her terror is so great her body flees before 
her eyes are ready to find the route of escape. The blow knocks her 
out and down.  
(Toni Morrison, Jazz, London: Picador, 1992, p. 144) 

 
My correction of Declerck’s refutation does not undo his counterargument. 
On the contrary, it proves that the possibility to conjoin cannot be used as a 
criterion to distinguish directional from non-directional particles.22 

(ii) Fraser’s second syntactic difference between directional and non-
directional particles is discarded as follows by Declerck: 

 
“We have not found one native informant who did not frown on action 
nominals of the type his bringing of the trays in. As a matter of fact, Fra-
ser himself rejects such constructions in Fraser 1970[a] (‘Some remarks 
on the Action Nominalization in English’), where he argues that “only if 
a reduced adverbial is in post-verb position can a sentence undergo the 
action nominalization.” (p. 97) He gives as examples: 

                                                      
22 Let us briefly speculate on the following question: If it is, as Declerck points out, 
an oversimplification that only directional particles (just like true adverbs) can con-
join, why, then, does Fraser’s claim may come across as intuitively correct at first 
sight? I assume the intuitive correctness derives from the fact that conjoined direc-
tional particles can easily be mentally processed as a complex path (e.g. duck [back 
and down]), whereas a non-directional particle usually has such a specific meaning, 
usually in combination with the verb, as to render any such joint processing non-
obvious (e.g. !mix [in and up]). Furthermore (or, maybe, put differently), conjunc-
tions with idiomatic particles probably put extra load on the hearer, who cannot 
interpret the second particle as meaningful unless its combination with the gapped 
verb is reconstructed. For example, up in mix in and up is rather meaningless until 
the hearer/reader has mentally combined it with the verb mix, which therefore pre-
sumably has to be reactivated somehow even after it has been processed as a com-
ponent part of the combination mix in. In other words, I conjecture that duck back 
and down is easier to process than duck back and duck down (since the verb duck 
has to be processed twice for the latter sequence), while mix in and up is harder to 
process than mix in and mix up (since the interpreter has to backtrack in order to 
process the former). This could be confirmed or falsified in the psycholinguistics 
lab, for example by comparing reaction times or perhaps by tracking eye move-
ments. 
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 *The man’s pulling of the lever down (set off the bomb). 
*The butcher’s bringing of the dinner in (caused a fuss).” (Declerck 

1976b: 6) 
 

The ungrammaticality of action nominalizations with the particle in end 
position has been mentioned above, in Subsection 3.3.1. In footnote 10, 
however, we pointed out that this pattern is possible if the particle is con-
trasted with another particle (which may be left implicit). For example: 
 
(117) His throwing of the ball up (instead of down) was stupid. (cf. Fraser 

1976: 3) 
 

It is the impossibility to be contrasted with other particles, I assume, that 
rules idiomatic particles out in this position: 
 
(118) *his throwing of his dinner up (cf. Fraser 1976: 3) 
 
This is confirmed by the fact that idiomatic (non-directional) particles which 
do come in pairs of opposites pattern like directional particles: 
 
(119) a. His turning of the volume up after she’d asked to turn it down 

didn’t improve matters. 
b. It is the switching of the lights on (not the switching of them off) 

that causes disturbance in the radio signal. 
 
If the NP after of is a simple pronoun, end placement is fairly acceptable 
(Bolinger 1971: 10), both for directional and idiomatic particles. Here are 
some authentic examples (italics added): 
 
(120) a. Dexter would never have coupled her name with the words which 

describe the tearing up of the letter and the throwing of it away. 
(www.blackmask.com/olbooks/lwldy.htm, accessed 23 April 2001) 

b. ... the droving of cattle from pen to pen and the eventual moving of 
them up and into the kill room.  
(www.rag.org.au/amh/amh-letter-19-03-01.htm, accessed 23 April 2001) 

c. This resistance is not to the noticing of our specialness, but to the 
handing of it over ....  
(www.miraclestudies.webcentral.com.au/Talks/SpecialnessI.html, ac-
cessed 23 April 2001) 

d. ... I dare not face the entire giving of it up ...   
(www.evanwiggs.com/revival/fireham/surrende.html, accessed 23 April 
2001)  
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Word order in the nominalization construction is apparently motivated by 
information-structural principles: old and/or backgrounded material precedes 
new and/or focal material. With respect to the claim made by Fraser, we can 
conclude that nominalization does not provide a valid syntactic ground for 
treating directional and non-directional particles as distinct categories.23  

(iii) Fraser’s third argument for distinguishing between directional and non-
directional particles, says Declerck (1976b: 6), “is rather beside the ques-
tion”. Remember that the argument says that directional PPs are possible 
after verb-particle combinations with a directional particle but not after 
combinations with a non-directional particle. In reality, however, it is not 
true that any directional PP can follow any directional verb-particle combi-
nation, for the simple reason that some resulting sequences are not interpret-

                                                      
23 Cf. Lindner (1981: 28): “The action nominalization test also does not lead to a 
clear cut grouping of literal and idiomatic combinations.” Lindner goes on to miti-
gate Declerck’s statement that native speakers systematically reject nominalizations 
like his bringing of the tray in—some, she says, do not—and she also mentions that 
some speakers even accept this ordering with non-directional particles. With respect 
to this latter point, she further refers to Bolinger (1971: 10), who states the follow-
ing: 

“Take the three combinations to yield up, to hand over, and to walk through. 
With bare terminal position following a noun direct object, the result is bad: 

  *The yielding of the key of the city up. 
  *The handing of the merchandise over. 
  *The walking of the papers through. 

… the second and third are normal if the sentence is arranged to defuse the parti-
cle: 

The handing of anything over that has so much value must be attended by 
proper safeguards. 

The walking of such papers through at that hour—almost five o’clock—was 
an imposition on the clerical staff.” (Bolinger 1971: 10) 

Given the variation in native speakers’ judgements mentioned by Lindner, it is ad-
visable to verify Bolinger’s claim by means of corpus research. However, this, too, 
is almost impossible due to the relative rarity of this pattern. Here is one example I 
found on Google: 
(i) What we haven’t quite taken to as a nation is the inviting of people around for 

brunch to our homes, …  
 (www.limerick-leader.ie/issues/20020119/leisure.html, accessed 25 February 2004) 
The end-placement of the particle in this example, though, is no doubt influenced by 
invite NP around being the standard order anyhow. Also, this combination is fairly 
transparent semantically. Bolinger himself did not take the trouble to check his 
judgements, even though some of them may strike us as rather subjective. For ex-
ample, he finds up in end-position harder to accept than down in this position: 
(ii) a. His moving of the lever down was ill-advised. 
 b. ?His moving of the lever up was ill-advised. 
  (Bolinger 1971: 18) 
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able. For example, !He climbed up down the tree and !She jumped in out the 
window, though perhaps not ungrammatical, are semantically incongruent. 
After an elaborated refutation of Fraser’s purportedly syntactic difference, 
Declerck concludes: 
 

“In consequence, the third argument is irrelevant, since it merely sets off 
meaningful from nonsensical sentences and motional from nonmotional 
verbs. It does not touch the question of possible differences in syntactic 
behaviour between literal and idiomatic phrasal verbs.” (Declerck 1976b: 
8) 

 
Declerck’s counterargument is basically correct, in that Fraser’s ground for 
distinguishing directional from idiomatic particles is purely semantic and not 
syntactic. To be fully precise, we should add that the possibility to add a 
directional PP does not differentiate verbs into motional and non-motional 
ones. In fact, it contrasts verb-particle combinations that can be given a mo-
tional interpretation with those that cannot. For example, though the verb 
rumble, being one of sound emission, is not motional in itself, the verb-
particle combination rumble down can easily be understood motionally, 
hence the possibility to combine it with a directional PP: The truck rumbled 
down from the top of the hill. By contrast, run, which is basically a motional 
verb, is not interpreted as motional in The contract runs out (‘expires’), 
hence the impossibility to add a directional PP: *The contract runs out into 
the street.  

(iv) Fraser’s last argument, too, is shown to be unconvincing by Declerck: 
  

“Taken by itself, what is said in the fourth argument is correct. Most mo-
tional verbs can, indeed, combine with several literal particles (go in, out, 
up, etc.), which is not the case with idiomatic combinations. Yet, we are 
not sure whether this is an argument that literal and idiomatic phrasal 
verbs differ in syntactic behaviour. To our mind, it can hardly be consid-
ered a syntactic feature of fly out that there are other lexical items such as 
fly in, fly away, etc. If we accepted this, we would have to acknowledge 
that e.g. university and school differ in syntactic behaviour, as we can 
have university student, university professor, etc. but not *school student, 
*school professor, etc. All this seems an ontological rather than a syntac-
tic question, and we hardly accept as a syntactic difference between take 
off (a coat) and take off (= imitate) that there is a literal but not an idio-
matic phrasal verb take away.” (Declerck 1976b: 8) 

 
Declerck’s objection is very much to the point. However, it leaves unex-
plained why “what is said in the fourth argument is correct.” What is the 
reason that “although figure out exists, there is no figure off, figure in, etc.” 
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(Ross 1967 [1986: 44, note 11])? To answer this question, we should look at 
an example in which such a combination does occur: 
 
(121) Something is missing there. Something rogue. Something else you 

have to figure in before you can figure it out.  
(Toni Morrison, Jazz, London: Picador, 1992, p. 144) 

 
To be sure, figure in is an intentional coinage rather than a conventional 
combination. This example shows that figure in is a combination that can be 
used meaningfully, but this meaningfulness is at a cost: the hearer must as-
sign meaning to the individual component parts of figure out. Even though 
the meaning of figure out may not be unmotivated, as Morgan (1997) has 
argued in her article ‘Figuring out figure out’, this combination is normally 
understood as a single lexeme whose meaning does not have to be computed 
from the meanings of its parts. But in order to make sense of figure in, the 
hearer is forced to consider figure out afresh, breaking it down into meaning-
ful components. In other words, the creative use of figure in puts consider-
able processing effort on the hearer.24, 25 
 So, the possible occurrence of various directional particles with one and 
the same verb follows naturally from the transparency of such combinations: 
speakers easily perceive them as sums of their parts, and so they can retain 
the verb and use a different particle to express different paths—or, con-
versely, retain the directional particle and use a different verb to express a 
different manner of motion. By contrast, idiomatic combinations are per-
ceived as Gestalts, that is, as unified wholes that cannot be described as the 

                                                      
24 Here is a very similar example drawn from Dutch: 
(i) ... liever “haveninbreiding” dan havenuitbreiding ...  (‘rather port “impansion” 

than port expansion’) 
(heard on Radio 1, 19 March 2002) 

Uitbreiding, unlike the creative formation inbreiding, is a relatively frequent noun 
derived from the particle verb uitbreiden, which means ‘broaden out’. Though obvi-
ously historically related to the adjective breed (‘broad’), -breiden and -breiding are 
so-called cranberry morphs: they do not occur outside the words uitbreiden and 
uitbreiding. The noun havenuitbreiding, then, is a regularly formed N+N compound, 
consisting of haven ‘port’ and the noun uitbreiding. While havenuitbreiding is ana-
lysed by the hearer into haven, on the one hand and uitbreiding, on the other, the 
part uitbreiding is not likely to be analysed further into meaningful components. The 
intentionally coined word haveninbreiding, however, functions as a wedge between 
uit and breiding, in that this new combination makes it necessary to look upon uit-
breiding as a regular compound.  
25 The fact that combinations like figure in are so infrequent has probably less to do 
with the speaker trying to reduce the hearer’s processing cost than with the speaker 
having to perceive such conventionalized combinations as making internal sense in 
the first place. 
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mere sum of their parts, and accordingly, these parts will not normally be 
used as building blocks in novel combinations. 
 To conclude this entire subsection, we agree with Declerck (1976b: 8) 
that “none of Fraser’s four arguments constitutes valid evidence that literal 
phrasal verbs are syntactically different from idiomatic phrasal verbs.” 
 
 
3.5.3  Lindner’s (1981) refutations of Fraser’s (1976) extra arguments 

In a section titled ‘Some problems with Fraser’s evidence’, Lindner (1981: 
26-32), too, criticizes Fraser’s alleged syntactic arguments for a distinction 
between literal and idiomatic verb-particle constructions. The arguments she 
contests are mainly from Fraser 1976, but she also refutes some of Fraser’s 
earlier arguments, thereby basing her counterarguments on Declerck 
(1976b), and, to a lesser extent, on Bolinger (1971). The reader will not be 
surprised that the assumed additional evidence for a syntactic distinction 
between “verb-adverb” combinations and true verb-particle combinations 
also appears faulty under closer scrutiny. The numbers between square 
brackets below correspond to those in Subsection 3.5.1. 

(i) [v] The argument involving verb gapping cannot be used to distinguish 
directional particles from non-directional ones. Lindner gives the following 
example:  
 
(122) He turned the light on, and she the radio off. 

(Lindner 1981: 31) 
 
We could perhaps add the following examples: 
 
(123) a. She plays her work in the household down, and her husband his up. 

b. Some companies scaled salaries down, others, production up. 
c. The first camera zooms in, and the second, out. 

 
Antonymic pairs like turn on / turn off, play up / play down, zoom in / zoom 
out, etc. allow gapping of the verb, even though the particles in such pairs 
are non-directional. 

ii [vi] The possibility to insert a degree adverbial, which Fraser claims is 
only possible with directional particles, can be extended to some non-
directional particles. For example, there is nothing wrong with The engine 
slowed all the way down or He ate the cheese all up (Lindner 1981: 30), nor 
with The company scaled production further up or I’ll zoom just a little bit 
out. Here is one more, authentic, example (italics added): 
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(124) There were hundreds of clocks: little and big, carved and plain, some 
with wooden faces and some with porcelain ones... shelf clocks, 
cuckoo clocks, clocks with chimes and clocks without; and they all 
hung on the walls, covering them quite up. 
(www.angelfire.com/id/trescuchas/index.waytoxmas4.html, accessed 26 Feb-
ruary 2004) 

 
In fact, Fraser (1976: 26) himself mentions that all can occur before the par-
ticle in idiomatic combinations when he notes that They cleaned it all up is 
for many speakers ambiguous between ‘They cleaned all of it up’ (with all 
associated with the object) and ‘They cleaned it up completely’ (with all 
functioning as “some type of verbal modifier”).  
 Especially the modifier right—we will use a more precise term for items 
like right in the next chapter—can often be found before a non-directional 
particle. Lindner (1981: 30) gives as examples I’ll look the information right 
up and The plane took right off. Here are some more examples (italics 
added):26 
(125) a. Anyway, up here if you bust out a hundred’ll bust right along with 

you.  
(Toni Morrison, Jazz, London: Picador, 1993, p. 128) 

 b. She had long hair and bad skin. A quart of water twice a day would 
have cleared it right up, her skin, but I didn’t suggest it because I 
liked it like that.  
(Toni Morrison, Jazz, London: Picador, 1993, p. 128) 

                                                      
26 Dehé (2002: 45) correctly observes that right added to a non-directional particle 
seems to modify the entire VP rather than the particle itself. (The same goes for all 
as in the second interpretation Fraser mentioned for They cleaned it all up.) For 
example, I’ll look it right up can be paraphrased as I’ll look it up right away. Still, 
this observation does not alter the fact that the degree adverb right (which we will 
call a prespecifier in the next chapter) can be observed to precede certain non-
directional particles. Besides, a similar ‘wide-scope’ reading also often obtains when 
right precedes a directional particle. For example, in And then his moustache came 
right off, the adverb right does not qualify the path as straight, but rather character-
izes the event as sudden and unexpected.  

Dehé also claims that right cannot always precede non-directional particles. Ac-
cording to her, it cannot be used in the following sentences, which she quotes from 
Olsen (1998: 325): 
(i) a. He slept his hangover (*right) off. 
 b. A good player can fake his opponent (*right) out. 
I am not sure, though, whether the unacceptability of right in these cases ought to be 
represented as quite so absolute. The examples in (125), and especially (125)d, sug-
gest that right is not so awkward in (i), at least not in (i)b. 
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c. A pigment can be bright in dry form and dull right down when 
mixed with oil.  
(www.wetcanvas.com/forums/html_archive/topic/856-1.html, accessed 
15 July 2003) 

  d. So, you did such a good job you faked me right out!! 
(pub41.ezboard.com/ fsysonyxfrm4.showMessage?topicID=2.topic, ac-
cessed 26 February 2004) 

 

iii [vii] Manner adverbs, too, can be encountered with non-directional ad-
verbs, and not just with directional ones, as Fraser claims. Lindner’s coun-
terexample is She let the seam neatly out (p. 29), to which I add the follow-
ing authentic examples (italics added): 
 
(126) a. A dark pool of diesel spreads slowly out from underneath like 

blood beneath a corpse.  
(Ian Banks, A Song of Stone, London: Abacus, 1997, p. 158)   

b. Irma, used to Ronald Frobisher’s little tantrums, reads blithely on.  
(David Lodge, Small World, London: Penguin, 1985, p. 108) 

 
One might object that in (126)a the particle out is spatial, which is true in 
some sense, but observe that out does not allow the paraphrase ‘out (of) NP’ 
here, unlike out in, e.g., I threw the cat out. For this reason, out is not used in 
its most basic directional sense in this example.27 Its use is slightly idiomatic, 
but this apparently does not stop a manner adverb from preceding it. In any 
case, on in (126)b is certainly not directional. (Some might say that it is di-
rectional in a metaphorical sense, but this view will be contested in Chapter 
8, Subsection 8.3.5.) 

iv [viii] Fraser himself seems to acknowledge that contrastive accent cannot 
be used to distinguish directional particles from non-directional ones, since 
he gives the following example: 
 
(127) The light was left ON, not OFF. (Fraser 1976: 4) 
 
Further on in his work (pp. 51-52), Fraser classifies {leave / put / flick / 
switch / snap / shut / …} {on / off} among the “cases of apparent verb-
particle combinations”, one of the reasons being that the particles can be 
conjoined (as Declerck 1976b had also noted—see above). Furthermore, he 
points out that the particle, which for him is not a particle but an adverb, has 
a predicative relationship to the relevant NP: the light IS on, the radio IS off. 
This is an important observation, to which I will come back in the next sub-
section: if a syntactic distinction between classes of particles can be drawn at 
                                                      
27 This is not to say that all directional particles should have such a full PP counter-
part. We have explicitly rejected this view above, in Subsection 3.3.2. 
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all, it is not between directional and non-directional ones, but rather between 
semantically independent particles (whether they are directional or not) and 
semantically dependent ones (i.e. particles whose meaning is dependent on 
the verb it is used with). It is precisely the semantic independence of on and 
off—that is, the fact that they have a clear meaning outside the verb-particle 
construction (e.g. The light still on, I fell asleep)—together with their oppo-
site meanings, that allows them to be contrastively accented. 
  However, even with particles that are not semantically independent, con-
trastive accent seems to be possible. Lindner gives the following examples: 
 
(128) a. I told you to scale our demands UP, not DOWN. 

b. I wanted you to try to psych the students UP, not OUT, about the 
exam.28 

   (Lindner 1981: 30) 
 
What these examples show is that semantic independence is a matter of de-
gree. Up and down in (128) may not be independently meaningful, but the 
sense of increase and decrease, respectively, is shared with many other verb-
particle combinations with up and down (e.g. brighten up, build up, fatten 
up, light up, loosen up, play up, pretty up, smarten up, spice up, step up, tone 
up, whoop up, etc. and calm down, cool down, count down, die down, melt 
down, narrow down, play down, quiet down, slow down, thin down, tone 
down, water down, etc.). Likewise, up in psych up is similar to up in bolster 
up, cheer up, pep up, perk up, etc. and out in psych out is similar to out in 
creep out, flip out, freak out, panic out, etc. (see Chapter 8, Subsections 
8.5.7, 8.6.3 and 8.6.6).  
 
 
3.5.4 Literal versus idiomatic particles: a nuanced view  

After refuting Fraser’s (1965) arguments for a syntax-based distinction be-
tween literal and idiomatic verb-particle combinations, Declerck (1976b: 9) 
goes on to say that, on the contrary, these two kinds of combinations are 
syntactically more similar than not: “We conclude from all this that there is 

                                                      
28 McIntyre (2002: 102) gives an almost identical example, though he marks it as not 
fully acceptable, because, in his words, “emphasis on non-contrasting particles is apt 
to sound like word play or quotation (i.e. not use) of language”: 
(i) ?they psyched us úp, then they psyched us óut. 
 (McIntyre 2002: 102) 
The following authentic example seems—to me—to confirm McIntyre’s view: 
(ii) Their proof to TV executives that dumbing up, rather than down, has nothing to 

recommend it except awards integrity, ratings, laughter and profits [is one of the 
300 reasons why we love The Simpsons]. 

 (observer.guardian.co.uk/review/story/0,,939751,00.html, accessed 30 September 2004) 
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no significant syntactic difference between literal and idiomatic phrasal 
verbs.” Likewise, on the basis of ample counterevidence, Lindner (1981: 32) 
concludes “that there is no line based on syntactic behavior which corre-
sponds to an assumed line separating two discrete classes of literal and idio-
matic combinations”. In this subsection, I want to explore whether we should 
conclude, then, that the opposite of Fraser’s claim is correct. 

To substantiate his claim, Declerck (1976b: 8-9) presents about a dozen 
sentence pairs, each of which exemplifies a different configuration that ei-
ther allows or disallows both kinds of verb-particle combinations. For exam-
ple, John brought the dinner in and John threw his dinner up are both fine, 
as are John brought in the dinner and John threw up his dinner, etc. and 
*John brought in it and *John threw up it are both bad, as are *The dinner 
was brought by John in and *The dinner was thrown by John up, etc. This is 
“overwhelming evidence”, as Declerck (1976b: 8) puts it, “that the two types 
of phrasal verbs function syntactically alike”.  

I want to emphasize, however, that adding constructions which do not 
differentiate the two classes may indeed provide ever further corroboration 
that there is no syntactic difference between them, but that this method is no 
logically valid way to prove syntactic identity beyond any doubt.29 Let me 
clarify my point with an off-topic example. We could easily collect sentence 
patterns in which an adjective phrase and an indefinite NP are both possible: 

 
(129) a. He is {ill-tempered with everyone / an ill-mannered brute}.  (com-

plement of be) 
b. {Ill-tempered with everyone / An ill-mannered brute}, he had few 

friends.  (free adjunct)  
c. With her husband {ill-tempered with everyone / an ill-mannered 

brute}, she had a hard time socializing with the neighbours.  (small 
clause, or ‘absolute free adjunct’) 

d. He is {ill-tempered with everyone / an ill-mannered brute} and 
ugly, too.  (conjunction with an adjective) 

e. He is {ill-tempered with everyone / an ill-mannered brute} and the 
enemy of the entire neighbourhood.  (conjunction with an NP) 

f. He is still {ill-tempered with everyone / an ill-mannered brute}.  
(precedence of a temporal adverb) 

 
All that these examples show is that to some extent, adjective phrases and 
indefinite NPs can fulfil similar roles. Clearly, these examples do not in any 
way constitute compelling evidence for considering adjective phrases and 

                                                      
29 Declerck himself appears to have realized that his multiple cases of parallel be-
haviour are not by themselves cast-iron proof that the complete reversal of Fraser’s 
claim is right: in his conclusion he uses a hedge (“no significant syntactic differ-
ence”—my emphasis), thus allowing for minor divergences. 
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NPs as syntactically fully alike. Furthermore, as the examples below show, 
summing up constructions in which both kinds of phrases cannot be used is 
even less a convincing sort of argument for their identity: 
 
(130) a. He can {*ill-tempered with everyone / *an ill-mannered brute}.  

(complement of a modal auxiliary) 
b. He is much {*ill-tempered with everyone / *an ill-mannered 

brute}.  (precedence of a quantifier)30 
c. He is an {*ill-tempered with everyone / *an ill-mannered brute}.  

(precedence of a singular indefinite determiner) 
d. He is {*ill-tempered with everyone / *an ill-mannered brute} man.  

(modifier of a bare singular noun)  
e. He {*ill-tempered with everyone / *an ill-mannered brute}.  (cop-

ula-less finite clause) 
f. Is {*ill-tempered with everyone / *an ill-mannered brute}.  (sub-

jectless finite clause) 
 
Indeed, for any given pair of completely non-equivalent grammatical catego-
ries (e.g. a verb and a determiner) it is always easy to come up with envi-
ronments in which neither category can occur (e.g. I am {*sing / *the}), so 
pairs of parallel ungrammaticalities do not prove much.  

Remember that the same sort of cumulative argumentation was used by 
Emonds (1972) and Jackendoff (1973) when they tried to demonstrate that 
directional particles and full PPs pattern alike (see Subsection 3.3.1.). We 
then gave a good dozen pieces of counterevidence, although one counterex-
ample would have been enough to prove that directional particles do not 
behave in a syntactically identical way to full PPs. Accordingly, Declerck’s 
argumentation cannot be validly taken as evidence that there is no syntactic 
difference between literal and idiomatic particles whatsoever. This is a con-
clusion, I wish to stress, that Declerck himself is careful enough not to make 
(see my note 29). So, when Lindner (1981: 31) summarizes Declerck’s view-
point by saying that combinations like walk out and give up should be seen 
“as instances of the same phenomenon differing only in terms of semantic 
characteristics”, this is perhaps something of an oversimplification. 

One piece of counterevidence for this oversimplified claim is provided by 
some (somewhat marginal) directive clausal types lacking a verb (see Chap-
ter 5, Section 5.4). Particles belonging to an understood literal verb-particle 
combination can be used in this verbless pattern, unlike particles belonging 
to an understood idiomatic verb-particle combination, as the following ex-
amples show: 
 

                                                      
30 A definite NP can sometimes follow much, as in He is much the European gen-
tleman. 
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(131) a. Hands up!  (‘Put your hands up!’) 
Off with our pants!  (‘Let’s take off our pants!’) 

b. *Money up!  (‘Put your money up!’, i.e. provide it) 
*Off with the Prime Minister!  (‘Let’s take off the Prime Minis-
ter!’, i.e. let’s do an imitation of him)31 

 
A second argument against the too simplistic view that literal and idio-

matic particles pattern completely alike is furnished by particle preposing 
(Cappelle 2002), which is possible with completely transparent verb-particle 
combinations but not with idiomatic ones. Compare, for example: 
 
(132) a. Up he climbed. 

Out stepped a beautiful woman. 
  b. *Up blew the car. 
   *Out he freaked. 
 
Scarce though this counterevidence may be, it suffices to make us conclude 
that literal and idiomatic verb-particle combinations do not pattern com-
pletely alike.  

As we have already announced at the end of the previous subsection, if a 
dividing line is to be drawn at all, it should not be between directional parti-
cles and non-directional ones, but rather, between particles that have a clear 
meaning of their own and particles whose meaning can only be understood 
in relation to a verb. That is why Lights out! (verbless pattern) or Out went 
the lights (preposing pattern) is possible, even though out is non-directional. 
Out does not need to be used in relation to the verb go, which is semantically 
rather empty anyhow, in order to be meaningful. Indeed, if someone says 
that the lights are out, you know that there is no electric current making 
them light up. By contrast, it makes no sense at all to say that she is out, 
meaning that she freaked out. We might say that out in The lights {are / 
went} out is used in a literal sense, be it not a directional sense. The same 
goes for on in The show must go on or in She talked on. This particle has a 
meaning all by itself that does not depend on the presence of a verb, witness 
the fact that you can repeat it and sometimes separate it from the rest of the 
sentence, e.g. The show must go on! And on, and on; She just talked, on and 
on and on. Hence the possibility of On with the show! and On she talked. In 
short, literal, independent particles can be used in these special patterns, 
while idiomatic, dependent ones (i.e. those that can only be understood 
within a verb-particle combination) cannot.  
 

                                                      
31 This sentence is acceptable in the sense ‘Let’s dismiss him’, but we are not inter-
ested in this reading here. 
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 By way of conclusion, let me forward the following, nuanced view. Lit-
eral and idiomatic particles are characterized by a large number of shared 
syntactic properties (which distinguish them from prepositions, for exam-
ple). This is not to say, however, that there are not any syntactic environ-
ments in which literal but not idiomatic particles can occur (or vice versa). 
At least on the basis of their acceptability in the verbless directive and the 
particle preposing construction, we can make a distinction between literal 
and idiomatic particles, whereby ‘literal’ (i.e. independently meaningful), as 
we have pointed out, is to be understood as slightly more inclusive than ‘di-
rectional’.32  
 
 
3.6  No neat compositional/non-compositional divide 

In the previous section we concentrated on the question whether or not there 
are any syntactic differences between literal and idiomatic particles. It 
should be borne in mind, however, that a particle cannot be either literal or 
idiomatic in isolation. It is only when viewed in relation with the verb-
particle combination as a whole that we can tell whether the particle is being 
used in a literal or in an idiomatic sense.  

Importantly, the same goes for the verb. We should not forget that it takes 
two to have a verb-particle combination, and each of the two elements can 
be judged as either literal or idiomatic in relation to the whole (leaving aside 
now, for the sake of argumentative clarity, middle values like ‘not com-
pletely literal, but still semantically motivated by such or such conceptual 
metaphor’). It is precisely because of the independent semantic contribution 
of each of the two formative elements to the composite whole that we should 
abandon a too simplistic dichotomy between literal (transparent, composi-

                                                      
32 Another reason why it is better to speak of ‘literal’ than of ‘directional’ has been 
left undiscussed here: ‘directional’ is even too narrow to cover all literal uses that 
are spatial. Indeed, while most spatial particles do refer to a direction, we may also 
occasionally find spatial particles that refer to a location, as in stay in or keep (e.g. 
one’s hat) on. Lipka (1972: 177) gives some examples where out means ‘not at 
home’, ‘outdoors’, or ‘not at one’s place of employment’: board out, dine out, eat 
out, live out, sit out, sleep out, stay out. McIntyre (sine anno: 1, note 1) notes that 
“[i]t is debatable whether these are true specimens of the verb-particle construction 
given the inability of the particle to precede the object: *leave on one’s coat”. As we 
will see in Chapter 5, the relevant grammatical realization here is that particles be-
longing to stative combinations cannot usually appear before an object NP.  

We might, in fact, ask the question whether spatially used particles are not al-
ways basically locative. Arguably, the particle on in put one’s coat on is not differ-
ent from on in leave one’s coat on, and the sense of directionality in the former 
combination may only be an interpretative effect, i.e. the result of pragmatic reason-
ing.  
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tional) verb-particle combinations on the one hand and idiomatic (opaque, 
non-compositional) ones on the other. Not all verb-particle combinations fall 
neatly either within the class of fully transparent combinations, like walk 
away, where the verb and the particle retain their literal meaning within the 
combination, or within the class of fully opaque combinations, like make out 
(‘flirt, have sex’), where neither of the two component parts has anything 
obvious to do with the idea of philandering. 

Consider the case of try out. This verb-particle combination is neither 
fully transparent nor fully opaque, since the verb but not the particle is used 
in a literal sense. Conversely, consider the case of bog off. As Side (1990: 
146) says, “[I]f I tell somebody to bog off, that person is well aware that 
what I am saying has nothing to do with bogs and everything to do with 
beating a retreat.” So, the ordinary meaning of the verb—or should we say 
the noun used as a verb?—does not help us to guess the meaning of the 
whole, but the ordinary meaning of the particle does. Indeed, the particle off 
is being used here in the very first of fourteen senses mentioned for off in the 
Particle Index of Collins COBUILD Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs (Sinclair 
1989: 470), which is its literal, directional sense of “departure”.  

A better alternative to speaking of literal and idiomatic verb-particle 
combinations is dividing verb-particle combinations by means of a two-way 
grid, thus allowing a categorization that takes into account the transpar-
ency/opacity of each of the component parts. Such a grid is shown in Table 2 
(see also Bannard, Baldwin and Lascarides for a similar 2x2 classification):  
 
Table 2. A two-way grid for the compositionality of verb-particle combinations 

  particle 

  literal idiomatic 

lit
er

al
 walk away 

trot along 

fall down 

try out 

tip somebody off 

labour away 

ve
rb

 

id
io

m
at

ic
 bog off 

spirit somebody away 

push on 

make out 

fiddle around 

beaver away 

 
Only if both the verb and the particle are used in a literal sense is the combi-
nation fully compositional (e.g. walk away), and only if they are both used in 
an idiomatic sense (e.g. make out) is the combination fully non-
compositional. This classification brings out the fact, though, that the verb 
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and the particle need not have the same transparency value, and that, accord-
ingly, there are also in-between cases. 
 Of course, it would be an illusion to think that we can now neatly distin-
guish four (instead of two) classes of verb-particle combinations. Remember 
our discussion of spread out in Subsection 3.5.3 above, where it was not so 
clear whether the particle is used in a basic directional sense or not. Such a 
combination falls somewhere in between cases like walk away and try out. 
So, we should realize that such a 2x2-grid is still a gross oversimplification. 

Note also that just because a particle in a given verb-particle combination 
is not used with its basic directional sense, this does not necessarily mean 
that we are dealing with a combination that has to be stored in the lexicon. 
For example, in She is word-processing away at a novel the particle away 
lacks directionality. Yet, this use of away is productive, which entails that 
the hearer should be able to compute the meaning of such a partly idiomatic 
combination ‘on the spot’ rather than retrieve it from memory. In other 
words, the hearer should be able to break up the combination into independ-
ently meaningful parts, namely, in this case, the verb word-process and the 
aspectual ‘V away’ pattern. One might wonder whether we should not, there-
fore, consider word-process away as fully compositional, despite the fact 
that the meaning of the whole is not just the sum total of the meaning of the 
verb and the meaning of the particle (in isolation). I leave this question open 
here. 
 
 
3.7 The category ‘P/rt’ 

Let us summarize so far. In this chapter, we have investigated the double 
claim that the syntax of directional particles is like that of full directional 
PPs (Emonds 1972; Jackendoff 1973) and unlike that of “real” particles 
(Fraser 1965, 1976). The first part of this claim has been rejected, together 
with two related claims, namely that directional particles are reduced direc-
tional PPs and that particles can replace full PPs whenever the object of the 
preposition is contextually accessible. With Declerck (1976b) and Lindner 
(1981), we have rejected Fraser’s arguments for the second part of the claim 
(i.e. that directional particles are syntactically different from non-directional 
ones), but we have not gone so far as to accept the opposite, namely that 
there is no syntactic difference at all between directional and non-directional 
particles. Instead, we have taken a more nuanced view, which is that direc-
tional particles are really particles and not just prepositions, but that within 
the large group of particles, we can perceive some syntactic difference be-
tween directional (or rather, independently meaningful) particles and non-
directional particles (or rather, particles that are not independently meaning-
ful).  
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 Even though particles are objectless words and hence “intransitive” in a 
real sense, we do not follow current practice which sees them as merely a 
subgroup within the class of prepositions. For one, calling them prepositions 
obscures the fact that particles and full PPs do not behave syntactically alike 
(cf. our refutation of the first claim). For another, calling particles preposi-
tions is also confusing in that the comparison with full PPs is usually only 
made for directional particles, which is a bias that we would like to avoid, 
given that we do not accept a principled distinction between directional and 
non-directional particles (cf. our refutation of the second claim). So, in this 
study we see ‘particle’ as a category of its own, and by ‘particle’, we under-
stand both elements like away in walk away and elements like out in make 
out. 
 Now, do we not run the risk of missing a couple of important generaliza-
tions by keeping particles distinct from prepositions? If we have two classes, 
we also need two parallel sets of descriptive statements to cover those cases 
in which particles and prepositional phrases do have similar distribution, 
thereby disobeying a meta-theoretical requirement of parsimony. Further-
more, we cannot blind ourselves to the fact that there is a considerable over-
lap between the group of items that can be used as particles and the group of 
items that can be used as prepositions. That is, we should not fail to recog-
nize that about, across, along, around, by, down, in, off, on, out, over, round, 
through and up allow the alternation between use as a particle and use as a 
preposition.33 Since this alternation can be observed for quite a few items, it 
might well be considered as a pattern in its own right (cf. Chapter 1, Subsec-
tion 1.1.3). How can we do justice to this linguistic regularity while still 
maintaining that particles are not just a kind of prepositions? 

A possible solution to this apparent problem might be the creation of a 
category ‘above’ particles and prepositions, like O’Dowd’s category ‘P’, 
which stands for words that can be either prepositions or particles. However, 
since P is already the standard abbreviation of preposition (as in PP, ‘prepo-
sitional phrase’), I choose to refer to this hyperonymic term as ‘P/rt’, which 
reads as ‘P or Prt’, inspired by the typographic rendering of ‘he or she’ as 
‘s/he’ (cf. Cappelle and Declerck 2005). Parallel behaviour of particles and 
prepositions could then be described on the level of P/rt. For example, in-
stead of positing two similar preposing patterns, one for particles (e.g. Down 
he ran) and one for prepositions (e.g. Down the stairs he ran), we could 
collapse these patterns into a single pattern making reference to the category 
P/rt.34 

                                                      
33 This alternation is of a rather different nature from conversion of certain of these 
items to a noun or a verb, as in the ins and outs of something, ups and downs, or to 
down one’s drink.  
34 I leave open the question whether P/rt can be considered as a true part of speech, 
that is, a category on a par with but more general than both ‘preposition’ and ‘parti-
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Likewise, when particles and their corresponding prepositions are similar 
in meaning, as they often are, we can describe their semantic commonalities 
on P/rt level. For example, the particle across and the preposition across 
share a considerable portion of their semantics (viz., the idea, more or less, of 
starting at one side of a landmark and moving in the general direction of the 
opposite side), even though we noted in Subsection 3.3.3 that across used as 
a particle has a telicizing (bounding) effect on a motion event, whereas 
across used as a preposition seems to be neutral as to telicity. The common 
part of their meanings may therefore be attributed to the category [P/rt 
across], provided that we ensure that the realisation of [P/rt across] as a parti-
cle gets a +telic feature.35  

The introduction of a category ‘P/rt’ would not obviate the need to recog-
nize P and Prt as separate categories any more than a unisex reference to 
‘s/he’ denies the existence of men and women as distinct creatures. Being a 
syntactic category in its own right, ‘particle’ comes complete with a phrasal 
category based on it, just like the category verb is the basis of the verb 
phrase, the category noun the basis of the noun phrase, etc. The rich internal 
structure of this ‘new’ phrasal category—the particle phrase (abbreviated 
‘PrtP’)—is the subject matter of the next chapter. 
 

                                                                                                                             
cle’. It may be safest to treat it as just a convenient abbreviation for ‘word that can 
be used either as a preposition or as a particle’. 
35 An alternative would be to code this telicity feature at the general P/rt level and to 
build in a mechanism such that the use of across as a preposition fails to inherit this 
feature. This way, across is inherently telic, a feature which trickles down in She 
walked across, but not in She walked across the desert (which can indeed be either 
telic or atelic). Yet another option might be to treat the P/rt across again as essen-
tially telic, but to allow an explicitly added NP to override this feature, which gets 
inherited either way. So, the telicity of across trickles down both in She walked 
across and in She walked across the desert, but in the latter case, the NP the desert 
may (but need not) override the inherited telicity. I have no particular preference for 
one of these solutions; either will presumably work out the same. The differences 
may be interesting for computational linguists. 



 

4  Phrase structure: particles as heads of particle 
phrases (PrtPs) 

“… so it’s well worth poking around inside of.  
(Please, no complaints about ending a sentence with three prepositions—that’s a 
phrasal verb with two particles acting as a particle phrase. When’s the last time you 
had your semiannual grammar check? Dentists aren’t the only ones who need regu-
lar visits, you know.)”  

Juris G. Lidaka 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now that we have argued for the existence of a syntactically distinct category ‘par-
ticle’, we are in a position to tackle further questions. If ‘particle’ is a part of speech 
on a par with ‘noun’, ‘verb’, ‘adjective’, etc., is there also such a thing as a ‘parti-
cle phrase’ on a par with ‘noun phrase’, ‘verb phrase’, ‘adjective phrase’, etc. and, 
if so, what does the internal build-up of particle phrases look like? As we announced 
at the end of the previous chapter, we do indeed posit particle phrases (PrtPs), that 
is, syntactic constituents whose head is a particle. Particle phrases typically consist 
of only a single word, which per definition is a particle, as in come through, but 
sometimes, other words accompany the particle in what can still be analysed as a 
single constituent, as in come right on through.  

In Section 4.1, we briefly introduce the essentials of (X-bar) phrase structure 
grammar, which allows us to describe PrtPs in a way that is more or less uniform to 
the description of other syntactic phrases. Since we treat prepositions and particles 
as two separate categories, we then go on to represent PPs and PrtPs as being 
‘generated’ by two different phrase structure rules (Section 4.2).  

In the subsequent sections we describe the structure of PrtPs in finer detail. Sec-
tion 4.3 deals with different structural analyses to be assigned to sequences of a 
particle and a PP, all of which essentially beg the question: Do the Prt and the PP 
belong to the same phrase or not? The proposed analysis of one such sequence, 
namely out followed by an of-PP, leads to an excursion (Section 4.4) in which we set 
out the differences between our proposal and other proposals with which it could be 
easily confused. Section 4.5 zooms in on sequences of multiple particles. In Section 
4.6, we discuss the different kinds of elements that can occupy the position for what 
will be called the ‘prespecifier’ of PrtPs.  

Finally, in Section 4.7 we show how our notion of ‘PrtP’ is radically different 
from other notions that can be found in the literature carrying the same label. 
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4.1 A short introduction to phrase structure 

Classic phrase structure rules à la S → NP VP have been discredited in cer-
tain circles within the linguistic community. There is a growing recognition 
that the human mind does not work like a computer programme which draws 
upon symbol-manipulating ‘rewriting rules’ like the ones in Chomsky’s ear-
liest proposals for a theory of generative grammar (cf. Hilferty 2003 for dis-
cussion). Nevertheless, to honour the original and, to me, still exciting idea 
that a small set of formal rules can cover (i.e. describe, replicate) an open-
ended set of grammatically well-formed word sequences, we will couch our 
description of the internal structure of particle phrases in the format of vin-
tage phrase structure rules. 

To be sure, we should not let ourselves be deceived by the procedural, al-
gorithmic feel of rewriting rules. We do not claim that these rules are to be 
interpreted as psychologically real instructions for the speaker as to how to 
generate phrases and sentences.1 It is highly unlikely that speakers produce 
sentences by first expanding the symbol S as a noun phrase followed by a 
verb phrase, then applying a rule for each of these syntactic variables, and so 
on until all variables have been replaced by fully phonologically spelled-out 
lexical items. Rather, we should consider phrase structure rules as nothing 
more than grids of grammatical structure. After all, any rewriting rule can be 
recast as a labelled ‘box’. Consider, for example, the phrase structure rule 
given in (133):  
 
(133) VP → V (NP) 
 
This rewriting rule simply states that a verb phrase may consist of a verb 
possibly followed by a noun phrase. This general statement could equally 
well be rendered as follows: 
 
(134) [VP V (NP)] 
 
Such a representation comes closer to what we might think of as a construc-
tional pattern, but (133) and (134) are of course only notational variants.  

Although we will adopt the admittedly old-fashioned notation in (133), 
our formulation of the structure of PrtPs will be more sophisticated than 

                                                      
1 I remain agnostic as to whether the Chomsky of Syntactic Structures did think of 
phrase structure rules as mirroring a mentally real algorithm. In any case, it is clear 
that Chomsky considered a phrase structure grammar as a more realistic model of 
the production and perception of utterances than a grammar that does not rely on 
symbol manipulation and in which words are simply strung together from left to 
right. See Lyons (1970: 83-95) for discussion of the psychological implications of 
Chomsky’s early generative models. 
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would be allowed by the early phrase structure tools of Chomsky 1957. Note 
that in (133), no hierarchy is represented at the right hand side of the arrow. 
We will make use of more recent achievements within phrase structure 
grammar, in that the right-hand side symbols will be structured so as to 
comply with the conventions of X-bar syntax (Chomsky 1970, Jackendoff 
1977). For the reader who is less familiar with this theory, below is the gen-
eralized tree structure of syntactic phrases (with X standing for V, N, Adj, 
etc.):2, 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In a rule notation, the internally hierarchical nature of syntactic phrases is 
represented by means of square brackets. Optional parts are put between 
round brackets:   
 
(135) XP → (Specifier) [X' X (Complement(s))] 
 

The obvious advantages of the notation as in (135) over a tree notation is 
that it saves space and puts less of a typographic burden on the desktop-
publishing linguist. 

                                                      
2 For example, NPs can consist of a noun head preceded by a determiner as specifier 
and followed by a PP as complement, e.g. my fear of rats; the cat on the mat. Note, 
by the way, that ‘complement’ is merely a structural position and not a functional 
notion. To be sure, NPs can also contain any number of adjectives as premodifiers 
and they can have more than one complement, e.g. The lazy fat grey cat with the 
fluffy tail on the mat. Such NPs can be effortlessly generated by allowing N' to be 
rewritten either as a bare noun or as ‘(AdjP) N' (PP)’, among other possibilities that 
we ignore here. We thereby create a recursive so-called “adjunction” mechanism 
which permits the stacking of multiple and hierarchically ordered occurrences of N', 
each of which can contain a premodifying adjective phrase or a postmodifying 
preposition phrase.  
3 In recent versions of generative grammar, as the reader may well be aware, what is 
more generally known as noun phrases are analysed as determiner phrases (DPs). 
That is, many generativists nowadays consider the cat to be headed by the deter-
miner the, not by the noun cat. 

XP, i.e. X'' 

X' 
 

X, i.e. X0, Head 
 

(Complement(s)) 
 

(Specifier) 
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This chapter, and the next one, will be concerned with presenting the 
formal structure of PrtPs and larger configurations of particles and PrtPs, and 
less with describing their semantic side. However, it should be clear that it is 
precisely semantic considerations that lead to the formal structures proposed 
in these two chapters. One example will suffice to make this clear. Consider 
the sequence back up in the following example: 
 
(136) I fell down but got back up. 

 
I will argue that the particle up is the head of the PrtP back up and that back 
is only a specifier. This claim is based on the fact that up, and not back, is in 
semantic contrast with down; given that down cannot be anything but a head 
(being the only word in the PrtP down), up will be a head too, with back as a 
specifier. In other words, semantics excludes the alternative proposal where 
back is the head and up the complement.  
 
 
4.2 PPs and PrtPs as two different phrases  

4.2.1 Some rewriting rules to start with 

In the previous chapter, we have argued that prepositions and particles form 
distinct syntactic categories. It is therefore only natural to assume that PPs 
and PrtPs are distinct phrasal categories. This means that we need at least 
two different phrase structure rules to account for them (even though the 
syntax of PPs and of PrtPs may bear many similarities), rather than one sin-
gle rule which rewrites PP as ‘P (NP)’. Here are two rough-and-ready rules 
to start with. These rules will be gradually revised, refined and added to. 
 
(137) PP → (Spec) [P' P NP] 

e.g. [PP straight [P' [P into] [NP his arms]]] 
 
(138) PrtP → (Spec) [Prt' Prt] 

e.g. [PrtP all the way [Prt' [Prt up]]] 
 
Prepositions and particles being closed-classed items, we can propose a lexi-
cal rule (i.e. a rule rewriting a terminal symbol) summing up all the items 
belonging to the class of prepositions and particles, respectively. The class of 
prepositions is the largest by far, containing such complex prepositions as in 
league with, with respect to, for the sake of, etc. and including deverbal ones 
like concerning, excluding, given, etc. Since we are primarily interested in 
particles, I will confine myself to giving a rule that rewrites the symbol Prt 
into any item separated by a forward slash in a list of lexical elements:  
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(139) Prt → {about / across / ahead / along / apart / around / aside / away / 
back / by / down / home / in / off / on / out / over / round / through / 
together / up} 

 
The curly brackets indicate, as usual, that any element within the set, but 
only one of them at a time, can be chosen to substitute for the left-hand sym-
bol. It is to be well understood that this ‘rule’ is just a shorthand notation for 
the observation that there exist many lexical items conforming to the sche-
matic mini-pattern [Prt X], to wit [Prt about], [Prt across], [Prt ahead], etc. In 
Chomsky’s (1957) Syntactic Structures model, rules that introduced lexical 
elements, like the one in (139), were an integral part of a single component 
of grammar, together with rules taking care of phrase structure. As we men-
tioned in passing in Chapter 1 (Section 1.2.5), Chomsky (1965) relegated 
these lexical rules in his Aspects model to a separate component, namely the 
lexicon. Our treatment is closest to Chomsky’s earliest model, as far as the 
homogeneous treatment of lexical items and phrasal patterns is concerned. 
 
 
 4.2.2 Additional rewriting rules for PPs 

For reasons that will become clear at the end of this subsection, let us have a 
further look at PPs. Jackendoff (1973) argues that we also need the following 
rule: 
 
(140) PP → (Spec) [P' P PP]   

e.g. [PP right [P' [P from] [PP [P' [P behind] [NP the trees]]]]] 
e.g. [PP [P' [P to] [PP just [P' [P under] [NP the knees]]]]] 

 
If the PP in the left hand side of rule (140) is directional, then the embedded 
PP on the right hand side is interpreted as a location. For example, A dark 
figure appeared from behind the trees paraphrases as ‘A dark figured ap-
peared from someplace behind the trees’. In fact, the only spatial preposi-
tions that can themselves be followed by a PP are from and to.4 In other 
words, this rule as it stands generates many unacceptable though not concep-
tually impossible strings like *into behind this wall (= ‘into the area behind 
this wall’), *out of under the roof (= ‘out of the area under the roof’, i.e. 
simply ‘outside’), *through above the ground (= ‘through the air’). The gen-
erative power of this rule can be easily restricted: all we have to do is replace 
P by a closed set of lexical elements:  
 

                                                      
4 In the temporal domain, till and until are used as substitutes for to, e.g. from just 
before five o’clock {until / till} after midnight. Another temporal preposition that can 
be followed by a PP is since, e.g. since before the war.  
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(141) PP → (Spec) [P' [P {from / to}] PP] 
 
This rule is no longer a pure phrase structure rule, strictly speaking. How-
ever, as we have seen in Chapter 2, the general lay-out of Pattern Grammar 
permits syntactic-y patterns to be partly filled by lexical material.5 

Jackendoff (1973) further points out that there are also PPs consisting of 
a preposition followed by an NP and another PP, so we might need the fol-
lowing rule to allow for such structures: 

 
(142) PP → (Spec) [P' P NP PP] 

e.g. [PP right [P' [P through] [NP the historical centre] [PP up [P' [P to] [PP 
within a short distance of the park]]]]]  

 
Part of the justification which Jackendoff (1973: 351-54) offers for P – NP – 
PP as being (part of) a single PP is that it is possible to front such a structure 
as a whole, e.g. [Right through the historical centre up to within a short 
distance of the park] runs a little tourist train. The evidence for constituency 
Jackendoff gives could also be used to argue for the existence of the follow-
ing rule, which is added here for completeness: 
 
(143) PP → (Spec) [P' P PP PP] 

e.g. [PP right [P' [P from] [PP [P' [P under] [NP the bed sheets]]] [PP bang 
[P' [P into] [NP the factory]]]]] 

 
Again, the head of the PP that conforms to this structure ought to be re-
stricted to a small subset of prepositions, namely from and to, although to is 
not normally used as the first preposition in a series, probably because we 
typically conceive a path as leading from a source to a goal, and not as trac-
ing back from a goal to a source.  

We can simplify both [P NP PP] and [P PP PP] as [PP PP], since the se-
quence P – NP is the output of rule (137) and the sequence P – PP the output 
of rule (140). Consequently, we can probably make do with the following PP 
rules:6 
                                                      
5 This revised rule is still not good enough, since it would allow recursively embed-
ded PPs headed by either from or to, while no such PPs can be found in real usage, 
e.g. *from from from behind the trees, *right to from to to to her, etc. The rule could 
be improved, I suppose, by specifying that the PP following from or to be headed by 
a locative preposition rather than a directional one: to within a short distance of the 
station is fine, but not *to towards the station. Such a semantic specification is to be 
expected, of course, if we move down from pure phrase structure patterns to more 
lexically filled-in constructional patterns. Specificity in form goes hand in hand with 
specificity in meaning.  
6 Jackendoff (1973: 353), however, refutes the idea that the structure [PP PP] under-
lies complex strings like up the hall into the kitchen. Such a structure, he writes, 
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(144) a. PP → (Spec) [P' P NP] 
b. PP → (Spec) [P' [P {from / to}] PP] 
c. PP → (Spec) [P' PP PP] 

 
Actually, these rules are still too rudimentary, since we have not accounted 
for strings like There’s something under there or Why don’t you come over 
here, where the preposition is followed by an adverb rather than an NP. Fur-
thermore, many prepositions can also be followed by sentential elements 
(e.g. I couldn’t sleep after I saw that film; Experts disagree on what should 
be done; How about I tell you a little secret?). It is beyond the purpose of 
this chapter, however, to work out the structure of prepositional phrases in 
further detail.  

Why did I sketch the phrase structure rules of PPs at all, even if only in 
broad strokes? I did so because we are now capable to see what would hap-
pen if we were to allow PP to be rewritten as simply Prt. The rules in (144)b-
c would then gravely overgenerate. For example, they would produce such 
ungrammatical strings as *from in, *to back, *down the street away, *from 
under the stage up or *to down out.7 In short, it appears that PPs are in fact 

                                                                                                                             
“suffers in that a conjunction deletion is needed. Furthermore, not all complex PPs 
can be related to conjoined PPs”. I do not think that his counterarguments hold much 
water, though. Especially, even accepting for the sake of argument that one structure 
may be derived from an underlying one, it is not clear to me why the two right hand 
side PPs should necessarily be conjoined in underlying structure if we let PP to be 
rewritten as [PP PP]. It is true that conjoined constituents always yield a constituent 
similar to its conjoined parts. For example, the sequence [VP and VP] is always a 
VP. But just because a mother unit consists of two daughter subparts of the same 
category as the mother does not mean that these two subparts must be in a coordina-
tion relation. If that were the case, then all nouns that are of the form N-N (e.g. gar-
den gnome, colour blindness, word structure, etc.) should be [N and N] in underly-
ing structure, which is impossible to substantiate. In other words, if we assign the 
structure [PP PP] to up the hall into the kitchen, we do not thereby have to commit 
ourselves to the assumption this sequence is derived from up the hall and into the 
kitchen.  
7 After a from-PP, a particle is marginally acceptable if accompanied by the specifier 
back. (See Subsection 4.5.3. for back as a specifier.) Compare: 
(i) a. *She travelled from the U.S. home. 
  *From up in the air down it came. 

*It jumped from outside the box in. 
 b. ?She travelled from the U.S. back home. 

?From up in the air back down it came. 
  ?It jumped from outside the box back in. 
A simple additional rule could license such strings: 
(ii) PP → (Spec) [P' [P from] {NP / PP} ([PrtP back [Prt' Prt]])] 
A further complication is that from can be followed by the particles about, around, 
and home: 



Phrase structure ⋅ 131  

  

better off without particles as one of their possible realisations, which backs 
up our claim that particles should not simply be seen as prepositions without 
an object NP. 
 
 
4.2.3 Unexpressed object of (transitive) prepositions 

Under special circumstances, the object of an obligatorily transitive preposi-
tion (i.e. prepositions other than above, behind, below, etc.; see note 7) may 
be left unexpressed. Consider the following examples: 
 
(145) a. There’s no money in that unless you sleep with the customers af-

terwards, and I’ve had enough of sleepin’ with.  
(David Lodge, Small World, London: Penguin, 1985, p. 131) 

b. … I have had to live a life of getting over the worse. What I cannot 
get over any more is that getting over.  
(J. M. Coetzee, Age of Iron, London: Penguin, 1990, p. 115; italics in 
original) 

c. I would promise to watch over you, except that I have no firm idea 
of what is possible after death. Perhaps there will be no watching 
over allowed, or very little.  
(J. M. Coetzee, Age of Iron, London: Penguin, p. 172) 

                                                                                                                             
(iii) a. He takes his material from all about. 

b. The sound came from around. 
c. I have brought my lunch from home. 

To me, this fact does not prove that PPs, which we know can follow from, ought to 
be realized as particles after all, contrary to what I claim. Rather, it only underscores 
the less central status as a particle of these three elements. McIntyre (2001b) points 
out that around, at least in certain varieties of English, does not so easily appear in 
the post-verb-pre-object position (e.g. ?She carried around the package). The same 
goes for about (e.g. ?He shattered about all the pictures). As to home, we have 
already mentioned (Chapter 3, Section 3.2) that this particle is special compared to 
the other particles in that it alternates as a noun rather than as a preposition. Note 
also that in (iii), about, around and home have a locative meaning, in keeping with 
the selection restriction of from mentioned in note 5. This, too, sets them apart from 
other particles, which typically have a directional meaning when used in a spatial 
(non-idiomatic, non-aspectual) sense. A locative meaning is also present in a whole 
range of other bare items that from allows: 
(iv) The sound came from {above / behind / below / beneath / inside / outside / un-

derneath / within}. 
As suggested in Chapter 3 (Section 3.2, note 13), these items, unlike particles, might 
actually be analysed as genuinely intransitive prepositions—unless we prefer to call 
them adverbs. This means that the NP in (144)a could be put between brackets, so 
that PPs do comply with X-bar phrase structure. I leave it to linguists who study 
prepositions to look further into this matter. 
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Although over can also occur as a particle, it certainly is not a particle in 
(145)b or (145)c—compare get over the worse with *get the worse over; 
watch over you with *watch you over. With, too, is a preposition beyond 
suspicion. 
 As far as I know, the omission of objects of (transitive) prepositions has 
gone unnoticed by grammarians. Admittedly, this construction is very rare 
and seems to be subject to a number of constraints; we can mention at least 
the following: first, the verb-preposition combination must have been men-
tioned in the preceding context, and second, the omitted object of the prepo-
sition must not have specific reference. Probably as a result of this latter 
constraint, the situation referred to by the verb phrase receives a sort of ge-
neric or habitual interpretation. 
 Two prepositions can conventionally be used without an explicit object, 
namely for and against, when used after such verbs as argue, be or vote. The 
constraints mentioned above do not hold here. Again, there is no reason to 
assume that for and against are particles when they are not followed by an 
overt object NP. 
 
 
4.3 Prt – PP structures 

Let us now turn to (138) again, the provisional phrase structure rule for par-
ticle phrases (PrtP → (Spec) [Prt' Prt]). This rule does not comply with the 
generalized structure of syntactic phrases, since it does not allow for an op-
tional complement. However, as observed in Chapter 3 (Section 3.3.1), it is 
possible for PrtPs to include a PP as complement to the particle head; see 
example (90)b, repeated here as (146):  
 
(146) a. Back (to his mum) he runs. 

b. Out (from the deep abyss) came a loud roar. 
 
On the other hand, not any sequence of a particle followed by a PP is a parti-
cle phrase with the particle as the head and the PP as a complement. We can, 
in other words, distinguish a number of different possibilities, which we 
discuss in turn in the following subsections. 
 
 
4.3.1 Prt as head of a PrtP containing a PP complement 

In order to account for structures in which the particle is a head followed by 
a PP complement, we need the following additional phrase structure rule: 
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(147) PrtP → (Spec) [Prt' Prt PP] 
e.g. [PrtP all the way [Prt' [Prt back] [PP [P' [P to] [NP Rome]]]]] [flew the 
bells.] 

 
Rule (138) and rule (147) can be merged into a single rule: 
 
(148) PrtP → (Spec) [Prt' Prt (PP)] 
 
Strings generated by (148) are to be distinguished from strings exemplified 
in (149): 
 
(149) a. House prices have gone up by more than 50%. 

b. Up on the wall hung some of the most beautiful canvases I’ve ever 
seen. 

c. She walked out of the house. 
 
Prt – PP sequences of these kinds will be dealt with in the next three subsec-
tions. 
 
 
4.3.2 Prt and P as heads of two distinct phrases 

In a sentence such as (149)a, it is quite obvious that the particle and the 
preposition do not belong to one and the same constituent, as is evident from 
the possibility either of substituting a simplex verb for the verb and the parti-
cle while retaining the by-PP or, conversely, of substituting a different 
phrase for the by-PP while retaining the verb and the particle: 
 
(150) a. House prices have [gone up] [by more than 50%]. 

b. House prices have [risen] [by more than 50%]. 
c. House prices have [gone up] [dramatically]. 

 
Even for fixed combinations like look forward to (something), there are indi-
cations that the particle forward and the to-PP do not pattern together as a 
single constituent: observe that we can say I look forward [to the next year 
and to the challenges I face] but not *I look [forward to the next year and 
forward to the challenges I face]. The PP being completely external to the 
PrtP here, we will treat such structures in the next chapter. 
 It should be noted, however, that it is not always immediately clear 
whether a PP following a particle ought to be analysed as a complement to 
that particle within a PrtP or as a separate phrase. Consider the following 
sentence:  
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(151) The judge sent the man back to jail. 
 
We might be tempted to consider the PP to jail as a complement to the parti-
cle back, since back to jail can be conceived together as a single path expres-
sion. This is confirmed by the possibility to front the particle and the PP 
together, as in Back to jail he went. As (152) shows, however, the particle 
and the PP can be split up by the direct object NP, in which case they can no 
longer be analysed as a single constituent.8  
 
(152) The judge sent back the man to jail. 
 
This structural possibility casts doubt on the correctness of parsing back to 
jail as a single constituent in (151). So, there seems to be a grey area be-
tween one-phrase and two-phrase Prt – PP sequences. 
 
 
4.3.3 Prt as specifier to a preposition head 

In (149)b, repeated here as (153)a, up is not the head of a PrtP, but the speci-
fier of a PP. This can be ascertained by the possibility to leave out up and the 
impossibility to leave out on the wall: 
 
(153) a. Up on the wall hung some of the most beautiful canvases I’ve ever 

seen. 
b. On the wall hung some of the most beautiful canvases I’ve ever 

seen. 
c. *Up hung some of the most beautiful canvases I’ve ever seen. 

 
Note also that the Prt – PP structure is grammatical only if the corresponding 
structure without the particle is.  
 
(154) a. {Up on the wall / On the wall} hung some of the most beautiful 

canvases I’ve ever seen. 
b. {*Up at the wall / *At the wall} hung some of the most beautiful 

canvases I’ve ever seen. 
 
                                                      
8 The fact that the particle and the PP can be split up is not in itself an argument 
against the view that they form a constituent together. After all, in John threw the 
cat out, throw and out are also separated by an NP but nonetheless form part of a 
single constituent—a VP, as will be argued in the next chapter. What does argue 
against single constituency of the particle and the PP in (152) is the fact that the NP 
the man does not make sense conceptually as a component of the path expressed by 
the putative PrtP back … to jail. (Compare with the NP the cat, which clearly does 
make sense as a participant in the event expressed by the VP threw the cat out.) 
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This confirms that it is the preposition and not the particle that determines 
whether the complex phrase as a whole is admissible in a certain lexico-
grammatical environment. The string up on the wall in (149)b, then, should 
be analysed as follows: 
 
(155) [PP [Spec up] [P'  [P on]  [NP the wall]]] 
 
Probably, not any particle can be a specifier to a preposition. “The clearest 
cases,” Pullum and Huddleston (2002: 645) write, “are down, out, over, 
round, and up”, but back and off are possible too. Here is an example of 
each: 
 
(156) a. Back in the corner, drunks were making a lot of noise. 

b. Are there really demons down under the sea? 
c. The national park used to be a dry area off in the desert.  
d. I saw Scott out on Chippewa Street. 
e. There’s a light over at the Frankenstein Place. 
f. I was round at John’s house that day. 
g. It was really hot up in the attic. 

 
Particles can also be used as specifiers to other elements than just preposi-
tions, specifically to uninflected adverbs: 
 
(157) a. She talked {out loud / loud / *out} all the time. 

b. Your glasses are right {over (t)here / (t)here / *over}.9 
c. I live out yonder where the snakes and scorpions run 

(Calexico, The Ballad of Cable Hogue) 
 
Up front (or up-front), often used either as a football term or in the sense of 
either ‘straightforward, frank’ or ‘(of payments) made in advance and 
openly’, probably has the same structure (specifier-head), although the parti-
cle cannot be dispensed with. The same goes for up north, down south, out 

                                                      
9 Note that in right over there, right specifies over there and not just over. In other 
words, the adverbial phrase over there can be extended with an extra layer hosting 
what might be called a pre-specifier. Similarly, the PP in, e.g., Those sheep live right 
up on the top of steep hills contains a specifier (up) and a pre-specifier (right). We 
might therefore want to adapt the rewriting rules in (144) as follows: 
(i) a. PP → (Prespec) [PP (Spec) [P' P NP]] 

b. PP → (Prespec) [PP (Spec) [P' [P {from / to}] PP]] 
c. PP → (Prespec) [PP (Spec) [P' PP PP]] 

Such a layered structure is not unique to AdvPs and PPs: noun phrases, too, have 
rich internal structure, with determiners and predeterminers. For example, in the NP 
all these years, these is a specifier and all a prespecifier. A similar structure will be 
proposed for PrtPs. 
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west, and down under (often spelled with capitals), which by convention 
refers to Australia (and New Zealand). 
 
(158) a. Who will be playing {up front / *front / *up} for England? 

b. I’m fed up with the desert {out west / *west / *out}. My next pro-
ject is filming wildlife {up north / *north / *up} and {down south / 
*south / *down}. 

c. G’day, mate! Welcome to the Land Down Under. 
 

We will see in Subsection 4.5.3 below that particles can also be used as a 
specifier to another particle. 
 
 
4.3.4 Prt as both head of a PrtP and part of a two-word head of a PP 

The sequence out of the house is different still. Traditionally, out of and off 
of (the latter chiefly occurring in American English) are called ‘composite’ 
prepositions (or ‘compound’ prepositions, ‘complex’ prepositions, ‘two-
word’ prepositions, ‘phrasal’ prepositions). It is not possible, indeed, to split 
up out of and off of. For example, they have to be either pied-piped or 
stranded together. This shows that these combinations are different from a 
sequence like back to. Compare:  
 
(159) wh-question with pied-piping 

a. Out of which house did she walk? / Which house did she walk out 
of? / *Of which house did she walk out? 

b. Off of which table did the book fall? / Which table did the book 
fall off of? / *Of which table did the book fall off?  

c. Back to which town did he go? / Which town did he go back to? / 
To which town did he go back? 

 
(160) relativization with pied-piping 

a. the house out of which she walked / the house (which) she walked 
out of / *the house of which she walked out. 

b. the table off of which the book fell / the table (which) the book fell 
off of / *the table of which the book fell off. 

c. the town back to which he went / the town (which) he went back to 
/ the town to which he went back 

 
(161) it-cleft 

a. It was out of the house that she walked. / It was the house that she 
walked out of. / *It was of the house that she walked out. 

b. It was off of the table that the book fell. / It was the table that the 
book fell off of. / *It was of the table that the book fell off. 
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c. It was back to Bruges that he went. / It was Bruges that he went 
back to. / It was to Bruges that he went back. 

 
(162) object NP ‘insertion’ 

a. She kicked the cat out of the house. / *She kicked out the cat of the 
house.  (acceptable only under the different reading ‘The cat of the 
house was kicked out by her’) 

b. I shoved the book off of the table. / *I shoved off the book of the 
table. 

c. He drove the car back to Bruges. / He drove back the car to Bruges. 
 
(163) right ‘insertion’ 

a. She walked right out of the house. / *She walked out right of the 
house. 

b. The book fell right off of the table. / *The book fell off right of the 
table. 

c. He drove all the way back to Bruges. / He drove back all the way 
to Bruges. 

 
Likewise, it is not possible for of to be left behind on its own after out has 
been elided in coordination. By contrast, to can occur on its own after ellip-
sis of back. With off of, retention of the preposition of is not as unacceptable 
as with out of, but it is certainly not fully acceptable. 
 
(164) ellipsis in coordination 

a. The ultra-conservative regime forced women out of schools and 
out of universities. / The ultra-conservative regime forced women 
out of schools and universities. / *The ultra-conservative regime 
forced women out of schools and of universities. 

b. I can’t keep my mind off of the war and off of the all the dead. / I 
can’t keep my mind off of the war and all the dead. / ?I can’t keep 
my mind off of the war and of all the dead. 

c. The new progressive government encourages women to go back to 
schools and back to universities. / The new progressive govern-
ment encourages women to go back to schools and universities. / 
The new progressive government encourages women to go back to 
schools and to universities. 

 
In short, there are sufficient ways in which out of and off of can be differen-
tiated from free combinations like back to or, say, up at, down from, away 
through, etc. The combinations out of and off of pass all of the classical tests 
for prepositionhood (e.g. joint pied-piping: {out / off} of which…), and none 
of the tests, based on the separation of out or off and of, which might show 
that out and off have syntactic independence.  
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There are, in fact, at least three more reasons to treat out of and off of as 
composite prepositions (see also Cappelle 2001). First, in usages like She 
made love with him out of pity, It was something out of the ordinary or I’m 
making money off of the internet it does not make any sense to treat out or off 
as a particle followed by a PP as complement, given the unacceptability of 
*She made love with him out, *It was something out and *I’m making money 
off. Second, out of is sometimes written as outta or outa (e.g. Get outta my 
car!). This non-standard spelling reflects its current (informal) pronuncia-
tion, which in turn suggests that it has grammaticalized into a single unit. A 
similar contraction can also increasingly be observed for off of, witness thou-
sands of hits on Google for “get offa” (e.g. Get offa me!, Get offa my lawn!, 
…). Third, out of can conjoin with into in coordination, e.g. aircraft flying 
into and out of the U.S. Since into is an uncontroversial composite preposi-
tion (to be distinguished from in to as in call in to your account), it seems 
correct to say the same of out of. Similarly, the collocation onto and off of  
strongly suggests that off of is a true (but composite) preposition. 
 Nonetheless, there is something to be said for the analysis of out of and 
off of as particle-preposition combinations as well.  

First of all, the fact that it is virtually impossible to separate out and of or 
off and of may prove nothing more than that out of and off of have a high 
degree of “fossili[z]ation”, to use Huddleston’s (2002a: 284) term, that is, 
“the loss of the ability to undergo the range of manipulation found with 
comparable free combinations”. On that view, of is only one among many 
possible prepositions that can follow the particles out and off. As to out, De-
clerck (1976b) gives the combinations listed (165), which do not even ex-
haust all the possibilities. In (166) I list some possibilities for off. 
 
(165) a. He threw the ball out of the kitchen. 

b. He threw the ball out to the waiting players. 
c. He threw the ball out across the lawn. 
d. He threw the ball out into the garden. 
e. He threw the ball out onto the roof. 
f. He threw the ball out over the wall. 
g. He threw the ball out under the trees. 
 (Declerck 1976b: 11) 

 
(166) a. The boat drifted off of the coast. 

b. The boat drifted off from the main vessel. 
c. The boat drifted off to sea. 
d. The boat drifted off across the Atlantic. 
e. The boat drifted off into a storm. 
f. The boat drifted off over shallow rapids. 
g. The boat drifted off through the canyons. 
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Counting all these combinations (out of, out to, out across, out into; off of, 
off over, off through, etc.) as composite prepositions would lead to an explo-
sion of the number of prepositions. It is therefore better to analyse them as 
free combinations of a particle and a preposition. Of course, out of and off of 
are much more common combinations than, for instance, out across or off 
over but this does not in itself warrant a different analysis for out of and off 
of. It might be objected, though, that (165)b-g and (166)b-g contain multiple 
path expressions, in view of the possibility of inserting and, e.g. He threw 
the ball out and across the lawn, The boat drifted off and over shallow rap-
ids (Chris Phipps—personal communication). However, the path expressions 
in these examples (especially those with out) do not have discernible breaks 
in their intonation contours, as there are in clear cases of multiple paths like 
The ball rolled down from the roof across the garden past the fence to the 
street. Also, if we do not have the impression that there is reference to a 
multiple path in (165)a and (166)a, this is because of does not express a di-
rection by itself. Rather, it is a ‘grammatical’ (by which I mean ‘semanti-
cally rather vacuous’) word whose function is to establish a relation of some 
sort, in this case a relation between the path and what cognitive linguists 
refer to as a ‘container’ (e.g. the kitchen in (165)a) or another reference point 
(e.g. the coast in (166)a) serving as the source location of the path.  
 Secondly, if {out / off} and of have to be adjacent, this does not make 
these combinations very different from free combinations of a particle and a 
preposition, since most of these are often hard to separate too, especially in 
written discourse (cf. Gries 2003: 95-96 for statistics):10 
 
(167) a. Jack put the box down onto the floor. 

b. ?Jack put down the box onto the floor. 
 
(168) a. Overmars played the ball through to Rivaldo. 

b. ?Overmars played through the ball to Rivaldo. 
 

                                                      
10 The fact that most free combinations are very hard to be split up by a direct object 
is explained by Gries (2002: 278-79) as following naturally from information struc-
ture and processing requirements. When the particle is in post-object position, Gries 
argues, the path is usually foregrounded, and “it is therefore quite natural to expect 
additional material (in the form of a directional adverbial) providing additional in-
formation on the direction or endpoint of the movement process.” By contrast, when 
the particle is in pre-object position, this is typically, according to Gries, because the 
object requires a lot of processing effort due to its high informational weight com-
pared to the path. In that case, “following directional adverbials are, though not 
strictly ruled out, not to be expected.” Fraser (1976: 61), who mentions the phe-
nomenon without explaining it, further observes that particles are relatively com-
fortable in pre-object position with a to-PP or towards-PP following the object (e.g. 
Will you carry over the packages to me?). 
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(169) a. Jill moved the receiver away from her ear slightly. 
b. ??Jill moved away the receiver from her ear slightly. 

 
Thirdly, some of these free combinations can occasionally be pied-piped 
together, as if they, too, were composite prepositions:11 
 
(170) a. The barn naturally suggested a bale of hay, down onto which the 

player could jump. 
(www.amsta.leeds.ac.uk/~pmt6jrp/personal/connote8.html, accessed 11 
August 2002). 

b. People’s voice – this is a panel of citizens across Wiltshire through 
to whom a number of questions can be asked about proposals for 
future service provision. 

 (www.westwiltshire.gov.uk/bestvalue-cpa/waste.php, accessed 6 March 
2004) 

c. We walked across the village to a larger, but still scruffy, structure, 
away from which we had always been steered during our walks. 
(www.floridaworldnews.com/plagueeleven.html, accessed 11 August 
2002) 

 
Many free combinations, though, sound very odd when pied-piped together: 
 
(171) a. ??This is the street out across which the car rolled. 

b. ??Away through which alley did the thief run? 
c. *Her mother home to whom she went was not surprised. 

 
The combination back to can on the one hand be split up by a direct object 
(e.g. They shipped back the package to the rightful owner), as we have seen 
at the beginning of this subsection, and can on the other hand be left together 
in pied-piping (e.g. the person back to whom they shipped the package). 
Such apparently inconsistent syntactic behaviour is to be expected when 
fossilization is conceived of as forming a cline from totally free combina-
tions of a particle and a preposition to completely fixed and inseparable 
ones. Out of is situated at the latter end of the cline, but this does not have to 
prevent us from calling out and of a particle and a preposition, respectively. 
 The view in which out in out of and off in off of are (still) particles can be 
reconciled with the view in which out of and off of are composite preposi-

                                                      
11 In fact, away from sometimes is analysed as a composite preposition. For example, 
Fairclough (1965: 76), cited in Bolinger (1971: 33, note 9), argues that “away from 
is in the same relationship to away as out of to out.” However, unlike out of, its parts 
can occur separately: 
(i) Miranda starts describing the home from which she ran away, saying her sister 

drank and she had to care for her mother. 
(www.4-wall.com/plays/plays_r/reinremem.htm, accessed 22 August 2002) 
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tions if we allow out or off to belong to two different phrases, without one 
phrase being included in the other. Below is the phrase structure tree I pro-
pose for out of the house: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
So, out in out of is at once a particle and part of a two-word preposition. For 
such a merged category I introduce the symbol ‘P&rt’, short for ‘word that is 
both a preposition and a particle’ (not to be confused with ‘P/rt’, which is 
used for words that can be realized as either a preposition or a particle; see 
the next section for an elucidation of the difference between these and other 
related concepts). A treatment in which a word simultaneously belongs to 
two distinct phrases is, admittedly, an illegitimate and ad hoc solution within 
phrase structure grammar, where a terminal node cannot be the head of more 
than one phrase. However, we should be willing to bend our representational 
system to accommodate the data rather than the other way round. In any 
case, out of and off of call for a special treatment, and the solution proposed 
here is the most elegant one I can come up with. The double categorization 
at once reflects the presence in surface structure of the familiar Prt – PP se-
quence and does justice to the far-advanced fossilization of out of and off of 
into complex (P – P) prepositions.  

The grammar can provide for these combinations if we introduce a spe-
cial rewriting rule: 
 
(172) P&rt – P → {out of / off of} 
 
Although this rule looks a bit idiosyncratic, all it says it that there is a pattern 
[P&rt – P  [P&rt X] [P Y]], with as instantiations out of and off of.  
 Out and off can be used in one of three ways: they can (i) be used on their 
own, or when they take an object, they can occur either (ii) with or (iii) with-
out the ancillary preposition of. There are, as a matter of fact, quite a few 
other spatial items that pattern like out and off in this respect and which are 
also considered to be two-word prepositions when they combine with of. 
Clear examples are inside ([of] NP) and outside ([of] NP), but aboard ([of] 
NP), above ([of] NP), behind ([of] NP), below ([of] NP) and beneath ([of] 

PrtP 

P&rt 

Prt' 
 

out 

P' 
 

P 

of 

PP 

NP 

the house 
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NP), may be mentioned too, even though their object NP, if present, is most 
often not preceded by of. However, these items, when used on their own 
cannot be analysed as particles, in that they cannot normally occupy the par-
ticle position in transitive environments (e.g. *He took outside the piano). 
So, the sequence around inside of in the motto of this chapter does not “con-
sist of two particles” but, in our account, consists of (i) the particle around, 
(ii) inside, a word that might be considered as both an adverb (if not a true 
intransitive preposition—see note 13 in Chapter 3) and a preposition, and 
(iii) the preposition of.  

Sequences of two (and more) particles do exist, but these will be dealt 
with in Section 4.5. First I want to compare the P&rt proposal with a number 
of competing or related analyses. 
 
 
4.4 Excursion: ‘prepositional adverb’, ‘adprep’, ‘prepad’, ‘P/rt’ 

The above-proposed dual categorization of out in out of and of off in off of as 
both an adverbial particle and a preposition (a ‘P&rt’) is not to be confused 
with either of the notions ‘prepositional adverb’, ‘adprep’, or ‘prepad’, all of 
which can be found in the literature. Nor does the notation P&rt stand for the 
same kind of entity as P/rt, introduced in the previous chapter. In this sec-
tion, I will review these diverse concepts. 

(i) A ‘prepositional adverb’ (Curme 1947: 285-86; Quirk et al.1985: 713-
16), as the term in fact suggests, is an adverb(ial particle) that can also occur 
as a preposition. For example, in Sally threw the cat out, the word out is 
called a prepositional adverb in some grammars, out being related to the 
preposition out, as in Sally threw the cat out the window. In the present 
study, though, out in Sally threw the cat out is called a particle, and out in 
Sally threw the cat out the window a preposition, however semantically and 
phonetically related both occurrences of out may be. In Sally threw the cat 
out of the window, we have advanced the view that out is at the same time a 
particle and half of a two-word preposition, but that is a categorization quite 
different from ‘prepositional adverb’.12  

                                                      
12 A usage note on the variation between out NP and out of NP is in order here. Vari-
ous authors (e.g. Lindner 1981: 253, note 3; Quirk et al. 1985: 678; O’Dowd 1998: 
130) have noted that out can appear without of if the object of the preposition does 
not refer to a container but to an opening in a container through which something 
moves, such as a door or a window. Bolinger even seems to claim that the addition 
of of is ungrammatical in that case: 
(i) He walked out (not out of) the door.  
 He walked out of (not out) the house. 

(Bolinger 1971: 34) 
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(ii) An ‘adprep’, then, as used by Bolinger (1971: 23-36) and others (e.g. 
Declerck 1976b: 33-47; O’Dowd 1998: 23-25), is “a case of dual constitu-
ency” (Bolinger 1971: 27). Here are some sentences with so-called adpreps:  

 
(173) a. He jumped out the window. 

b. She jumped off the step. 
c. They came in the house. 

 
The term ‘adprep’ reflects what is thought to be the binary status that out, off 
and in have in these sentences. This duality is brought out in the following 
perfect paraphrases—perfect in the sense that they convey the same proposi-
tional meaning, not perfect in a grammatical or stylistic sense: 
 
(174) a. He jumped out, out the window. 

b. She jumped off, off the step. 
c. They came in, in the house. 

 
In these latter sentences out, off and in first function as an adverbial particle 
and then, in their second occurrence, as a preposition. The corresponding 
items in (173) are claimed to include both these functions, which qualifies 
them as adpreps. In our terminology, however, the relevant items as used in 
(173) are simply called prepositions, even though in their use as a preposi-
tion their homophonous adverbial particle is somehow implied as well.  

On grounds put forward in the previous chapter, we have decided to make 
a very clear distinction between particles and prepositions. The consequence 
of this decision is that we do not reserve a category of ‘prepositional ad-
verbs’ for particles that can also be used as prepositions or a category of 

                                                                                                                             
Actual language data show a less clear-cut pattern. In American English, out the 
{door / window} is, pretty much in accordance with Bolinger’s claim, clearly more 
frequent than out of the {door / window} (162 vs. 27 occurrences in the relevant 
components of COBUILD Direct). In British English, however, out the {door / win-
dow} is more frequent than out of the {door / window} only in spoken informal reg-
isters (67 vs. 37 occurrences in the relevant COBUILD Direct components) but not 
in written language (103 vs. 162 occurrences in the relevant COBUILD Direct com-
ponents). A search on Google (carried out on 8 March 2004) was convergent with 
these data. In U.S. pages, “out of the door” yielded 621,000 hits as opposed to a 
mere 84,900 hits for “out the door”. In British pages, “out the door” turned up 
30,600 hits, which is more than the 13,300 hits for “out of the door”, but this differ-
ence is much less marked in this English variety.  

Furthermore, the use of out NP is not restricted to apertures within an enclosed 
area but can involve the area itself as well. Occurrences like She walked out the 
room are not uncommon—a search on Google (6 March 2004) for “walked out the 
room” returned about 1,600 hits. Pullum and Huddleston (2002: 639) note, however, 
that the object NP has to be preceded by the (e.g. *He jumped out bed). 
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‘adpreps’ for prepositions that can also be used as particles (and that in fact 
are supposed to be preceded by them in underlying structure).13 

(iii) Declerck (1976b: 47-59) even introduced the notion of ‘prepad’ for 
those rather rare cases in which an element which can be shown to be a 
preposition occurs, unexpectedly, in the post-object position, as in the (b)-
example in each of the following pairs: 
 
(175) a. She read through the report.  (Through can also precede the pro-

noun it: She read through it. This suggests that through is a prepo-
sition, not a particle.)14 

b. She read the report through. 
 
(176) a. She has sailed (a)round the world.   

b. She has sailed the world (a)round. 
 
(177) a. He passed by the house.   

b. He passed the house by. 
 
(178) a. The dog licked all over my face. 
  b. The dog licked my face all over. 

                                                      
13 There does seem to be some evidence, however, that the prepositions in (173) 
really have something particle-ish to them as well. Most notably, there is a phono-
logical argument to this effect. The argument starts from the observation that in 
relative clauses (though in other clauses usually too), prepositions are unaccented 
whereas particles are. Compare: 
(i) a. Show me the girl he TALKED about.  (from to talk about someone) 

b. Show me the girl he slapped ABOUT.  (from to slap someone about, ‘to hit 
someone frequently’) 

For the group of prepositions that are called ‘adpreps’, there is “the possibility of 
accenting either way” (Bolinger 1971: 42): 
(ii) a. Show me the hill Jill RAN up.  (up is unaccented, like a preposition) 
 b. Show me the hill Jill ran UP.  (up is accented, like a particle) 
If this argument should be deemed sufficient to accept an in-between category, then 
I think the use of the category P&rt, which we used for out in out of, could be in-
voked. I would have fewer objections to such a solution than to a transformational 
one in which a particle assumed to be underlyingly present gets deleted (or incorpo-
rated into the verb) in the course of deriving the surface structure (e.g. *Jill ran up 
up a hill → Jill ran up a hill). 
14 Cf. Jackendoff (2002a: 79): “In [read/skim through the book] and [sing/play 
through the aria] we have a strong sense that through NP is a phrase. The tests for 
phrasehood such as Through which book did she read? confirm this sense. I can find 
no evidence that through also exists separately as a particle here [i.e. that in the 
configuration Verb – through – NP the word through can also be analysed as a par-
ticle—B. C.].”  
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Let there be no misunderstanding: Declerck analysed the relevant items in 
the (b)-examples as particles, not as prepositions. However, these particles 
imply the presence of their homophonous preposition, i.e., they are the in-
verse of ‘adpreps’. Operating within a transformational framework, Declerck 
claimed that (176)b, for example, has the following underlying structure: 
 
(179) *She has sailed (a)roundPrt (a)roundP the world. 
 
Through a movement transformation, this ungrammatical sentence may be 
converted into the following, still ungrammatical sentence: 
 
(180) *She has sailed (a)roundP the world (a)roundPrt. 
 
An operation through which the preposition gets incorporated in the verb, 
effectively resulting in its deletion, then yields (176)b.  

Historically speaking, though, these prepads are best seen as postposi-
tions or, to use Kennedy’s (1920: 17) longer term, “postpositive preposi-
tions”. They are remnants of an earlier stage of English in which preposi-
tions could follow their object. Curme (1947: 286) cites an archaic example 
of this usage as surviving in the work of the nineteenth century poet Keats: 
 
(181) Soft went the music the soft air along.  
 
Huddleston (2002a: 283), unlike Declerck (1976b), explicitly calls over and 
through “non-particle” intransitive prepositions in She looked the letters over 
and in She read the prospectus through, as opposed to over in e.g. She 
knocked the vase over, which is also an “intransitive preposition” in his ter-
minology, though of the particle type in this case.  
 Whatever the correct analysis of the final word in the (b)-examples in 
(175)-(178) may be, it should be observed, as Declerck (1976b: 66-68) does, 
that there is a semantic difference involved in alternations of this kind. The 
(a)-examples permit both the idea of completeness and the idea of partiality 
(except (178)a, where all rules out the partiality reading), while the (b)-
examples are only consistent with a completeness reading:15 
 
(182) a. She took the report and read through it {from the first page to the 

last / a bit}. 

                                                      
15 The same difference has also been pointed out by McIntyre (2003a: 9): 
“[R]eading through a book is less thorough than reading a book through. Although 
the former could exhibit the bounded reading of through in the sense that the reading 
encompasses the beginning and end of the book, it is compatible with skim-reading 
or leaving out some sections… .” 
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b. She took the report and read it through {from the first page to the 
last / *a bit}. 

 
This aspectual difference is responsible for the following contrast: 
 
(183) a. The sightseeing coach reached a square and passed by it {quickly 

because there was nothing of interest to be seen there / slowly to 
give the passengers the opportunity to admire its beautiful edi-
fices}.  

b. The sightseeing coach reached a square and passed it by {quickly 
because there was nothing of interest to be seen there / ?slowly to 
give the passengers the opportunity to admire its beautiful edi-
fices}.  

 
Declerck explains this difference in meaning by appealing to the fact that the 
item in postposition is a particle, and that particles like through, across, over 
and by contribute the idea of completeness. I think, though, that the differ-
ence in meaning may also be partly due to the fact that the verb is intransi-
tive in the (a)-examples but transitive in the (b)-examples. We thereby con-
firm that the post-object items are indeed particles, but we also hold the tran-
sitivity of the verb rather than just the presence of a particle responsible for 
the completeness reading. Particles do sometimes entail completeness (or 
telicity), but there is a mythical belief (see Chapter 8, Subsection 8.4.3 for 
some references) that they always do so—they do not in, e.g., walk around 
for a while, tumble down for a couple of seconds, stroll along for hours. The 
alternation in (175)-(178) is somewhat reminiscent of the ‘conative’ alterna-
tion shown in the following examples: 
 
(184) a. She read the report.  (≈ (175)b) 

b. She read in the report.  (≈ (175)a) 
 
(185) a. I ate the cake. 

b. I ate from the cake. 
 
(186) a. The cat sprayed the fence. 

b. The cat sprayed at the fence. 
 
In the transitive (a)-examples there is an implication of completeness (or of 
success, thoroughness, …) that is absent in the intransitive (b)-examples. I 
think, therefore, that the completeness present in the (b)-examples of (175)-
(178) may similarly arise (in part) from the transitivity of the verb. This is 
not to say that transitive verbs always yield telic readings. For example, love 
somebody, play a musical instrument, own a house, etc. do not have an in-
herent endpoint and can therefore not be brought to completion (although 
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they can, of course, come to an arbitrary end). Transitivity of the verb 
strongly correlates with telicity, although the correlation is not perfect.16 
 In any case, our notion of ‘P&rt’ does not correspond to adpreps any 
more than it corresponds to prepads. In the (b)-examples of (175)-(178), we 
consider the relevant items as particles, no matter whether they can also oc-
cur as prepositions with the same verb and with the same NPs. (Curiously, 
the particles in (175)b-(178)b cannot be placed, qua particle, in the post-
verb-pre-object position. This deprives us of a proof that through, (a)round, 
etc. are particles and not simple adverbs in the (b)-examples. But since these 
elements are attested as particles elsewhere, we do not need to posit a new 
category here.) 

(iv) Finally, ‘P&rt’ does not refer to the same sort of thing as ‘P/rt’ (cf.  
Chapter 3, Section 3.7). The former is used to refer to an element in a given 
clause that is both a particle and a preposition (or, more precisely, the first 
chunk of a two-word preposition). The latter is an abstraction, referring to an 
item which can be realized either as a particle or as a preposition. All ele-
ments that can be characterized as ‘P&rt’ can also be seen as instances of the 
general category ‘P/rt’. So, out in The cat was thrown out of the house is a 
P&rt. As a particle, it is automatically an instance of P/rt; and as a preposi-
tion it is also naturally an instance of P/rt. We might say that P&rt’s qualify 
as P/rt’s twice. The slash in ‘P/rt’, in other words, refers to an inclusive 
rather than an exclusive disjunction relation. (In a similar vein, a job offering 
using the ‘s/he’ convention is also open, in principle, to hermaphrodites.)  
 
 
4.5 Prt – Prt structures 

4.5.1 Some examples 

A particle can be followed by another particle. Here are some simple exam-
ples: 
 
(187) a. Why don’t you come on down? 

b. The water was too cold so I jumped back out. 
  c. Just move along through. 
 

                                                      
16 The idea of completeness may only be a (cancellable) implicature instead of a 
(non-cancellable) implication. For example, I read the report is normally understood 
as referring to the situation in which I read the entire report, but in certain contexts, 
the transitive verb read can be used atelically:  
(i) She sat down on the couch and read the newspaper for a while. 
 (www.winglin.net/fanfic/_destiny_/chapter_58.shtml, accessed 9 March 2005) 
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In fact, particles can easily pile up into longer sequences, as in the following 
(extreme) examples made up by Bolinger (1971:132-33).17 
 
(188) a. I tried to push báck dówn ín the catchbolt. 

b. Come on back up over! 
c. Come on back up through over. 

 
Here are some authentic examples of combinations of more than two parti-
cles:  
 
(189) Three particles: 

a. Er I’ll be passing back up through about er half past four o’clock.  
(COBUILD Direct) 

b. I say a few sentences, then go back on away. 
(www.solitaryecho.com/jaded/archives/00000015.htm, 5 August 2002) 

  Four particles: 
c. Now, you go on back down home and get well; the darkness is 

gone from you now.  
(www.nathan.co.za/message.asp?sermonum=277, accessed 5 August 
2002) 

 
Such longer combinations are often followed by a directional PP: 
 
(190) Three particles: 

a. “Haw!” He slammed the door, stuck his head back in through 
through the window, and grinned.  
(COBUILD Direct) 

b. Grasp the ends of the deer hair and pull it back on down over the 
body.  
(www.thedam.com/trout/ties.htm, accessed 5 August 2002) 

c. You can … walk back on up through the rainforest to the visitor 
center.  
(pahoahi.tripod.com/volcano/calwalk.htm, 5 August 2002) 

d. Every now and then the wind would blow so hard that it would 
take the waterfall and throw it right on back up over the top of the 
bluff—right up into the trees!  
(www.cloudland.net/cloudlandMar02.html, accessed 5 August 2002) 

e. This was followed a minute or so later by the sound of the helicop-
ter starting up, and flying away on up over the ridge.  
(www.shellac.org/slu/story04.html, accessed 5 August 2002) 

                                                      
17 Fraser (1976: 59-62) and Nicol (2002: 183-85) also deal with multiple particles. 
My description is not presented as an explicit alternative to theirs. I leave it to the  
interested reader to explore the differences and/or similarities.  



Phrase structure ⋅ 149  

  

  Four particles: 
f. Does he really think all will be well with black folks when black 

women quit the feminist plantation and come on back down home 
to church?  
(partners.nytimes.com/books/98/06/14/specials/reed-reckless.html, ac-
cessed 5 August 2002) 

 
 
4.5.2 The problem of identifying the head Prt 

In view of the examples presented above, we need a phrase structure rule 
such that particles can be recursively added to each other. However, for any 
pair of two particles in a row it is not immediately obvious whether the first 
particle specifies the second or whether the second complements the first. 
Likewise, for three or more particles in a row, it is not clear which particle 
actually is the head—it could be the first (in which case the following parti-
cles are complements), it could be the last (in which case the preceding par-
ticles are specifiers), or it could be a particle in the middle (in which case it 
is both specified and complemented by one or more particles). Moreover, 
given that such pilings are frequently followed by a directional PP, there is 
always the possibility that the last particle is a specifier in this PP. The prob-
lem is acerbated by the observation that there is quite a deal of freedom in 
word order when it comes to lining up multiple particles. Consider the fol-
lowing pairs of sentences: 
 
(191) a. Dr Anspaugh? Dr Romano? Would you come back on up please? 

(Anspaugh and Romano come back onstage). 
(www.hiley.demon.co.uk/eriq/98/award6a.htm, accessed 15 August 2002) 

b. Our heroine! Dr Corday, come on back up. Many congratulations 
on your heroism. You were a clear winner in both rounds. Bravo!  
(www.hiley.demon.co.uk/eriq/98/award3.htm, accessed 15 August 2002) 

 
(192) a. Commissioners vote to let bunnies hop along back home.  

(www.polkonline.com/stories/022102/loc_bunnies.shtml, accessed 5 Au-
gust 2002) 

b. With a faint sigh, he turns to walk back along home ...  
(w3.one.net/~kayla/chars/nscape/logs/arden/99/may/ns050199arden.htm, 
accessed 5 August 2002) 
 

(193) a. Run along on up to his study, now, there’s a good lad. 
(www.mindspring.com/~bft23/trevor.html, accessed 16 August 2002) 

b. Yet you kept moving right on along up until the time of the big in-
dustry changeover to kid music. 
(www2.netdoor.com/~stout/JosPage/joint.htm, accessed 16 August 2002) 

 



150 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

There does not seem to be any noticeable difference in meaning between 
these alternative orderings. This would suggest that successive particles 
might not be ordered hierarchically but rather form a flat structure.  
 Only occasionally does prosody (or its reflect in writing) help us out:  
 
(194) a. I try to scoot away, back up, but there is nowhere to go. 

(xemplary.hispeed.com/slash/nickyfishsbirthdaysong.html, accessed 16 
August 2002) 

b. And he flitted away, back up through the little crack.  
(zhannon.tripod.com/Kate/kate_chapter_one.htm, accessed 5 August 
2002) 

 
In these examples, the particle away is arguably the head: it cannot be a 
specifier, since specifiers are not separated from the rest of the phrase by a 
break in intonation; and obviously, it cannot be a complement to a subse-
quent particle, since complements always follow the head. The subsequent 
particles (and PP in the second example) together form the complement of 
away. They narrow down the meaning of away, by stating more precisely the 
direction of the subject referent’s scooting or flitting away. We can therefore 
create a new rule that allows particles to be optionally complemented by a 
PrtP apart from just a PP (cf. the rule in (148)). However, our new rule must 
ensure that the complementing PrtP precedes a complementing PP, should 
there be one. 
   
(195) PrtP → (Spec) [Prt' Prt (PrtP) (PP)] 
 
This rule explicitly states that a particle can be complemented by an entire 
PrtP rather than by a ‘bare’ particle, or a series of ‘bare’ particles. There is 
some evidence that this is correct. Consider the following example: 
 
(196) … so we drove back right on through to Ashburton… 

(www.realwomen.co.nz/forum/replynew.asp?message=974&all =True, ac-
cessed 16 August 2002) 

 
Since PrtPs can start out with words like right, straight, and so on, the rule in 
(195) predicts that a particle head can be immediately followed by such a 
word, rather than by another bare particle. This prediction is borne out by 
examples like (196). 
 
 
4.5.3 Prt as specifier to another particle 

As to the possibility of particles functioning as a specifier to another particle, 
back is a good candidate, being often the first particle in a row without a 
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break in intonation and without itself conveying the primary spatial meaning. 
Consider the following examples (which were retrieved by entering “popped 
back” in Google): 
 
(197) a. My hip was out of joint but it popped back in. 

(www.deardiary.net/show/diaries/3933/996624000, accessed 13 August 
2002) 

b. He took the hose over to a shelf and tried to shove it in, but it 
popped back out and fell to the floor. 
(www.danforthreview.com/fiction/09_99/sparling.htm, accessed 13 Au-
gust 2002) 

  c. I snapped off the tray cover once but it popped back on. 
(www.computingreview.com/CD,ROM,Drive/LG,Electronics,CRN-
8241B/PRD_16295_1770crx.aspx, accessed 13 August 2002)  

d. He finally smoothed one of the big brown chunks down, but it 
popped back up. 
(www.angelfire.com/gundam/twilightstar/Love/wedding.html, accessed 
13 August 2002) 

 
In all of these examples, it is clear that back in itself is not in contrast with 
the italicised item that precedes it. Rather, it is in that contrasts with out (and 
vice versa), on with off, and up with down. Since the first of each pair of 
contrasting particles is a head, the second particle must be a head as well. 
Consequently, back is a specifier to the second particle in the examples 
above.18 Its function in these examples is to indicate that the resultant posi-
tion implied by the following particle is a location that the moving object 
had been in before it had been moved out of it. Back can also occur before a 
few non-spatial particles, notably before on, off and out, when these are used 
to denote the operation or non-operation of lights, machines or devices. 
 
(198) a. Switch the computer back on and log in. 

(lib.derby.ac.uk/library/ithelpproblems_printing.html, accessed 17 August 
2002) 

b. He waited for the lights to come back on and hit the button again. 
The door began to open, but stopped at about half way when the 
lights went back off. 
(www.mystikeep.com/dailydose/980513.htm, accessed 17 August 2002) 

                                                      
18 This is in line with what Den Dikken (1995: 80, note 49) assumes is the case in 
She put the book back down, namely “back presumably being a modifier of down 
rather than a head taking down as its complement”. Of course, back can also be a 
head itself, as in the following example: 
(i) She even tried putting it through the garbage disposal grinder, but it popped 

back, cackling with glee. 
(fins.actwin.com/aquatic-plants/month.9606/msg00207. html, accessed 13 August 2002) 
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  c. Some of the lights went back out, but most of them stayed on. 
(members.tripod.co.uk/ultima/mirror/mirror16.htm, accessed 17 August 
2002)  

 
While these particles have relative independent status, in the sense that they 
are not meaningless without their verb (cf. {The computer still on / The lights 
out} I went home), back can even be used with purely idiomatic particles, 
that is, with particles that are not independently meaningful: 
 
(199) a. I passed out. I remember waking up once, and then passing back 

out.  
(emogrrrl.diaryland.com/110102b.html, accessed 14 July 2003) 

b. It was all locked up, so I opened the side door, and locked it back 
up after we had entered. 
(www.skinmarvin.co.uk/storys/lifes_journey_15.html, accessed 14 July 
2003) 

c. Suddenly, her fear turned to anger and she attacked the mirror, us-
ing her hand to wipe the condensation off its silvery surface. She 
recoiled from her reflection then watched as the mirror clouded 
back up again. 

 (www.freethewriter.com/cgi-bin/story2.pl?The%20Mirror, accessed 14 
July 2003) 

 
These examples show that back, though syntactically a specifier to the parti-
cle only, may semantically modify the verb-particle as a whole. The restric-
tion on its use is presumably that the verb-particle combination must express 
a transition into a condition that had been established before. This condition 
may be either a location in space or any other clearly identifiable state. Ob-
serve that atelic verb-particle combinations (see Chapter 8) do not refer to 
such a transition and hence are unable to have back as a specifier to the par-
ticle: 
 
(200) a. He messed around when he was young, then he got his act to-

gether, but now he’s messing (*back) around again.  
b. She had to give up her writing because of her illness. But since her 

new treatment, she’s writing (*back) away again. 
 

The particle on, too, is best analysed as a specifier and not as a head in 
the following examples:  
 
(201) a. Drop on by and have a look.  (cp. drop {*on / by}) 

b. The Czechs pulled on back on eighty-one minutes with a lovely 
curling free-kick.  (cp. pulled {*on / back}) 
(www.shrimp.force9.co.uk/issue/favourite.htm, accessed 13 January 
2003) 
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c. I’ll call up Shannon and tell her to fuck on off.  (cp. fuck {*on / 
off}) 
(www.velvet.net/~samantha/vg/finding.html, accessed 15 August 2002) 

d. Get up and jump, get up and jump, get up, get up, get up and jump 
Jump on up 
Jump on down 
Just jump a jump a jump a jump a jump around 
(www.redhotchilipeppers.galeon.com/discography/lrhcp.htm, accessed 15 
August 2002) 

 
The particle along is occasionally used as an alternative to on: 
 
(202) a. At that time – Chicago – and we came on back and subsequently 

Ed came along back down to Indianapolis. 
(www.tolc.org/indfuqua.htm, accessed 15 August 2002) 

b. When I got a little ways I heard the dim hum of a spinning-wheel 
wailing along up and sinking along down again… 
(www.literature.org/authors/twain-mark/huckleberry/chapter-32.html , 
accessed 15 August 2002) 

c. Hop along over to the ‘links’ page for links to pages on GTA and 
emulation as well as other stuff. 
(web.ukonline.co.uk/zhf/html/zac_s_page.html, accessed 15 August 
2002) 

d. I’m cruising up 19th Avenue in heavy late afternoon traffic and 
cutting along through is a brand new New Beetle Turbo S. 
(www.vr6.org/cgi-bin/ikonboard/ topic.cgi?forum=1&topic=198, ac-
cessed 15 August 2002) 

 
Interestingly, on (seemingly unlike along) can also be used in combinations 
where the head is not directional. For example: 
 
(203) a. hey folks, and don’t forget to dress on up as your favorite Hero or 

Villain and party on down this saturday night 10/28 to benefit The 
IMC and Studio X 
(lists.indymedia.org/mailman/public/imc-seattle/ 2000-
October/000456.html, accessed 3 September 2003) 

b. I wish the book companies would just hurry on up and get to the 
same century everyone else is in. 
(www.sunsetandlabrea.com/mt/, accessed 16 August 2003) 

  c. Life is a rollercoaster, so buckle on up for the ride. 
(koti.mbnet.fi/~kakoskin/penpal/1830/june03.html, accessed 3 September 
2003) 

  d. Pop in disc two and chill on out. 
(www.artistdirect.com/store/artist/ album/0,,1669215,00.html, accessed 3 
September 2003) 
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  e. So cheer on up, Vash, and grab yourself a donut! 
   (firestone07.tripod.com/quizzes.htm, accessed 3 September 2003) 
 
This again means that on, just like back, is syntactically a prespecifier to the 
particle but semantically a modifier of the larger verb-particle combination. 
It is very hard, if not impossible, to state the lexical meaning of on (and 
along) as used in the above examples. There is a clear sense in which {on / 
along} is used primarily as a marker of heightened liveliness on the part of 
the speaker. The meaning of specifying {on / along} is therefore of a prag-
matic (extra-linguistic) rather than of a purely semantic nature.19 Undoubt-
edly, this usage of on is also more typical of informal speech and writing 
than of elevated registers, in which speakers feel more restrained to vent 
their immediate feelings.20 

Back and on, or back and along, or on and along can also co-occur as 
specifiers to a third particle (e.g. He walked back on home). In that case, the 
word order among the specifiers is probably free. This apparently free order-
ing is exemplified in the sentences in (191)-(193) above.  

Given all these observations, we can now propose the following rules as 
refinements of the provisional rewriting rule for PrtPs, given in (148). (Note 
that we reserve an extra layer for words like right and straight, as in He 
passed right back out, which we will call prespecifiers. These will be de-
scribed in Section 4.6.) 
 
(204) a. PrtP → (Prespec) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt' Prt (PrtP) (PP)]] 

b. (Spec, PrtPpart of a V-Prt combination referring to a transition into a state) → {back / on} 
c. (Spec, PrtPpart of a V-Prt combination referring to directed motion) → along 

 

                                                      
19 On the other hand, the fact that we find on (and along) and not just any other 
particle in this use may have to do with the semantics of on (and along). On has an 
adhortative, inchoative use (possibly developed from its spatial use relating to for-
ward-directed motion) in Rock on! or as in the following example: 
(i) Bart: And now, I am going to teach some kids a lesson. [slams door] 

Marge: I choose to take that literally. 
  Bart: [outside] Death to Shelbyville! 

Homer: Yes, Bart’s a tutor now. Tute on, son! Tute on. 
 (www.snpp.com/episodes/2F22, accessed 22 December 2004) 
See also note 27 in Chapter 8. 
20 See Hampe (2000) for a pragmatic characterization of the verb-particle construc-
tion in terms of the speaker’s emotions and attitudes. Cappelle (2003a) provides a 
similar case in which the meaning of a particle—be it a discourse particle—seems to 
be more aptly described in extra-linguistic terms, such as the speaker’s surprise at 
what his interlocutor just said, the speaker’s urgency in getting an immediate verbal 
or nonverbal response, etc. 
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In accordance with the conventional notation ‘(Spec, XP)’ in the generative 
literature, the left hand symbol in rules (204)b-c is to be read as ‘specifier of 
a particle phrase’. The subscripted information accompanying ‘PrtP’ has the 
same kind of restricting function as, for example, the information ‘(taboo) word for 

behind’ attached to the noun in the ‘V one’s N off’ pattern (see Chapter 2).  
A general rule ought to ensure that the same item is not chosen twice in a 

row (e.g. *back back home). This could probably be handled by the same 
general constraint which rules out strings like *The people there were nice 
and nice. Whether such a constraint is a phonological, a semantic, or an ex-
tra-linguistic one I do not attempt to answer. 
 Examples like (189)c, repeated here below, may pose a problem for the 
rewriting rule given in (204)a: 
 
(205) Now, you go on back down home and get well; the darkness is gone 

from you now.  
(www.nathan.co.za/message.asp?sermonum=277, accessed 5 August 2002) 

 
If down is considered the head of the entire particle phrase, there is no prob-
lem: on and back are two specifiers, and home is the head of a comple-
menting PrtP. However, it seems semantically more plausible to treat home, 
rather than down, as the head of the entire particle phrase, since the meaning 
of the sentence as a whole remains most intact if home is retained as the only 
particle (Now, you go home and get well). But with home as head of the en-
tire PrtP, the sequence on back down home cannot be squeezed into the 
structure proposed in (204)a, since on and back already occupy the two 
specifier positions, leaving no space for yet another specifier. There are two 
possible solutions. One is to create an extra (i.e. a third) Spec element in the 
specifier position, outside Prt'. This would be unfortunate, since we have a 
feeling that the specifiers on and back have scope over down home, which 
would not be structurally represented if down were a prespecifier on a par 
with on and back. Another and better solution would be, as I suppose genera-
tivists would do, to ‘left-adjoin’ down to Prt' and subsume these two nodes 
under a new Prt'. This way, we have a layered structure, with down taking in 
an intermediate position between, on a higher level, on and back, and, on a 
lower level, the head home: 
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4.5.4 Fixed Prt – Prt expressions 

Down home also occurs as a fixed Prt – Prt sequence, just like out back. 
These lexicalised sequences are reminiscent of combinations like up north, 
down south, out west, down under and up front (see Subsection 4.3.3 above). 
The colloquial sequence down home often refers to one’s home or one’s 
native region or land; out back means ‘outside at the back of the building’. 
Although these combinations can be used as a directional phrase (e.g. She 
went {down home / out back}), they very often designate a location, as in the 
following examples: 
 
(206) a. Mary Jane MacIsaac from Toronto, another old friend of the fam-

ily, had been down home that summer… 
(www.mustrad.org.uk/articles/mclellan.htm, accessed 22 January 2003) 

b. Serving food and having a beer garden out back the Inn is also the 
starting point for the Edinburgh Literary Pub Tour. 

 (www.pil.org.uk/Mike/stagitinerary.html, accessed 14 July 2003) 
 
We might analyse the first particle in these pairs as a specifier to the second 
particle, but since the first particle cannot be dispensed with, these sequences 
are probably treated most suitably as a kind of ‘compound’ particles making 
up an unadorned PrtP: 
 
(207) a. [PrtP Ø [Prt down home] Ø] 
   ‘to or in one’s home (country)’ 
  b. [PrtP Ø [Prt out back] Ø] 

‘to or at the area outside at the back of a contextually specified 
building’ 

PrtP 
 

Adjunct 
 

Spec 
 

down 
 

 
 head 

 

home 
 

back 
 

on 
 

Prt' 

Prt' 
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The reason why we need to specify that these sequences constitute a full-
fledged phrase has to do with their inability to occur in the post-verb-pre-
object position (e.g. He dragged {the body out back / *out back the body). 
As we will see in the next chapter, bare particles but not particle phrases can 
occupy this position.  

Note, by the way, that down home, which is sometimes hyphenated, can 
be used as an adjective to describe someone’s style of writing, cooking, 
decorating their house, etc. and especially also jazz, country or blues as 
“down-to-earth and unpretentious” (OED).  
 
(208) a. Where else can you get a mix of down-home barbeque (complete 

with paper plates) and authentic Mexican? 
(www.travelbase.com/features/lodging/austin.html, accessed 22 January 
2003) 

b. Word had it he was worth millions and millions, but he and his 
wife were very down home and friendly. 

 (salessuccessmagazine.com/passion_series_2.html, accessed 12 March 
2004) 

c. There is a distinctly informal, spontaneous, ‘down home’ feel, 
which gives the album a warmth often lacking today. 
(www.triste.co.uk/trevag.htm, accessed 22 January 2003) 

   
In order to license this conventionalized use of down(-)home, let us intro-
duce the following extra rule: 
 
(209) [Adj<[PrtP Ø [Prt down(-)home] Ø]] 

‘“Of, relating to, or reminiscent of a simple, wholesome, unpreten-
tious lifestyle, especially that associated with the rural southern United 
States” (AHD)’ 

 
Note that the outer layer is a PrtP-derived adjective and not a PrtP-derived 
adjective phrase, since down(-)home further allows specifiers like any other 
adjective—see (208)b. 
 
 
4.6 The prespecifier of PrtPs 

Consider the following sentences: 
 
(210) a. Come right on down and we’ll get you through. 

(cgi.bbc.co.uk/cumbria/my_space/boat_adventure/ vero_beach. shtml, ac-
cessed 17 August 2002) 
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b. …the fluorescent lights blinked a few seconds before coming com-
pletely back on… 
(pub14.ezboard.com/ fbbspotfrm8.showMessage?topicID=4.topic, ac-
cessed 17 August 2002) 

 
In these examples, the specifier (on and back, respectively) is preceded by 
another item, which we therefore call a ‘prespecifier’. This term, indeed, is 
meant to reflect the position of the item in question: it denotes that part of a 
particle phrase that fills the position just before the position that can poten-
tially be filled by one or more specifiers—so even if there is no specifier 
present (as in come right down), we still call right a prespecifier.  

In Chapter 3, Subsection 3.3.1, we noted in passing the existence of two 
types of prespecifier, the first of which was called, somewhat loosely and 
inadequately, “emphatic” and the second of which comprised items like 
partway, completely or all the way. In fact, this second type, which we might 
call ‘quantifying expressions’, falls itself into two subtypes: ‘degree expres-
sions’ and ‘measure phrases’. Degree expressions can in turn be distin-
guished as to whether they express a proportion (e.g. completely, partway, 
halfway) or not (close, deep, far, high, low, way). The following taxonomy 
sums up the possibilities: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
We will deal with these different types in order. 
 
 
4.6.1 Emphasizing prespecifiers 

An attempt at an exhaustive list of emphasizing prespecifiers of PrtPs is 
given in (211); some examples are given in (212): 
 

prespecifiers 
 

emphasizing  
prespecifiers  

e.g. bang, right 
 

quantifying prespecifiers 
 

measure NPs 
e.g. five inches 

 

degree prespecifiers  
 
 

proportional 
e.g. halfway, com-

pletely  
 

nonproportional 
e.g. far, high  
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(211) bam, bang, clean, clear, dab, dead, flat, plum(b), plunk, right, slam, 
slap, smack, smash, straight 

 
(212) a. The roof of the car came clean off, along with the heads of several 

of the occupants. 
(www.nifty.org/nifty/gay/celebrity/boy-bands/tales-of-a-real-dark-
knight/chronicles-of-a-real-dark-knight-31, accessed 18 August 2002) 

b. In fact, one day last fall the wind stopped all of a sudden, and all 
the chickens in the Panhandle fell plumb over. 
(home.att.net/~martysjokes/4_22_02.html, accessed 18 August 2002) 

c. Her stern went higher. It was most extraordinary to look at; and 
then she went plunk down, head foremost, right bang into the mist-
stuff. 
(eserver.org/fiction/gpirates/appendix.html, accessed 18 August 2002) 

 
Some of the items in (211) clearly have an onomatopoeic origin. They can 
still be separated from the rest of the sentence, in terms of intonation or ty-
pography, even when (as in the last example below) they do not express 
sound. This is especially the case when the PrtP is preposed. If they are into-
nationally or typographically separated from what follows, there may be 
some doubt as to whether the item in question is syntactically really a pre-
specifier of the PrtP and not some sort of interjection. 
 
(213) a You unzip her arms and tail...hell even her neck and *plunk* off 

they go. 
(us.vclart.net/vcl/Artists/Steve-Burt/erotic/index07. html, accessed 18 
August 2002) 

b. … there was a leak in the roof and the panel couldn’t support the 
weight, so CRASH, down it came on my head! 
(www.ncte.org/lists/ncte-talk/jul98/msg02293.html, accessed 18 August 
2002) 

c. I was all ready to rip on filmmaker Ben Brunkhardt for A) ripping 
off the soundtrack of some old Hollywood thriller, and B) not giv-
ing credit to the composer of said piece of music, when BAM! Up 
pops the credit for composer Jim Venable. 
(www.filmson.com/CDA/Summary/StandardSummary/1,1352,9401~11,0
0.html?Page=FilmListings&Title=Repentance, accessed 18 August 2002) 

 
Emphasizing prespecifiers are typically used with directional PrtPs. In the 
last example, nothing literally moves upward, of course, but there is a con-
ventional conception by which new information suddenly appearing on a 
(computer, TV, …) screen “pops up” in an almost tangible way. However, as 
we have already pointed out in Chapter 3 (Subsection 3.5.3), directional 
PrtPs have no exclusive right to taking a prespecifier, and especially right 
can be seen to co-occur with a non-directional particle (e.g. freak right out, 
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mess right up, …). Here are some examples with non-directional PrtPs, each 
with another emphasizing prespecifier than right (italics added): 
 
(214) a. It kinda makes me laugh the way he knocks off them banks and 

gets clean away with it.  
(Truman Capote, Music for Chameleons. London: Penguin, 2000. p. 47.) 

b. At this, my friend hit the floor, passed dead out. 
 (www.bmezine.com/pierce/01-ear/A10926/earindar.html, accessed 14 

March 2004) 
c. Sometimes he would pass plumb out unconscious and have to be 

carried home. 
(www.rootsweb.com/~tngibson/towns/ Skullbone/j-dowland.htm, ac-
cessed 14 March 2004) 

d. She was a screamer, a choker, a biter. She was in midbite when she 
fainted dead away.  
(John Irving, The Fourth Hand, New York: Random House, 2001, p. 220) 

 
In (214)a, the item clean is used with the idiomatic, if not completely unmo-
tivated, verb-particle combination get away with something (‘to receive no or 
hardly any criticism or punishment for something that you should not have 
done’). Pass out ((214)b-c) and faint away ((214)d) both mean ‘become 
unconscious’, and although this meaning is not completely opaque either in 
that it has some metaphorical plausibility, out and away are clearly not used 
literally in these combinations.  

For each of the items clear, right, smack and straight, Pullum and Hud-
dleston (2002: 644) give a reasonably accurate semantic description, e.g., 
“Informal smack indicates complete exactitude of location, often but not 
always combined with a suggestion (perhaps metaphorical) of impact.” Such 
a semantic characterization per emphasizing prespecifier, however, misses 
the point that the meaning of the items listed in (211) is again mainly prag-
matic.21 By this I mean, as in the case of specifying on, that the precise (lexi-
cal) semantic contribution of each of these items is rather hard to pinpoint 
and that they instead reveal, essentially, a certain amount of emotionality or 
heightened involvement of the speaker. Hence the impression we get that 
they are mainly used for reasons of expressiveness, intensification or “em-
phasis”, however inadequate this latter term may be—see Goddard (1998: 
166) and Cappelle (1999: 290-91). Of course, it is probably not entirely co-
incidental that items with an onomatopoeic origin or items whose basic 

                                                      
21 Straight still can have its literal lexical meaning, in which case it may even be 
premodified itself: 
(i) The track runs fairly straight up through the woods not far from Craighope 

Burn… 
 (www.southernuplandway.com/walk/ routes_detail.asp?sectionid=11, accessed 18 Octo-

ber 2002) 
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meaning is related to precision get endowed with this emphatic, emotional 
function.22  

As with specifying on, this predominantly extra-linguistic value of the 
prespecifier goes hand in hand with the informality of the discourse it is used 
in: indeed, many of the items in (211) are dialectal. This is not coincidental: 
in dialectal and otherwise informal discourse types, one is more likely to find 
linguistic elements that betray the speaker’s emotional and attitudinal state 
with respect to what is being said. 
 Interestingly, we can find combinations of two or occasionally even more 
prespecifiers of this type, especially when the particle is followed by a PP. 
 
(215) a. Right-footed volley clear right out to the left-hand touchline it’s 

collected by Cooke.  
(COBUILD Direct) 

b. It just happened that this particular one came right straight up to 
my face within six inches…  
(COBUILD Direct) 

c. They go bang straight away. 
(www.open2.net/romans/TV2scripts/scr2p5.htm, accessed 4 August 
2002) 

d. The past runs slap BANG up against the present! 
(www.freakytrigger.co.uk/glasto.html, accessed 16 August 2002) 

e. As I run off the edge I hit a wall and fall smack dab down on the 
edge and land with a thump. 
(www.suite101.com/article.cfm/huntingtons/34003, accessed 17 August 
2002) 

f. I was wearing bluejeans, heavy waders and still managed to kneel 
right smack dab down on a piece of broken glass… 

 (www.thetreasuredepot.com/cgi-bin/bottles/ bot-
tles_config.pl?noframes;read=4589, accessed 11 March 2004) 

 
Since there does not seem to be any significant difference in meaning be-
tween, say, right bang and bang right, this means that we can probably make 
do with the following simple rules: 
 
(216) a. (Prespec, PrtP) → emph prespec (emph prespec) (emph prespec) 

b. emph prespec → {bam / bang / clean / clear / dab / dead / flat / 
plum(b) / plunk / right / slam / slap / smack / smash / straight} 

                                                      
22 See also the conversational use of Exactly! to express (strong) agreement with an 
interlocutor. In this case, too, a description of the use of this one-word utterance  
should go beyond formulating the lexical meaning of the word exactly. We need to 
state that a speaker who uses this expression typically feels strongly about a particu-
lar idea and is usually excited when his or her interlocutor makes a statement which 
expresses that idea. 
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This pair of rules allows any member of the set of items in (211) to be op-
tionally combined—and possibly twice so—with any member of the same 
set, resulting in a flat structure—observe that in (216)a the right hand sym-
bols are not ordered hierarchically. In reality, some combinations are more 
frequent than others, which is something (216) does not capture. However, 
there is nothing that prevents us from having additional rules which produce 
‘ready-made’ combinations and which represent part of the linguistic knowl-
edge of the competent speaker of English. For example: 
 
(217) a. (Prespec, PrtP) → (right) slap bang 

b. (Prespec, PrtP) → (right) smack dab 
 
 
4.6.2 Degree prespecifiers indicating a proportion 

There is a group of prespecifiers, comprising completely, partway, halfway, 
etc., which indicate a proportion of the total length of the path indicated by 
the rest of the PrtP.  
 
(218) a. The front door will pop open and the disk tray will come partway 

out. 
 (www.lge.co.uk/public/CRD-8520B.pdf, accessed 11 March 2004) 
b. … the metal is rusted completely through. 

(www.simplyswifts.myby.co.uk/rust.html, accessed 11 March 2004) 
 
It is self-evident that a directional particle has to refer to a spatially bounded 
path for such a proportional prespecifier to be used felicitously. For example, 
it is not possible to walk *halfway away or *completely along (see Cappelle 
and Declerck 2005 for a taxonomy of particles and prepositions based on 
spatial boundedness). You can walk all along, but then all along is an idio-
matic temporal adverbial with the meaning ‘all the time; from the begin-
ning’, as in She had known all along (see Subsection 4.6.5 below). As 
(219)a-c show, all and completely can also be used with a non-directional 
particle. Quite remarkably, the event does not have to be telic then. All and 
completely do not refer to a 100% complete accomplishment of the event 
referred to, but rather function as intensifiers. 
 
(219) a. I’ve messed all around with the Exceed Xconfig and nothing helps. 

(forum.java.sun.com/ 
thread.jsp?thread=70621&forum=37&message=1456841, accessed 15 
July 2003) 

b. Bobby freaked completely out!  
  (members.aol.com/cparchive/timetoweep3.htm, accessed 14 March 2004) 
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Mess around and freak out are compatible with a ‘for X time’ adverbial and 
not with an ‘in X time’ adverbial, which is proof that they are atelic. 

Degree prespecifiers indicating a proportion can allow a modifier them-
selves, exemplified by the italicised item in the following sentences: 

 
(220) a. The leading edge of a paraglider curves only partway over.  

(www.paramotoring.co.uk/article_howilearned.htm, accessed 15 October 
2002) 

b. The rocket was unfortunately never found even though we had 
seen it almost all the way down.  
(www.hartrockets.co.uk/LINKFM.htm, accessed 15 October 2002) 

c. Watch out for the sand ridge across the centre of the harbour, about 
halfway out.  
(homepages.rya-online.net/minehead/aboutus.htm, accessed 15 October 
2002) 

 
The fact that a prespecifier of this type can be preceded by a modifier of its 
own is evidence that we should conceive of this prespecifier as a phrase in 
itself, complete with a specifier slot that can be filled by a modifying degree 
adverb. There are semantic restrictions governing the co-occurrence of pre-
specifier heads and their possible modifiers. Halfway seems to be the least 
picky prespecifier head, as appears from the following examples (where 
semantic incongruity is indicated by means of an exclamation mark): 
 
(221) a. The needle went {about / almost / barely / hardly / nearly / only} 

halfway in. 
b. The needle went {about / almost / !barely / !hardly / nearly / !only} 

completely in.  
c. The needle went {!about / !almost / !barely / !hardly / !nearly / 

only} partway in. 
 
Below is an attempt to capture the possibilities in a series of rewriting rules. 
One may object, of course, that the grammar of English does not need to be 
this specific. The ruling out of particular incongruent combinations may not 
need to be taken care of by grammar proper since their non-occurrence could 
result from extra-linguistic rules about what makes sense and what does not. 
 
(222) a. (Prespec, PrtP) → [Proportional degree prespecP ({(just) about / almost / 

barely / hardly / nearly / only}) [Proportional degree prespec'  halfway]] 
b. (Prespec, PrtP) → [Proportional degree prespecP ({(just) about / almost / 

nearly}) [Proportional degree prespec'  {completely / all / all (of) the way }]] 
c. (Prespec, PrtP) → [Proportional degree prespecP (only) [Proportional degree prespec'  

{partway(s) / part of the way}]] 
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Note that all (of) the way and part of the way are considered heads, as I do 
not think there is any point in further structuring these fixed combinations.23 
Partways is a rather uncommon variant of partway (see note 8 in Chapter 3).  
 
 
4.6.3 Degree prespecifiers indicating a nonproportional quantity 

Degree prespecifiers indicating a nonproportional quantity in space (close, 
deep, far, high, etc.) do not combine with any particle that expresses a 
bounded path, unlike those indicating a proportional quantity. The ones that 
can be used with the widest range of particles are far and its near-equivalent 
way (which chiefly occurs in American usage), e.g. {far / way} aside, {far / 
way} back, {far / way} down, {far / way} out, {far / way} over, {far / way} 
up, etc. but not e.g. {far / way} about or {far / way} by.24 Close, deep, high 
and low are more restricted to certain particles: close can only occur with the 
particles down, up and by; deep can only occur with the particles down and 
in; high only with away, over and up; and low, finally, can only prespecify 
down.  

Just like proportional degree prespecifiers, nonproportional ones (except 
for way) can be preceded by a degree modifier. The modifier belongs to a 
different, much larger class here. It provides an answer to the question: How 
far (high, … etc.)?  For example: 
 
(223) a. As a coldpower model, it flew well enough, but never went terribly 

high up. 
(www.rocketroberts.com/rockets/rockets.htm, accessed 11 March 2004) 

  b. Don’t swim too far away from shore. 
(www.cmp.ucr.edu/students/1998/ maps/Fontanilla/water.htm, accessed 
11 March 2004) 

 
A sample from the extended (possibly open-ended) list of items that could be 
used in this position as a degree modifier is given here: 
 
(224) amazingly, awfully, bloody, damn, dreadfully, enormously, extremely, 

fairly, incredibly, infinitely, jolly, less, mighty, pretty, quite, rather, 
real, really, relatively, so, sufficiently, suspiciously, terribly, that, too, 
unbelievably, very …  

                                                      
23 Similarly, the combination a long way is a head made up of multiple words. 
Whether a long way expresses a proportion or not is not immediately clear to me. In 
any case, it cannot be preceded by any of the premodifiers that can accompany half-
way. Instead quite seems to be the only premodifier that can be used with it. 
24 While far about is not a possible combination, far around is, as in: 
(i) His wife was a well-known witch with many clients from far around. 
 (www.king-david.org/god_in_romania.html, accessed 17 October 2002) 
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We should think of such a degree modifier as a phrase within a phrase within 
a phrase—to be more explicit: a specifier phrase within a prespecifier phrase 
within a particle phrase—since in principle the modifier to the prespecifier 
head can in turn be accompanied by a modifier: 
 
(225) The building soared seemingly infinitely high up. 
 
Here seemingly modifies the degree adverb infinitely to form the phrase 
seemingly infinitely; this two-word phrase modifies the prespecifier head 
high to form the prespecifier phrase seemingly infinitely high; this latter in-
ternally complex prespecifier phrase, finally, modifies the particle up. The 
phrasal nature of the specifier to the prespecifier head can be seen most 
clearly in the case of less or too, which are often preceded by modifiers like 
far, much, slightly, somewhat, way (‘much’), etc., some of which can them-
selves be of the phrasal type, as in the following example: 
 
(226) Some thought she wore her trousers just a wee little bit too low down.  
 
Note that the latter modifiers, whether phrasal or not, can also be used when 
the prespecifier head is a comparative (closer, deeper, farther, further, 
higher, lower):25 
 
(227) Tesco is {far / much / slightly / somewhat / way / a little bit} closer by 

than Spar.  
 
Other modifiers to a comparative prespecifier are even and still: 
 
(228) Tesco is {even / still} closer by than Spar. 
 
There are two more adjectives, tight and safe, that might be considered as 
prespecifiers on a par with close, deep, etc. Tight appears in combination 
with up, where up can but does not have to be used in a directional sense:26 
 
(229) a. Yanita zipped her jacket tight up to her neck… 

(www.bbc.co.uk/dna/h2g2/A745625, accessed 25 September 2002) 
b. He screwed the bolts tight up.  

(Bolinger 1971: 136) 

                                                      
25 Remember from Chapter 3 (Subsection 3.5.3) that at least further is allowed with 
non-directional particles (especially, I presume, if the event implies some sort of 
scale). For example: 
(i) Suppliers believe that export orders will heat further up, but this at best will hold 

domestic markets steady, preventing another free fall. 
(www.swa.org/PDF/mrkt_review1002.pdf, accessed 14 March 2004) 

26 Apart from tight up, there is also the collocation tight-in (see Subsection 4.6.5). 
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The adjective safe, which can be used in combination with away (from…), 
does not really indicate degree, but can be used structurally in much the 
same way as far or high: 
 
(230) a. Now we watch them and whisper, and keep safe away.  

(www.outremer.co.uk/shadow.html, accessed 22 September 2002) 
b. Yes the country has grown and yes we have some grand new sub-

divisions seemingly safe away from the city’s grasp, … 
(worldfair.Knoxville.com/readremember.cfm.ID=106&startrow =101, ac-
cessed 25 September 2002) 

c. She quickly put it back in her bag, and figured to have one of the 
mages take a look at it when they were a bit safer away.  
(realminthemyst.homestead.com/ChapterThirtySeven. html, accessed 25 
September 2002) 

 
However, when there is a premodifier (e.g. seemingly in the (b)-example or a 
bit in the (c)-example above), what is premodified is probably more than just 
safe. It seems as if the entire combination safe away (from…) is in the scope 
of the premodifier. Compare with e.g. He didn’t go very far away, where 
very can be argued to have scope over far only (as appears from the alterna-
tive ordering He didn’t go away very far). 
 Finally, the adverb quite can also be seen as a nonproportional prespeci-
fier, although its use is not very frequent and, as far as I have been able to 
judge, rather formal, literary, or even archaic. The examples below show that 
non-directional as well as directional particles can take quite (cf. also exam-
ple (124) in Chapter 3). 
 
(231) a. Soon it was in fact almost turned quite around, and as this hap-

pened the large boom swept across the deck from port to starboard. 
(www.storyteller-uk.org/archives/stories/fs9.htm, accessed 14 March 
2004) 

b. Poor old Lord Rolle, who is 82 and dreadfully infirm, in attempting 
to ascend the steps, fell and rolled quite down, but was not the least 
hurt… 

 (www.royal.gov.uk/files/pdf/victoria.pdf, accessed 14 March 2004) 
c. By the following morning the storm had blown itself quite out… 

(www.geocities.com/jacklondons/seawolf6.htm, accessed 14 March 
2004) 

  d. …I don’t think the manufacturers have thought it quite through. 
(www.halfbakery.com/idea/Heat_2fchill_20bra, accessed 14 March 2004) 

  
Let us now try to formalize the observations made in this subsection by pro-
posing a series of rewriting rules, intended for the reader who insists on be-
ing offered a set of precise generalizations that can account for all (or at least 
most of) the possible forms a PrtP can take. Again our rules might be more 
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explicit than is necessary, since combinations like !deep up or !high down 
would seem to violate purely extra-linguistic, common sense constraints on 
what can co-occur, rather than intra-linguistic ones. (If so, the rules could be 
simplified by replacing the list of possible particles between curly brackets 
by the symbol ‘Prt’; in fact, we would not even have to make reference to 
‘Prt’ if we started out with ‘(Prespec, PrtP)’ as the left-hand side symbol, as 
in (222)a-c above.) 
 
(232) a. PrtP → ([Nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Nonproportional degree prespec' far]]) 

[PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt' {about / across / along / around / aside / 
away / back / by / down / home / in / off / on / out / over / through /  
up} (PrtP) (PP)]]27 

b. PrtP → ([Nonproportional degree prespecP [Nonproportional degree prespec' way]]) [PrtP 
(Spec) (Spec) [Prt' {about / across / along / around / aside / away / 
back / by / down / in / off / out / over / through / up} (PrtP) (PP)]] 

c. PrtP → ([Nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Nonproportional degree prespec' 
deep]]) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt' {down / in} (PrtP) (PP)]] 

d.  PrtP → ([Nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Nonproportional degree prespec' 
high]]) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt' {away / over / up} (PrtP) (PP)]] 

e.  PrtP → ([Nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Nonproportional degree prespec' low]]) 
[PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt'  down (PrtP) (PP)]] 

f.  PrtP → ([Nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Nonproportional degree prespec' 
tight]]) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt'  up (PrtP) (PP)]] 

g. PrtP → ([Nonproportional degree prespecP [Nonproportional degree prespec' safe]]) [PrtP 
[Prt'  away ([PP from [NP]])]] 

h. PrtP → ([Nonproportional degree prespec quite]) [PrtP [Prt'  Prt]] 
i. (Spec, Nonproportional degree prespecP) → (adv) [Prespec' degree 

adv] 
j. degree adv → {amazingly / awfully / bloody / damn / dreadfully / 

enormously / extremely / fairly / incredibly / infinitely / jolly / 
mighty / pretty / quite / rather / real / really / relatively / so / suffi-
ciently / suspiciously / terribly / unbelievably / … } 

k. PrtP → ([Comparative nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Comparative nonproportional 

degree prespec' {farther / further / {too / less} far]]) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) 
[Prt' {about / across / along / around / aside / away / back / by / 
down / home / in / off / on / out / over / through / up} (PrtP) (PP)]] 

                                                      
27 Here are some authentic examples with far home, a combination whose occur-
rence might not be immediately obvious: 
(i) a. It would be difficult to argue otherwise of an era in which international and 

foreign politics advanced too far home for comfort in the view of many.  
(www.psa.ac.uk/cps/1998/stapleton.pdf, accessed 18 October 2002) 

b. News of their work in Durban reached as far home as Romania, and Croatia. 
(www.afsc.org/intl/europe/wcarrept.htm, accessed 18 October 2002) 
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l. PrtP → ([Comparative nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Comparative nonproportional 

degree prespec' {deeper / {too / less} deep}]]) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt' 

{down / in} (PrtP) (PP)]] 
m.  PrtP → ([Comparative nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Comparative nonproportional 

degree prespec' {higher / {too / less} high}]]) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt' 

{away / over / up} (PrtP) (PP)]] 
n.  PrtP → ([Comparative nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Comparative nonproportional 

degree prespec' {lower / {too / less} low}]]) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt'  down 
(PrtP) (PP)]] 

o.  PrtP → ([Comparative nonproportional degree prespecP (Spec) [Comparative nonproportional 

degree prespec' {tighter / {too / less} tight]]) [PrtP (Spec) (Spec) [Prt'  up 
(PrtP) (PP)]] 

p. PrtP → ([Comparative nonproportional degree prespecP [Comparative nonproportional degree pre-

spec' {safer / {too / less} safe}]]) [PrtP [Prt'  away ([PP from [NP]])]] 
q. (Spec, Comparative nonproportional degree prespecP) → {far / 

much / rather / slightly / somewhat  / way / (just) a little / (quite) a 
lot / (just) a ({little / tiny / wee}) ({little / tiny / wee}) ({little / tiny / 
wee}) bit / …} 

 
 
4.6.4 Measure NPs 

Measure NPs, the second subtype of quantifying prespecifiers (see the tax-
onomy at the beginning of Section 4.6), consist of a noun expressing some 
sort of measure preceded by a quantifier (e.g. one step ahead, three meters 
down, an inch out, several yards back up). A bare plural (i.e. a plural noun 
without a quantifier) can be a legitimate measure NP as well (e.g. miles 
away, centuries back). Measure NPs can be quite complex and come in 
many different forms, due, especially, to the wide variation of quantifiers. 
Here are a few examples: 
 
(233) a mile or so, quite a few kilometres, another five yards, a mere two 

inches, a good fifty kilometres, a sufficient number of years, about ten 
meters, between two and three hundred kilometres, close to a hundred 
miles, a few if not many thousands or millions of light years 

 
It is, I hope quite understandably, beyond the scope of this study to propose 
a set of phrase structure rules that can produce all of these measure NPs. Let 
it suffice to simply stipulate in ‘our’ segment of English phrase structure 
grammar that the prespecifier of particle phrases can be realized, among 
other possibilities, as a measure NP (see (234)), leaving the generation of 
these measure NPs to another segment of English phrase structure grammar, 
one that we ourselves do not cover. 
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(234) (Prespec, PrtP) → Measure NP 
 
We have claimed above that prespecifiers are optional elements—see the 
rewriting rule in (204)a, where Prespec is bracketed. In the case of measure 
NPs, however, the particle cannot be used on its own: 
 
(235) a. He lived two blocks over and was two years older.  (cp. *He lived 

over)  
(Janet Evanovich, One for the Money, New York: Scribner, 1994, p. 3) 

b. A few years back, we had a direct hit from a hurricane. (cp. *Back 
we had a direct hit…) 

 (www.homepower.com/files/GS_3.pdf, accessed 30 June 2004) 
 

There are, in fact, no firm arguments to prove that the particle is actually the 
head in this structure. The fact that a few years back is semantically equiva-
lent to a few years ago suggests that back and ago should be analysed analo-
gously. Since ago is a contraction of agone, a past participle used as an ad-
jective postmodifying a noun, we might prefer to treat the particle as a post-
modifier to the preceding noun as well.  

Particles with a measure NP display various grammatical functions. I will 
deal with this in the next chapter (Section 5.7).  
 
 
4.6.5 Fixed Prespec – Prt expressions 

There are quite a few idiomatic combinations of a specific prespecifier and a 
specific particle. At first sight, it may seem rather inappropriate to deal with 
fully lexicalized expressions in a chapter on phrase structure. However, 
within the framework of Pattern Grammar, highly ‘skeletal’ patterns, like the 
one in (204)a, can be described alongside fixed patterns, with rich phono-
logical and semantic content, like the ones to be described shortly.  

The internal structure of the combinations below all comply with the fol-
lowing general pattern: 
 
(236) (Prespec X) [PrtP [PrtY]]   
 
We leave out the Prt'-layer from this representation, because the particle 
head in these idioms is never accompanied by any other particle, functioning 
as specifier to it. The representation in (236) should actually include a pair of 
external brackets labelled according to the syntactic function the idiom can 
play in a clause. Indeed, these idioms do not fulfil the more typical role of 
particles or particle phrases, that is, being a part of a verb-particle combina-
tion (see next Chapter). For example, all along could be formally repre-
sented as [AdvP<[(Prespec all) [PrtP [Prt along]]]]. I will not use such a structural 
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notation for the idioms at hand, concentrating instead on their oft unexpected 
meanings and giving examples of their usage. In any case, I believe that a 
detailed study of particle phrases cannot be complete without devoting a 
section to these conventionalized, idiomatic prespecifier-head combinations.  

One might  of course object that the head is not a particle in these combi-
nations, since it can never, as head of a multi-word phrase, occur before the 
object of a transitive VP (e.g. She suspected {the affair all along / *all along 
the affair}). I take the following stance: (i) since the head of the phrase does 
not take a complement, it is not a preposition, and (ii) since the head, in 
other grammatical environments, can be detected before the object NP of a 
transitive VP, it is not an ordinary adverb; hence it is a particle. This said, 
many of the prespecifier-head combinations to be discussed here (like all 
along, for one) do not behave like typical particles, which are often the real 
predicators within a VP.  Others (like far along) are even more predicative 
than particles in run-of-the-mill verb-particle combinations. We will there-
fore indicate for each such combination which grammatical functions it ful-
fils. For further discussion, the reader is referred to Chapter 5, Section 5.6. 

All along occurs as a temporal adverbial with the meaning ‘throughout the 
entire (contextually defined) period’, ‘from the beginning’, e.g. She had 
hated him all along. 

All-(a)round is an adjective meaning ‘competent in many fields, versatile’, 
e.g. an all-around performer, or ‘comprehensive in scope or depth’, e.g. all-
around news coverage. In the U.S. all-around is chiefly used, while in the 
U.K. all-round is the normal variant. Occasionally, all (a)round (without 
hyphen) is also used as an adverbial in the sense of ‘on the whole, all things 
considered’, e.g. But all around, I like this album.  

All in can be used as a predicative adjectival phrase meaning ‘extremely 
tired, exhausted’, e.g. They were all in after the first day of climbing. Espe-
cially in the U.K., all-in can also be used in the sense of ‘all-inclusive’, e.g. 
We offer package tours at an all-in price with no hidden extras.  

All-out is an adjective meaning ‘using all the means or resources available’, 
‘carried out energetically, with maximum effort’, ‘determined’, e.g. an all-
out effort to stop violence; He is a rather all-out proponent of abortion. All-
out or all out can also be used as an adverbial, e.g. I ran all out to catch the 
last train. 

All over can be used as an adverbial phrase in one of the following mean-
ings: (1) ‘over the whole (contextually defined) area or extent’, e.g. The fab-
ric is sprinkled all over with gold glitter; (2) ‘everywhere, in all places’ e.g. 
They searched all over for the missing tape; (3) (in the special pattern That’s 
X all over) ‘(that’s X) in all respects’, ‘(that’s) utterly typical of (X)’, e.g. 
That’s you all over: act first and think later. All over again is used as an 
adverbial, meaning ‘again from the beginning’, with the suggestion of exas-



Phrase structure ⋅ 171  

  

peration or boredom, e.g. We had to start all over again; cf. Chapter 8, Sub-
section 8.6.7 on ‘repetitive’ over. 

Bang on is a chiefly British English and informal adjectival phrase, some-
times used as an exclamation, meaning ‘exactly right or appropriate (in one’s 
opinions or actions)’, e.g. Jane was bang on with her analysis; Bang on! 

Bang-up is an informal adjective meaning ‘excellent, first-rate’, e.g. You did 
a really bang-up job. 

Deep(-)down can be used as an adverbial or an (attributive) adjective with 
the slightly specialized meaning of ‘at bottom, in reality’, ‘felt strongly, of-
ten despite appearance’, e.g. But deep down, I knew I was wrong; a deep-
down desire to please. 

Far along is a (typically predicative) adjectival which is used metaphorically 
in the sense of ‘far advanced in the development of something’ and which is 
often (but not exclusively) applied to a pregnancy or a terminal disease, e.g. 
How far along is she, seven months or so?; Not prying, but how far along 
are you in your research?28 

Far(-)off is an adjective meaning ‘distant (in space or time)’, e.g. our friends 
in far off places; far-off childhood days; in the far-off future. In the spatial 
sense, far off can also be used as an adverb, e.g. Do you live far off? The 
combination Far(-)off is a synonym of far(-)away. 

Far(-)out is an informal adjective used to describe something as ‘very un-
conventional’, as ‘extreme and radical’, or as ‘esoteric’: 
 
(237) a. …the latest, coolest and most far-out gadgets imaginable… 

(www.cbsnews.com/stories/2002/ 06/28/uttm/main513754.shtml, ac-
cessed 16 March 2004) 

b. …a “far out right-wing fanatic” not worth listening to. 
(www.cuttingedge.org/news/n1026.html, accessed 16 March 2004) 

c. …some far-out Orwellian scenario…  
(www.bartcop.com/0929.htm, accessed 16 March 2004). 

 

Flat(-)out can be used as an adverb meaning (1) ‘at top speed or peak per-
formance’, e.g. This Lambo will do 200 mph flat out; The company has been 
working flat out to meet the market demands (cf. all(-)out); (2) ‘openly’, ‘in 

                                                      
28 Occasionally, far on is used in this sense: 
(i) a. Ultrasound scans are very good at showing how far on the pregnancy is. 

(www.healthinfocus.co.uk/Topics/a/Abortion.htm, accessed 17 October 2002) 
b. … the cancer was too far on and the inevitable happened.  

(www.celticfc.co.uk/newsdesk/magazine/walker/walkerswalk.htm, accessed 17 Octo-
ber 2002)  

Far on is only used in the U.K. as an alternative to far along.  
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a blunt and direct manner’, e.g. He told her flat out that he was gay; (3) 
‘completely’, ‘to the greatest degree’, e.g. That’s just flat-out wrong. This 
combination can also be used as an adjective, e.g. Flat out performance; 
That’s flat-out nonsense. 

Full-on is an informal (even slang) adjective meaning (1) ‘using all available 
means and resources’, ‘taken to the limits’ (cf. all-out); (2) ‘complete’, ‘ut-
ter’, ‘possessing a given property to the fullest extent’; (3) ‘overwhelming’, 
‘excessively talkative or enthusiastic’: 
 
(238) a. …a full-on display of pure pop glamour… 

(www.guardian.co.uk/arts/features/ story/0,11710,970969,00.html ac-
cessed 16 March 2004) 

b. …playing his guitar with a green polo shirt and full-on nerd glasses 
to match.  

 (www.glidemagazine.com/1/reviews222.html, accessed 27 June 2004) 
c. She’s a bit full-on for me. She treats me like a sister and I hardly 

know her. I hate that rock chick vibe. 
(www.xtramsn.com/news/0,,3782-2913056,00.html, accessed 27 June 
2004) 

 

Full(-)out is occasionally used as an alternative to all-out or to flat(-)out, e.g. 
a full out effort; a full-out lie.29 

Full-up is a predicatively used adjective applied to buildings that cannot 
accommodate any more people or things, e.g. All the hotels are full-up. 
Sometimes, full(-)up is also applied, rather informally, to people when they 
have eaten or drunk plenty: 

 
(239) Keep the food light, or serve small portions. You don’t want to feel 

really full up later in the evening. 
(www.bbc.co.uk/northernireland/winter/ valentines/recipes.shtml, accessed 
16 March 2004) 

 

Hard(-)up is an adjectival meaning ‘very short on money’. Its use is rather 
informal.30 For example: 

 

                                                      
29 It is for this reason that full is treated as a prespecifier in this subsection though we 
haven’t mentioned this item before, neither in Subsection 4.6.1 (bang, flat, plunk, 
etc.) nor in Subsection 4.6.2 (all, completely, partway, etc.). The reason we did not 
mention full there is that it only occurs in the idiomatic combinations full-on, full-out 
and full-up. 
30 Because hard only occurs as a prespecifier in this idiomatic combination, it was 
not mentioned in Subsection 4.6.3. 
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(240) a. During most of my childhood my parents were hard up. My father 
had a small private income, which went to support his first wife 
and family. 
(business.timesonline.co.uk/ article/0,,13869-1119294,00.html, accessed 
29 June 2004) 

b. Some hard-up students volunteer their services as human guinea 
pigs, testing new products for as little as £25 a go.  
(news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/uk/newsid_1038000/1038999.stm, accessed 
29 June 2004) 

 

Right away and right off (which is less frequent) are adverbials meaning 
‘immediately’, ‘without delay’, ‘at once’. Their use is rather informal. E.g. I 
sent them a cheque right away; Right off, I had a bad feeling about it. 

Right-on is an adjective with a specialized meaning one would not expect a 
combination of two such widely applicable words as right and on to have. 
Lexicographers have described the very specific meaning of right-on as fol-
lows: “attuned to the spirit of the times” (Webster); “socially and politically 
fashionable and forward-looking, particularly in a way that corresponds to 
the attitudes of the political left” (Encarta); “if people or their opinions are 
right-on, they believe everyone should be treated in a fair way and they are 
careful not to offend anyone because of their sex, colour, age, etc.” (Cam-
bridge International Dictionary of Idioms):  
 
(241) She confirms how deep the bias is against fat people in her right-on 

article entitled, “Fear of Fat.”  
(www.naturalhealthweb.com/articles/dunn7.html, accessed 16 March 2004).  

 
The interjection Right on! is used in informal spoken English as a general 
exclamation of encouragement, support or enthusiastic approval, e.g. Wow! 
Yeah! Right on! 

Slap-up is an informal and chiefly British English adjective used to describe 
a meal as large, lavish, and enjoyable: 
 
(242) It’s an absolute crime to visit a bustling port like Aberdeen and not 

indulge in a slap-up meal of fish and chips.  
(www.nporta.com/ cityguides/section.asp?cid=211&cs=Restaurants, accessed 
16 March 2004).  

 
This adjective is usually used attributively. 

Spot(-)on is used as an adjective to express exactness, accuracy or excellence 
in some non-spatial domain:  
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(243) a. And like always Claire was spot on with her diagnosis of the prob-
lem.  
(www.badgirlsonline.co.uk/fanfic/ fic_chaps/anewlookatlife1.html, 15 
October 2002) 

b. The power-assisted steering is absolutely spot-on in weight and 
feel.  
(www.racecar.co.uk/roadtest/gt3porsche2.html, accessed 15 October 
2002) 

c. With some spot-on performances and excellent visuals it will keep 
children rapt and adults entertained.  
(www.channel4.com/film/a2z/f-H_1_a2z.html, accessed 11 March 2004).  

 
This is an informal idiom, occurring mainly in British English.31 

Way-out is a slightly out-dated, informal adjective meaning ‘weird, unusual, 
deliberately attempting to be modern, fashionable or nonconformist’, e.g. 
some way-out, wacky suggestions; This sort of music is too way-out for me. 
 
 
4.7 A note on previous proposals of particles as heads of PrtPs 

I have, hopefully, provided ample evidence to argue that particles can project 
(i.e. be the head of) larger syntactic structures, which may be called particle 
phrases, in analogy with noun phrases, verb phrases, etc. I cannot stake 
claim to the invention of the PrtP, however. In this last section, I want to 
compare my proposal for particle phrases with other proposals that have 
been advanced in the literature. It will appear that I have not reinvented the 
wheel, and even if I had, this would not necessarily have been such a bad 
thing—see Tuggy (2002) on some advantages of reinventing wheels.  
 The notion—or should I say notation—‘PrtP’ dates at least as far back as 
Guéron (1990). However, Guéron’s design for a ‘PrtP wheel’ is completely 
different from ours. She analyses the underlined chunk in He brought up the 
package as a single constituent, which she labels as ‘PrtP’ and which is 
headed by the particle up. The NP the package is then treated as a comple-
ment to up in this account. Clearly, such an NP complement is of a very 
different nature, semantically, from what we consider to be the complement 
to the particle up in, e.g., He brought the package up to his room, namely the 
PP to his room. Although we have abstained from explicating the comple-
ment of PrtPs in our proposal along semantic lines, it will be immediately 
agreed that the package and to his room fulfil totally different functions vis-
à-vis the particle. In Guéron’s analysis, the relation of the complement to the 

                                                      
31 Note that we did not list spot as a prespecifier in Subsection 4.6.1, for the same 
reason we did not mention full in any of the previous subsections: spot, as a pre-
specifier, is only used in this idiomatic expression. 
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particle is like the relation of a direct object to a verb. As Guéron writes her-
self, “The particle thus acquires the syntactic and semantic status of a verb” 
(1990: 161). In our analysis, the complement essentially narrows down the 
semantic scope of the particle, comparable to the way pleased can be made 
more constrained in meaning by a complement like to see you or to hear 
that. 

Guéron’s analysis apparently finds some support within generative gram-
mar. In particular, she appeals to such features as T(ense)-marking,  case-
assignment and barriers. It is beyond my aim and ability to evaluate 
Guéron’s proposal on these theory-specific terms.32 Rather, I would like to 
question its viability on (relatively) theory-neutral and empirical grounds.  
 A first immediate problem is that the sequence up the package cannot be 
moved around (i.e. cannot remain adjacent in other syntactic environments), 
as it should if it were a constituent. That this is problematic is actually 
granted by Haegeman and Guéron (1999: 262-63), who say that one might 
object against their analysis (which is similar as in Guéron 1990) on the ba-
sis of the ungrammaticality of, e.g., *Up which package did he bring?, *The 
package up which he brought was important, or *Up that package, he 
brought. I think this is a very basic objection, but Haegeman and Guéron do 
not, as far as I can tell, offer any explanation for these data that is valid be-
yond the confines of the particular grammatical theory they adhere to.  
 Secondly, in He brought up the package, the particle up cannot be ac-
companied by a specifier or prespecifier (e.g. *He brought back up the pack-
age; *He brought right up the package). This fact needs explaining if it were 
really the case that up projects a PrtP in this syntactic environment. In the 
next chapter, I will defend that up does not project in He brought up the 
passage, whilst it does in He brought the package up. In the latter configura-
tion, indeed, it can be accompanied by a (pre)specifier (e.g. He brought the 
package {back / right / right back} up). 
 Thirdly, the possibility of the particle taking a PP rather than an NP as 
complement is not discussed. 
 Harley and Noyer (1998), too, propose the existence of a PrtP in which 
the particle can be complemented with what we would normally consider a 
direct object NP. The first objection raised with respect to Guéron’s analysis 
applies here as well: the suggestion that the sequence Prt – NP in Chris 
wrote up the paper is a single constituent comports ill with the impossibility 
to keep these words together in other sentence patterns. As to the second 
problem with Guéron’s proposal, Harley and Noyer have found a way 
around this by claiming (simplifying their account somewhat) that in Chris 
wrote up the paper the particle has actually moved out of its head position in 
the PrtP in order to cliticize to the verb. Put differently, the particle incorpo-

                                                      
32 This has been done, for an earlier paper by Guéron, by Johnson (1991: 596ff.). 
See also Dehé (2002: 26-28) for further critique within the generative paradigm. 



176 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

rates with the verb, which prevents it from having a (pre)specifier of its own. 
All in all, this proposal has its merits in taking into account certain empirical 
facts, but it still suffers from the implausibility of base-generating the object 
NP in the complement position of the PrtP. Moreover, sentences in which a 
particle is followed by a PP as complement are again overlooked. 
 What my proposal has in common with the proposals by Guéron and by 
Harley and Noyer is that the particle is seen as an element which can be the 
syntactic head of a full syntactic phrase. Generativists may criticize my pro-
posal for its lack of concern with issues like “structural Case checking” and 
“functional projections”, which are very high on the agenda in the latest 
versions of generative grammar. On the other hand, I am confident that my 
analysis of the internal structure of particle phrases can stand comparison 
favourably with other proposals when we look at how empirical issues are 
handled. My proposal is not characterized by a complete absence of formal 
apparatus—see again (204)a—but the notational tools I have employed were 
merely meant to bring out the structure I believe to exist in the data. I have 
tried to uphold my commitment to language description, thereby freely 
adapting X-bar structure to fit the data (rather than ignore data that do not fit 
into orthodox X-bar theory). I have no illusions that the descriptive phrase 
structure rules proposed in this chapter can account for any naturally occur-
ring particle phrase, nor would I dare to guarantee that these rules are con-
strained enough not to overgenerate. However, I do believe that considerable 
progress has been made into the grammatical representation of particle 
phrases. 
 



 

5  Phrase structure continued: particles and particle 
phrases in larger patterns 

The central problem of syntax is how the composition of an expression is related to 
its distribution. All the conceptual apparatus of syntax arises from trying to describe 
how the internal syntax and the external syntax of expressions fit together. … The 
class membership of the central word in an expression goes hand in hand with a set 
of contexts that expression can occur in. 

Arnold Zwicky 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The previous chapter revealed the internal syntax of particle phrases. In the present 
chapter, we will explore their external syntax, that is, the range of larger grammati-
cal structures in which a particle or a particle phrase can be found. By ‘larger’ 
structures we mean VPs or clauses. In some of these larger structures, the particle 
can be the head of a full PrtP, but in others, it can only occur on its own, without 
any (pre)specifier or complement. It is therefore important to state precisely which 
syntactic environments allow the particle to project a phrase. This chapter deals 
head-on with the syntactic context in which we know the particle best—the verb-
particle combination. It will become clear, though, that ‘the’ verb-particle combina-
tion is just an abstraction, covering many different structures (see Section 5.1), 
which can be classified, among other possible syntactic parameters, according to 
transitivity. In Sections 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4, we will deal with intransitive, 
(mono)transitive and ditransitive patterns, respectively. Furthermore, the verb-
particle combination is not the only syntactic structure in which a particle, or a 
particle phrase, can be legitimately used, as is evident from our inclusion of a sec-
tion on verbless patterns (Section 5.5). In Section 5.6, I briefly discuss, without at-
tempting to formalize, the syntactic function of the particle (phrase) within the VP. 
In Section 5.7, I deal with some remaining peripheral patterns. 
 
 
5.1 Introduction 

The vast literature of research on particles has been mainly concerned with 
clarifying the sort of relation that holds between the particle and the verb 
with which it combines. Linguists have pondered the question, for example, 
whether a unit of a verb and a particle has syntactic status or is rather some-
thing morphological. This question is reflected in the existence of the terms 
‘verb-particle construction’ and ‘particle verb’ to refer to the same thing. 
(Note, though, that in Construction Grammar, by calling a syntactic unit a 
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‘construction’ one does not commit oneself to considering this unit as having 
supra-word level status.) Another frequently-asked question focuses on the 
sort of syntactic relationship between the particle and the object NP in transi-
tive verb-particle combinations. And of course, much ink has been spilled 
over the question which structure is the more basic, ‘V − Prt − NP’ or ‘V − 
NP − Prt’.  

These questions, interesting though they may be, focus only on a small 
portion of the entire ‘syntactic space’ filled by particle patterns. In this chap-
ter, I want to give an overview of the structures in which particles can be 
encountered, thereby showing that there is a great deal more richness in the 
external syntax of particles. 
 
 
5.1.1 A brief overview of larger patterns with particles 

Particles can be found in a wide range of ‘larger’ syntactic configurations—
typically VPs or clauses embedding a particle. The following is a fairly ex-
tensive enumeration of the distributional possibilities, ignoring for now the 
question whether the particle can or cannot project (i.e. be the head of) a full 
PrtP in these structural environments. 
 
(244) a. V − Prt         (e.g. He woke up.) 
  b. V − Prt − PP       (e.g. We look forward to your stay.) 
  c. V − Prt − (as) NP/AdjP  (e.g. She comes across cool.) 

d. V − Prt − NP       (e.g. She brought up five children.) 
  e. V − Prt − NP − PP     (e.g. She called down curses on him.) 

f. V − Prt − NP − NP    (e.g. Give back my mom her health.)  
g. V − NP − Prt       (e.g. I put the box down.) 

  h. V − NP − Prt − P    (e.g. Let’s get it over with.) 
 i. V − NP − Prt − PP     (e.g. I helped her on with her coat.) 

  j. V − NP − Prt − as NP/AdjP (e.g. This marks her out as a genius.) 
k. V − NP − Prt − NP    (e.g. She wrote me out a cheque.) 
l. V − NP − NP − Prt    (e.g. He dished her a nice dinner up.) 

  m. V − it − Prt − that-C    (e.g. She put it about that I was gay.) 
  n. Prt − V − NP     (e.g. Up rises the axe.) 

 o. Prt − NP − V     (e.g. Down he falls.) 
  p. Prt − NP − V − NP    (e.g. In they rolled a pink Steinway.) 
  q. Prt (− with NP)     (e.g. Away with this rubbish!) 
  r. PP − NP − V − Prt     (e.g. On you I fall back.) 
  s. PP − NP − V − NP − Prt  (e.g. With this we can’t fob her off.) 

 t. NP − Prt       (e.g. Hands off!) 
u. be V-en − Prt     (e.g. He was beaten up.) 
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  v. be V-en − Prt − P     (e.g. This can’t be put up with.) 
  w. be V-en − Prt − PP    (e.g. This week is given up to parties.) 
  x. be V-en − Prt − as NP/AdjP (e.g. I was written off as dead.) 

 y. be V-en − Prt − NP    (e.g. He’s been paid back his loan.) 
  z. be V-en − NP − Prt    (e.g. Will I ever be given them back?) 
 
To be sure, there are many more possible configurations in which a Prt can 
occur. However, I have taken a conservative stance here by restricting the 
list mostly to patterns that cannot be analysed as combinations of simpler, 
more basic patterns. Put differently, I have not listed most of the patterns that 
linguists might possibly extract from sequences that speakers can freely as-
semble following well-attested combinatorial principles of the English lan-
guage. For example, the structure NP – V – NP – to – V – Prt is not listed in 
(244), since all of its instantiations (e.g. I told him to sod off, She asked me to 
come over, etc.) are free combinations of the first pattern with an object con-
trol construction and therefore this structure does not have to be stored.  

On the other hand, many of the configurations towards the bottom of the 
list are further decomposable. For example, the structure in (244)u combines 
the transitive verb-particle combination, considered as an abstraction (in 
particular, as something unmarked for voice), with the passive construction. 
For this reason, the list can be shortened. This will be done in the next sub-
section. 
 
 
5.1.2 Clusters of patterns 

The wide variety of patterns containing a Prt are represented in (244) as an 
unstructured list, as though these patterns were all equal in status and unre-
lated to each other, like letters in the alphabet or entries in a phone book. 
Another way of looking at them is by treating some structures as basic pat-
terns and others as related to one of these patterns in one way or another. 
This is essentially the approach taken by Cowie and Mackin (1993), who 
make a distinction between a small number of basic patterns and a larger 
number of what they call “transforms”, which are the result of structural 
rearrangements, sometimes with some minor replacements (e.g. of an active 
verb form by a passive one) and concomitant adjustments (e.g. insertion of 
the preposition by). These lexicographers stress that “the decision to treat 
some kinds of sentence patterns as being derived from others has been made 
for reasons of descriptive convenience. It does not imply a commitment to 
the view that some patterns are more abstract, or ‘deeper’ than others” 
(1993: 445).  

We adopt much the same stance here, by picking out only a limited num-
ber of structures as shorthand notations for clusters of interrelated patterns, 
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without considering the structures not chosen as actually transformationally 
derived from the ones picked out. This said, there is a sense in which active 
is more basic than passive, or in which structures with the Prt following the 
verb is less marked than structures with a preposed Prt. Therefore, our 
choice is far from arbitrary. The following patterns, then, are the ones that 
we have chosen as representatives. 
 
(245) a. V − Prt         (e.g. He woke up.) 

b. V − NP − Prt       (e.g. I put the box down.) 
 c. V − NP − Prt − NP    (e.g. She wrote me out a cheque.) 
d. V − Prt − PP       (e.g. We look forward to your stay.) 
e. V − NP − Prt − PP     (e.g. I helped her on with her coat.) 
f. V − Prt − (as) NP/AdjP  (e.g. She comes across cool.) 

  g. V − NP − Prt − as NP/AdjP (e.g. This marks her out as a genius.) 
 
These patterns further cluster into three groups if we factor out transitivity. 
That is, the presence or absence of a direct object NP, or of a possible indi-
rect object NP, crosscuts three distinct patterns, namely a pattern with only a 
particle phrase at the end, one with a particle phrase followed by a preposi-
tional phrase and one with a particle phrase followed by a predicative com-
plement: 
 

 intransitive V monotransitive V ditransitive V 

V – Prt � � � 
V – Prt – PP � � � 
V – Prt – (as) NP/AdjP � � � 

 
The fact that only the first pattern, with a Prt only, has a ditransitive variant 
may be explained as following from the unmarked status of this first (un-
marked) pattern compared to the other two (unmarked) patterns. These latter 
patterns add something in form, either a PP or an AdjP/NP, and may for that 
reason be characterized as being more special, with a concomitant reduction 
in transitivity possibilities. And it is of course the relative markedness of the 
ditransitive pattern (compared to the more common intransitive and 
(mono)transitive sentence types) that accounts for the fact that it is the 
ditransitive pattern that is not available with these two more special patterns 
(i.e. the one with an extra PP and the one with an extra NP or AdjP). 
 In the following three sections, we will deal with intransitive, transitive 
and ditransitive verb-particle patterns, respectively. 
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5.2 Intransitive verb-particle patterns  

5.2.1 The simplest structure 

The simplest pattern in which a particle combines with a verb is instantiated 
by such combinations as given in (246): 
 
(246) back off, break through, catch on, come about, drop by, fall down, 

freeze over, go ahead, go down, hang around, hang on, join in, play 
around, press on, show up, sing along, slip through, speak up, stand 
out, stand up, step back, stick around, think back, turn up, wear away, 
wimp out, … 

 
When the particle is used in a directional sense, it functions as a path-
expressing argument. In that case, the verb-particle combination is often 
fully compositional. For example, the meaning of walk away is the simple 
sum, one might say, of the meaning of walk and the meaning of away. Even 
so, such a combination may be stored as a whole, as an instance of the in-
transitive verb-particle pattern. In any case, this pattern needs to be posited 
anyhow to account for cases like buzz off, in which the particle is directional 
and in which the verb gets imbued with a motional sense it does not have of 
its own. And of course, all the idiomatic combinations warrant the positing 
of a constructional pattern.  

A spatial particle can project a full PrtP, with specifiers, prespecifiers and 
complements (see the previous chapter for details on the internal structure of 
particle phrases): 
 
(247) I need to come right back up to the surface.  

(www.telegraph.co.uk/arts/main.jhtml?xml=/ arts/2003/07/01/btbar01.xml, 
accessed 25 March 2004) 

 
In this example, up is the head of a PrtP (which is rendered in italics), in 
which right is a prespecifier, back a specifier, and to the surface a comple-
ment. Sometimes, a non-spatial particle, too, can be used as the head of a 
multi-word PrtP. This situation is rarer, but in any case, no sharp line can be 
drawn between spatial and non-spatial particles with respect to the ability to 
project. Here are some examples with non-spatial particles being accompa-
nied with other elements making up a PrtP with the particle in question: 
 
(248) a. I changed the subject and he chilled right out. 

(www.geocities.com/thegatekeeperweb/interview.html, accessed 25 
March 2004) 

b. C’mon, wake on up. 
(www.enolasrealm.com/wos2.htm, accessed 25 March 2004) 
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  c. The demon blew up into tiny pieces and slowly disappeared.1  
(www.charmedinteractive.ifitsa.com/ fanfic/weakwitch.html, accessed 25 
March 2004) 

d. Your milk supply will build back up, as the baby spends more time 
at the breast. 
(www.lalecheleague.org/FAQ/unexpected.html, accessed 18 May 2004) 

  e. Chappy’s heart rate has slowed way down. 
(www.livesinabox.com/friends/1012.shtml, accessed 18 May 2004) 

 
In view of the possibility of the particle to be (pre)specified and/or comple-
mented, we need a pattern with the following syntactic form:  
 
(249) [VP V PrtP] 
 
(Here and elsewhere, the symbol ‘V’ abstracts away from—and is therefore 
not incompatible with—any inflections and auxiliaries a verb may take.) 
Apart from containing information about the possibility of the particle to 
project a phrase, this pattern also explicitly states that the syntactic status of 
a verb-particle combination is phrasal (a VP), not sub-phrasal (V') or word-
level (V). This is important to the extent that our decision clearly breaks with 
the view embodied in the rewriting rule V → V1 + Prt, which Chomsky 
(1957) proposed. This view is still upheld in some generative circles. A good 
reason to diverge from it is that the verb and the particle can be split up by 
an adverbial adjunct expressing manner, as in He walked hurriedly over or 
The campfire died slowly out.2 

                                                      
1 As we have pointed out in the previous chapter (Subsection 4.3.2), it is not always 
clear whether the PP is part of the PrtP or constitutes a phrase of its own. This ex-
ample may actually be a case in point.  
2 In idiomatic verb-particle combinations, the insertion of an adverbial adjunct is less 
frequently encountered—cf. Huddleston (2002a: 285), who remarks that “the further 
the meaning is from that of a literal combination the less likely it is that such inser-
tion will be acceptable.” This generalization is not at odds with what we stated in 
Chapter 3 (Subsection 3.5.3), namely that no absolute distinction can be claimed to 
exist between directional and non-directional particles with respect to the possible 
occurrence of an adverbial adjunct (of manner) in between the verb and the particle 
(but see Bolinger 1971: 117-19 for the view to the contrary). In fact, there is evi-
dence that Huddleston’s starred example *They carried resolutely on may be found 
acceptable by some speakers: 
(i) a. Her mouth trembled for a moment but she squared her shoulders and carried 

resolutely on [i.e. with speaking—B. C.].  
  (unnatural-brats.net/fic/karen_freakazoid25.html, accessed 3 April 2004) 
 b. 10 years ago, Dimbleby would have carried resolutely on, with others in 

tow, right through to 3pm if necessary as he did in 1987 and 1992. 
  (offthetelly.users.btopenworld.com/ reviews/2000/vote2000.htm, accessed 3 April 

2004) 
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 I also propose the following ‘rewriting rule’, with the pattern in (249) 
appearing in the right-hand side: 
 
(250)  [intr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V PrtP] 
 
This rule requires some comment.  

First of all, unlike a classical phrase structure rule, (250) does not convert 
a single left-hand symbol into multiple right-hand symbols. Rather, its pur-
pose is to elucidate how a certain rudimentarily represented unit can actually 
be used syntactically. I think realization rule would be a suitable term for 
such a rule. It should be remembered that realization rules are also, within 
our descriptive framework, a kind of patterns. What they do is describe a 
regularly occurring fact (an observable ‘pattern’ in the language), in this case 
that stored intransitive verb-particle combinations enter sentential syntax as 
verb phrases and that they allow the particle to take a (pre)specifier and/or a 
complement. 
 Secondly, this rule allows us to represent a stored combination like, for 
example, join up simply as [intr V-Prt join up]. We can then entrust the possible 
syntactic employment of this combination, such as the insertion of right 
before the particle, to the realization rule. The practicality of this procedure 
may not be immediately evident with this simple pattern, but as soon as there 
are multiple placement possibilities for an object NP (see the next sections), 
it will become clear that a realization rule keeps the representation of stored 
items relatively transparent and free of unnecessary specifications, since the 
realization rule ‘drains away’ general information from individual patterns. 
 
 
5.2.2  The structure with a separate prepositional phrase  

A combination of a verb and a particle may be extended with a prepositional 
phrase. For example: 
 
(251) a. They settled down in Amsterdam. 

b. How do you get by on one income? 
c. Beijing shapes up for the 2008 Olympic games. 

 

                                                                                                                             
 c. Steve carried resolutely on with The Steve Phillips Juke Band, until in 1976, 

another art school graduate, one Brendan Croker, entered his life. 
  (www.digital.mcmail.com/nhb/intro/steve.htm, accessed 3 April 2004) 
On entering the search query “carried * on with” in Google, where the symbol “*” 
functions as a wildcard for any free-standing word, one can come across more ex-
amples in which the particle is preceded by an adverb of manner (e.g. blissfully, 
bravely, ceaselessly, gamely, merrily, quietly, smoothly, etc.).  
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That the PP does not form a constituent with the particle is clear from the 
ease with which an adverbial adjunct can be positioned in between them: 
 
(252) a. They settled down at last in Amsterdam. 

b. How do you get by so easily on one income? 
  c. Beijing shapes up well in time for the 2008 Olympic games. 
 
The PP added to the verb-particle combination in (251)a-c poses as few dif-
ficulties to the interpretation of the V – Prt – PP sequence as away to the 
interpretation of walk away (cf. our discussion in the previous subsection). 
The comparison can be pushed further in that the PP in this sequence can 
easily be replaced by another PP, just like away is not the only possible par-
ticle to follow the verb walk: 
 
(253) a. They settled down for bed. 

b. How do you get by without a job? 
  c. Beijing shapes up against Western cities.  
 
Moreover, the PP can be left out without engendering ungrammaticality: 
 
(254) a. They settled down. 

b. How do you get by? 
c. Beijing shapes up. 

 
So, on the basis of the above examples alone, there does not seem to be 
much need to posit a special constructional pattern to account for V – Prt – 
PP sequences.  

However, not all such sequences are equally freely compositional. For 
example, face up to is a more stereotyped combination—no preposition other 
than to can be used after face up, and this V – Prt sequence is not complete 
without an added to-PP.3 Traditionally, such a combination is called a 
“prepositional(-)phrasal verb” (Strang 1962: 157; Declerck 1991: 45) or a 

                                                      
3 I am careful to use stereotyped and not idiomatic here: the combination face up to 
is somewhat but not highly idiomatic: its meaning is far from entirely unpredictable 
given the existence of the transitive verb face (something unpleasant)—see Hampe 
(2000) for an in-depth treatment of the semantic motivation of this combination. 
Quirk and Greenbaum (1973: 351) note a parallel example where the particle, or the 
particle and the preposition, seem rather superfluous to the understanding of the 
entire combination:  

“Similarly, check up on (his record), ‘investigate’, is analysable as consisting of 
the prepositional verb check on plus the intensifying up. We also have the single-
word verb check, and therefore three transitive verbs of similar meaning, to-
gether with the intransitive check and check up.” (Quirk and Greenbaum 1973: 
351) 
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“phrasal-prepositional verb” (Quirk et al. 1985: 1160), reflecting the intui-
tion that it is phrasal verb (in the sense of an idiomatic/stereotyped verb-
particle combination) selecting a fixed preposition, by analogy with such 
fixed combinations as consist of, refer to, hope for, which are called “prepo-
sitional verbs” tout court. Here are some more examples, with some illustra-
tive NPs added between brackets: 

 
(255) come in for (severe criticism) ‘attract’, get away with (such abuses) 

‘go unpunished for’, give up on (the whole dating thing) ‘abandon’, go 
through with (the project) ‘continue so as to complete’, hold on to 
(your faith) ‘not let go’, live up to (shareholders’ expectations) ‘ful-
fil’, look forward to (meeting you) ‘eagerly anticipate’, make up for 
(his lack of good looks) ‘help to balance’, pick up on (her personality) 
‘understand, appreciate’, put up with (the noise) ‘endure, tolerate’ 

 
The object of the preposition is sometimes analysed as being the object of 
what is construed as a transitive multi-word verb (e.g. Quirk and Greenbaum 
1973: 351; Francis, Hunston and Manning 1996: 17): 
 
(256) She [faced up to] [these challenges].  (≈ She [confronted] [these chal-

lenges]) 
 
Backing up such an analysis is the possibility to ‘strand’ the preposition with 
the verb and the particle in, among other constructions, wh-questions and 
passives: 
 
(257) a. [Which challenges] did she [face up to]? 

b. [These challenges] must be [faced up to]. 
 
However, many objections can be raised against the view that the verb, the 
particle and the preposition make up a single syntactic constituent. The fol-
lowing counterarguments are based largely on Huddleston’s (2002a: 277) 
critique against a similar treatment for prepositional verbs (whereby the 
preposition is also commonly ‘reanalysed’ as getting incorporated into the 
verb, as in I [referred to] [her book]). 

(i) Unlike single-word transitives (especially when used with a heavy object 
NP), Verb – Prt – PP sequences do not allow the insertion of an adverb be-
fore the putative object NP: 
 
(258) a. She confronted squarely [the challenges posed by her job]. 

b. *She [faced up to] squarely [the challenges posed by her job]. 
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By contrast, an adverb can be placed in between the particle and the preposi-
tion in this example, suggesting that the preposition and the following NP 
are to be taken together as a constituent. Here is an authentic example: 
 
(259) Whether they faced up squarely to the implications of this perspective 

is open to question. 
(taylorandfrancis.metapress.com/ index/D5HC0RN8T1EV1083.pdf, accessed 
3 April 2004) 

 

(ii) It is possible to front the preposition with the NP (that is, with a proform) 
in relative clauses: 
 
(260) There are a number of other issues to which we have to face up, apart 

from the ageing population. 
(www.irlgov.ie/debates-03/s15Apr/Sect2.htm, accessed 3 April 2004) 

 
Again, this casts doubts on the idea that the preposition is syntactically more 
closely associated with the verb and the particle than with the NP. Presuma-
bly, it is also possible to front the preposition in wh-questions and it-clefts, 
but I have not been able to find authentic examples to consolidate this claim. 

(iii) It is possible to coordinate the entire PP, not just the NP: 
 
(261) The Parliamentary Secretary must face up to his responsibilities and to 

the realities of the situation. 
(www.oireachtas-debates.gov.ie/D/ 0104/D.0104.194703200032.html, ac-
cessed 3 April 2004) 

 
This is evidence, once more, that the preposition and the following NP to-
gether form a separate unit syntactically. 

(iv) Apart from intransitive V – Prt – PP sequences, there are also transitive 
ones like the following (to be discussed in section 5.3.3): 
 
(262) a. He put his success down to luck. 

b. She let me in on a little secret.  
c. You have to trade off one value against another. 

 
Clearly, the view according to which the particle and the preposition form a 
syntactic constituent with the verb cannot be upheld here, since the elements 
of this supposed syntactic unit are separated by the object NP (his success; 
me; one value).  
 It follows from the above four points that we should refrain from analys-
ing stereotyped and/or idiomatic sequences like the ones in (255) as some 
kind of multi-word transitive verbs. I think it is more adequate to look upon 
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them as VPs with partially specified lexical material. This view is possible, 
of course, in the Pattern Grammar framework we adhere to.  

A remaining question, now, is whether the particle can project in this pat-
tern. It certainly can in some of the less fixed combinations: 
 
(263) At that point I decided to [go] [on out to the car] [with him]. 

(www.unsolvedmysteries.com/usm308533.html, accessed 4 April 2004) 
 
The more conventionalized the combination of verb, particle and preposi-
tion, the less likely it becomes that the particle is embellished with other 
material, but there are nonetheless some examples which give evidence of 
the potential, if hardly ever realized, projection of the particle in fixed com-
binations (square brackets added to the original sentences): 
 
(264) a. I can’t remember, I’ll have to [check] [back up] [on it].  (back is a 

specifier to the particle up) 
(www.harbon.com/online_chat2/_disc8/00000254.htm, accessed 4 April 
2004) 

b. That [ties] [right in] [with my next point].  (right is a prespecifier)  
(www.geocities.com/aetus_kane/writing/aifwrite.html, accessed 4 April 
2004) 

c. … I’ve [cut] [down to almost nothing] [on my alcolhol [sic] con-
sumption]…  (to almost nothing is a complement) 

 (sean.chittenden.org/news/entry/?news_id=66, accessed 4 April 2004) 
  
Especially the addition of a complement to the particle is very rare in fixed 
combinations, possibly because there is semantically no need to elaborate on 
the particle, or because it is not possible to assign a clear meaning to the 
particle in the first place. In other words, the fact that such examples are hard 
to come by possibly has to do with semantic co-occurrence restrictions rather 
than with syntactic restrictions. Note also that the specifier back has seman-
tic scope over more than just the particle if this particle is not directional. 
This is a point we have already made in the previous chapter. For example, 
check back up on it can be paraphrased as ‘check up on it again’, which 
shows that back semantically modifies the entire VP. Similarly, the prespeci-
fier right also has wide semantic scope in combinations where the particle 
does not make any obvious semantic contribution. So, tie right in with my 
next point is interpreted more or less as ‘tie in with my next point perfectly’.  
 From a purely syntactic point of view, there are no firm grounds to make 
a distinction between loose and fixed V – Prt – PP sequences. Both types 
conform to the same pattern, whose structure can be represented thus: 
 
(265) [VP V PrtP PP] 
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In addition to this pattern, we may adopt a realization rule which ‘rewrites’ 
stored combinations as such a VP: 
 
(266) [intr V-Prt-P X Y Z] → [VP V PrtP PP] 
 
As in the case of the more simple verb-particle pattern (see previous sec-
tion), this rule allows a conventional combination like check up on to be 
stored economically as [intr V-Prt-P check up on], while it ensures that the nor-
mal syntactic realization of this combination is taken care of. 
 In subsection 5.2.5 below, we will deal with more marked realizations 
that exist for some, but by far not all, verb-particle-preposition combinations.  
 
 
5.2.3  The structure with a constituent (usually an NP or AdjP) function-

ing as predicative complement 

Huddleston (2002a: 286, 288) distinguishes a pattern in which the simple 
structure is extended with a predicative complement, as in She ended up 
[(as) captain]. According to him, combinations of a verb and a particle 
which take a predicative complement are relatively small in number, but 
Francis, Hunston and Manning (1996: 135) claim that the structure with a 
predicative NP “is a productive pattern: many verbs of movement can be 
used in this way”. They give the following example: 
 
(267) You’re going out a youngster, but you’ve got to come back a star.  

(Francis, Hunston and Manning 1996: 135) 
 
Such a structure with a bare NP following the particle is often used to de-
scribe a drastic change in the identity of the subject referent (involving a 
particular state of mind, personality, role in society, etc.). Below are some 
more examples. Note, incidentally, that the last example shows that the verb-
particle combination need not express movement to be used in this pattern. 
 
(268) a. I walked away a different person. 

b. She returned home a disillusioned young lady. 
c. What if she lost her memory of her family and woke up a new 

woman with a new personality and a new outlook on life?4 
 (niklovr.tvheaven.com/Stories/stories.html, accessed 6 April 2004) 
 

Observe, however, that the idea of changed identity is completely absent in 
the first half of the coordinated structure in (267), so in fact, what the struc-

                                                      
4 Note that She woke up a different person, taken out of context, is ambiguous be-
tween an intransitive and a transitive reading. 
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ture at hand explicitly codes may be nothing more than that the final NP 
stands in a predicative relation (i.e. a be-relation) to the subject referent, and 
the notion of change may only be an often-observed pragmatic effect (an 
implicature). Whether or not a change reading holds does not depend on the 
choice of the verb-particle combination: in the following examples, go out 
NP now receives a change reading while come back NP does not: 
 
(269) a. Previous visitors to our health spa have testified that you come in 

an old man and you’re going out a youngster. 
b. But while you returned home relaxed, you didn’t feel changed by 

the experience—you came back the same person you were before 
you left. 
(www.newfrontiersadventures.com/Trchoice/TC1.htm, accessed 23 De-
cember 2004) 

 
Consider also the following paraphrases (cf. Declerck 1991: 35), which 
clearly show that the use of be does not result in a change or loss of mean-
ing:5 
 
(270) a. You’re a youngster when you’re going out, but you’ve got to be a 

star when you come back. 
b. I was a different person when I walked away. 

  c. She was a disillusioned young lady when she returned home. 
d. She was a new woman when she woke up.  (simplified paraphrase) 
e. Previous visitors to our health spa have testified that you are an old 

man when you come in and you are a youngster when you’re going 
out. 

f. … when you came back you were the same person you were before 
you left. 

 
The structure in which the NP is introduced by the preposition as is at 

least equally productive—note that in (267)-(268), insertion of as before the 
predicative NPs would be possible, though the result would sound somewhat 
less idiomatic. An as-predicative does not seem to suggest that the subject 
referent has undergone a change in personality. For example, in I returned 
home as a tourist, the subject referent is merely described as returning home 
in the capacity of a tourist, and it is hardly possible to leave out as here: ??I 
returned home a tourist would be taken to mean that the subject referent, due 
to his or her experiences abroad, has adopted ‘touristhood’ as a completely 
new lifestyle. An as-introduced NP also tends to be less closely related to the 

                                                      
5 An argument for this be- rather than become-relation is also provided by the case 
of grow up {poor / rich / Italian / …}, where the predicative complement indicates 
the current rather than the future state of the subject referent. 
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verb-particle combination. More precisely, an as-predicative is syntactically 
more like an adjunct than like a complement; see Huddleston (2002a: 219-
28) for some distinguishing criteria.  

However, the dividing line between complements and adjuncts is rather 
fuzzy in this particular area of the language, what with some verb-particle 
combinations being very frequently used with an as-predicative, in particular 
combinations which belong to what Francis, Hunston and Manning (1996: 
160) call the “work group” and which “are concerned with doing, getting, 
leaving, or training for a job. The noun group after as contains a job title 
such as doctor or president.” For example: 
 
(271) a. Lemerre, who took over as coach after France’s 1998 World Cup 

triumph, refused to resign. 
(slam.canoe.ca/Slam/2002/07/05/1984.html, accessed 6 April 2004) 

b. Dr. Lichter stepped down as chair in 1997. 
(www.med.umich.edu/radonc/dep/dephis.htm, accessed 6 April 2004) 

c. But more than all these, how Badawi shapes up as the new prime 
minister will determine the fate of the economy. 
(www.indeconomist.com/300104_swaminathan.html, accessed 6 April 
2004) 

 
Similar combinations are sign up as, stand down as, and swear in as. There 
are a few other combinations with an as-marked predicative complement 
that are not (necessarily) related to the domain of jobs and official functions, 
namely double up as and dress up as. In actual fact, shape up as is also more 
widely applicable, as in The match was shaping up as a battle, where it 
means that the match was developing into a battle or at least was perceived 
to be doing so. Other combinations having to do with appearance are come 
across {as / like}, come over {as / like} and go down as. Furthermore, there 
is a small set of combinations referring to ‘beginning’ or ‘ending’, namely 
come out (as), start off (as), start out (as), end up (as), finish up (as) and 
wind up (as), which allow the predicative complement to occur without in-
troductory as. Finally, Francis, Hunston and Manning (1996: 162) also men-
tion the use of come out as (e.g. a lesbian) in the sense of ‘let people know 
that, as regards one’s sexual preferences, one is (e.g. a lesbian)’.  

Syntactically, these combinations might be treated as instances of the 
constructional pattern described in the previous subsection (i.e. as what are 
called “prepositional phrasal verbs” or “phrasal-prepositional verbs” in tradi-
tional grammar), since they consist of a verb and a particle conventionally 
followed by a PP headed by a fixed preposition. Semantically, they differ 
from these in that the object of the preposition functions as a predicative (i.e. 
as a constituent ascribing a property to the subject referent) and not as a kind 
of direct object.  
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 As is to be expected of a predicative complement, it can also be realized 
as an adjective phrase. So, the productive pattern with a bare predicative NP 
(e.g. return home a disillusioned man) can also occur with a bare adjective 
phrase (e.g. return home disillusioned with drugs and hippies). The combi-
nations come across (as), come over (as), and come out (as) (in the sense of 
‘confess one’s homosexuality’) all usually, but not always, mark an adjecti-
val predicative complement with the preposition as. Other combinations 
virtually require an adjectival predicative complement to be bare; these are 
the combinations with a ‘beginning’ or ‘ending’ sense—start off, start out, 
come out, end up, finish up and wind up. Compare the following examples, 
where ‘%’ means ‘not ungrammatical but rather uncommon’: 
 
(272) a. He came {across / over} {as very arrogant / %very arrogant / as an 

arrogant prat / *an arrogant prat}.6 
b. It started {off / out} {?*as fairly innocent / fairly innocent / as a 

fairly innocent joke / %a fairly innocent joke}. 
 
The combination turn out is also followed by a bare predicative complement, 
whether it be an adjectival or a nominal one: 
 
(273) She turned out {*as amazing / amazing / *as an amazing girl / an 

amazing girl}. 
 
The use of as is also disallowed in a few combinations that optionally appear 
with one or a small number of stereotyped predicative adjectives, the syntac-
tic status of which hovers between an adjunct and a complement: {sit / 
stand}  up (*as) straight, {drop / fall} down (*as) dead, wrap up (*as) warm 
and pass out (*as) {cold / dead / drunk / unconscious}. 
 Finally, note that combinations referring to ‘beginning’ and ‘ending’ can 
contain a predicatively used locative PP, which is not itself introduced by as:  
 
(274) a. You’ll end up in the gutter. 

b.  The girls’ team came out on top with a final score of 40-30. 
c. She started out at the bottom of the pile but finished up in the man-

agement end. 
 
Such PPs are often meant figuratively, and ascribe a property to the subject 
referent rather than locate it in space: in the gutter means ‘poor’, on top 
means ‘best’, etc. 

                                                      
6 He came across an arrogant prat is fully acceptable on the unrelated reading ‘He 
accidentally met an arrogant prat’, with come [across (somebody or something)] 
used as an idiomatic prepositional verb. 
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 We will now try and formulate the patterns needed to account for the 
above observations. As elsewhere in this and the previous chapter, only the 
structural form is represented, even though we dealt quite a bit with seman-
tics as well in this subsection. Yet, the subscripted indication ‘PC’ (for 
predicative complement) makes clear that the NP does not function as a di-
rect object. 
 
(275) a. [VP V Prt [PC{NP / AdjP}]]   

b. [intr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V Prt [PC {NP / AdjP}]]   
 
The pattern (275)a allows the free creation of, e.g., sail home a hero, and the 
related realization rule in (275)b allows an already stored intransitive verb-
particle combination like [intr V-Prt wake up] to be realized syntactically with a 
predicative complement, as in wake up stronger than before. 
 Another realization rule, for combinations that are entered in the lexicon 
as taking a predicative complement with as, is given in (276): 
  
(276) [intr V-Prt-as X Y] → [VP V Prt [PC as NP]]   
 
This realization rule may be invoked to insert a stored verb-particle combi-
nation like [intr V-Prt-as sign up] into sentential syntax as, e.g., sign up as a vol-
unteer. Of course, speakers may also have directly stored the pattern [VP sign 
up [PC as NP]]. The rule in (276) may then be extracted at a more abstract 
level from the concrete syntactic realizations of shape up, sign up, stand 
down, step up, take over, swear in, and of double up and dress up.  

It is less likely that such a more general pattern should be posited for the 
following stored items, which are fewer in number and structurally more 
diverse: 
 
(277) a. [VP come {across / over} [PC {{as / like} NP / (as) AdjP}]] 

b. [VP come out [PC {as NP / (as) AdjP}]]   
c. [VP go down [PC as NP]] 

  
By contrast, sequences like wind up very wealthy may come about via the 
following abstract realization rule:  
 
(278) [intr V-Prt-(as) X Y] → [VP V Prt [PC {(as) NP / AdjP / PP}]]  
 
This rule can be invoked to form syntactic structures with start off, start out, 
come out, end up, finish up and wind up. (Or this rule may have been ini-
tially extracted from the actual use of these combinations.) Finally, there are 
some remaining patterns that need to be stored individually: 
 



Phrase structure contd. ⋅ 193 

 

 

 

(279) [VP turn out [PC {NP / AdjP}] 
 
(280) a. [VP {sit / stand} up [PC straight]] 

b. [VP {drop / fall} down [PC dead]] 
c. [VP wrap up [PC warm]]  
d. [VP pass out [PC {cold / dead / drunk / unconscious}]] 

 
Speakers of English may or may not have stored in their minds a more gen-
eral, abstract pattern, loosely based on all the ‘subpatterns’ we proposed in 
(275) through (280). The form of this general pattern could be represented 
most prototypically as follows: 
 
(281) [VP V Prt [[PC {(as) NP / AdjP}]] 
 
Notice that neither this abstract pattern nor any of the subpatterns which 
possibly give rise to it contains a maximal projection of the particle. This is 
not a negligence in the formal representation but a reflection of the empirical 
fact that the particle is almost never preceded or followed by any lexical 
elements making up a phrase with it. The particle’s virtual impossibility to 
project can be easily ascertained by trying to put right, which is generally the 
most frequently encountered element beside the particle in a PrtP, in front of 
the particle: 
 
(282) a. I walked (?*right) away as a different person. 

b. She took (?*right) over as chief executive. 
  c. This book deserves to go (?*right) down as a classic. 

 d. You’ll end (?*right) up in prison.  
  e. He passed (?*right) out cold.7 
 
A possible explanation for why the pattern described in this section contains 
only a bare particle has to be sought in the high information value of the 
predicative complement, which ‘overshadows’, so to speak, the information 
conveyed by the particle. After all, the predicative complement, as its very 
name suggests, has semantically the function of a real predicate, that is, to 
put it simply, the part of the clause which says something about the subject. 
Recall also the paraphrases in (270), in which the verb-particle combination 
appears in an adverbial adjunct. It is therefore not surprising that when, in-

                                                      
7 I have found one example in which the particle does take a prespecifier, so the non-
projection constraint might be less strong than I have made it out to be: 
(i) She sure was glad they made it in time. Said she knew Joe would have passed 

plumb out cold if he would have had to deliver it. 
(www.womenwritersblock.com/deb1.htm, accessed 14 January 2002) 
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formation-structurally speaking, the particle plays such a minor role, the 
speaker will not bother (pre)specifying or complementing it. 
 
  
5.2.4  Particle preposing 

Information structure also plays a crucial role in the choice of the pattern in 
which the particle is fronted to the beginning of a clause. The exact informa-
tion-structural properties of this pattern will be dealt with in the next chapter. 
Here, we will restrict ourselves primarily to describing its syntactic structure, 
though in doing so, we cannot ignore the semantic (or functional, pragmatic) 
side of this pattern. Let us start out by giving some examples: 
 
(283) a. Up stepped right-winger, Charlie Dyke, and in flew the ball. 

(www.barrytownfc.co.uk/eng/history/history1955.htm, accessed 7 April 
2004) 

  b. He had hardly sold when up went the shares again… 
(www.bootlegbooks.com/Fiction/Butler/Way/cha-55.html, accessed 9 
April 2004) 

c. Just when you thought they couldn’t improve the spatula, along 
comes the Bowl Scraper. 

 (www.thomhackett.com/PDF/Scrap_Dough.rtf., accessed 9 April 2004)  
d. Off you go! 
e. The rain stopped so back out we went to the main stage and caught 

the end of Supersuckers… 
 (www.jimtingle.eclipse.co.uk/leeds2K.html, accessed 7 April 2004) 
f. I went downstairs and dialled the Guguletu number. On and on the 

phone rang. 
(J. M. Coetzee, Age of Iron, London: Penguin, 1990, p. 158) 

 
These examples illustrate a number of grammatical characteristics of particle 
preposing (see also Cappelle 2002: 44-57).  

(i) Word order. When the subject is not a personal pronoun, particle prepos-
ing normally brings about subject-verb inversion, as in (283)a-c. A personal 
pronoun subject does not invert, as shown in (283)d-e. Occasionally, a full 
NP subject does not invert either, as in (283)f, but this ordering is the excep-
tion, not the rule, and it requires that the referent of the subject NP be men-
tioned or evoked in the preceding discourse, i.e., that it be contextually ac-
cessible—in this case, dialling a number presupposes the presence of a tele-
phone at the receiving end, so the accessibility constraint is satisfied here. 

(ii) Compositionality. As we have already noted in Chapter 3 (Section 3.5.4), 
particle preposing constitutes one of the few cases in which literal and idio-
matic particles display different syntactic behaviour, in that the former but 
not the latter are allowed in this pattern (cp. *Out freaked his mum; *Up 
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gave the enemy; *Down shut my PC). Note that although up in the first 
clause of (283)a does not denote upward motion, the sense of ‘toward the 
deictic centre or other salient point’ is used frequently and productively 
enough (i.e. used freely with many different verbs of motion) not to be con-
sidered an idiomatic particle (cf. Quayle 1994: 169-86). Similarly, the use of 
up in (283)b does not imply that the shares physically went to a higher loca-
tion. However, prices, shares, ratings, etc. are by convention plotted on a 
graph, where increase and decrease in value or ranking is visually repre-
sented as upward and downward movement, respectively. This means that 
up in this example is not idiomatic but literal against the background of a 
culturally well-established practice. In (283)c, the combination come along 
is an example of what Bolinger (1971: 113, note 2) calls a “second-level 
metaphor”, whereby not the particle but the entire combination is extended 
figuratively. It is easy to find similar cases in which the particle retains its 
literal meaning within a combination that is metaphorically transferred as a 
whole; the following is a particularly clear example: 
 
(284) The Sound of Music, FoxVideo, U, 1965. 

Bang in the middle of the swinging 1960s, out popped this marzipan 
musical full of simple tunes, seven children, nuns, picturesque Aus-
trian scenery and Julie Andrews’s perfect diction.  
(COBUILD Direct) 

 
It ought to be repeated, perhaps, that ‘literal’ is not to be equated with ‘spa-
tial’ or ‘directional’. Indeed, on in (283)f denotes continuation in time rather 
than onward direction in space, but this use is deemed literal on the grounds 
that it can be encountered with this meaning outside the verb-particle con-
struction: it can be used as an adverbial, especially when coordinated with 
itself, as in She talked to me, on and on.  

(iii) Particle phrase projection. The particle can project a phrase in this pat-
tern, as in (283)e, where the head out is preceded by the specifier back. This 
example also illustrates a common syntactic phenomenon (at least in the 
pattern without subject-verb inversion), namely that the complement to the 
particle (here, the PP to the main stage), if there is one, is ‘extraposed’. One 
might also say in that case that the complement is ‘stranded’, if one prefers 
to take the canonical pattern (here, we went back out to the main stage) as 
the reference for comparison.8  

                                                      
8 Note that we do not commit ourselves to a derivational approach to syntax by using 
terms like preposing, inversion, extraposition, etc. These are merely convenient 
notions to describe special surface structures with respect to other, more canonical 
surface structures. No assumption is being made through their use that one structure 
is actually derived from another in any psychologically real sense, but we do believe 
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(iv) Lexicalization. While the preposing pattern is related to the less marked 
non-preposed pattern, some of its instantiations have acquired a more inde-
pendent status. This independence manifests itself in the fact that the number 
of tokens for the preposed version far outranks the number of expected to-
kens, considering the markedness of the pattern. Such an unexpectedly high 
occurrence of preposing can be observed for the particle along, more spe-
cifically in combination with come(s) or came, as in (283)c. A quick com-
parison in Google (13 April 2004) between {comes / came} along and along 
{comes / came} shows that these sequences occur nearly equally frequently 
(1,179,000 hits vs. 987,000 hits}.9 In fact, example (283)c illustrates a more 
complex conventional pattern, namely Just when you {think / thought} X, 
along come(s) Y, whereby X is a dependent clause and Y is an NP. A search 
for this pattern in Google (13 April 2004), allowing the number of words for 
X to range between 3 and 13, returned more than 3,500 examples. An ex-
treme example of lexicalization is also given in (283)d: when looked up in 
Google (13 April 2004), “off you go” appears to occur more frequently than 
its non-preposed counterpart “you go off” (68,300 hits vs. 47,200 hits). This 
is a very crude comparison, to be sure, and these figures should not be taken 
at face value, if only because many examples of “you go off” are in fact 
cases of “off you go” repeated twice: Off you go, off you go! What is clear, 
though, is that Off you go is not just a special version of You go off. The pat-
tern ‘Prt you verb!’ typically has the force of a mild, friendly order. Off you 
go! is the best known representative of this subpattern, but Up you get! or In 
you come! can be interpreted in the same way.10 

(v) Vividness. Particle preposing can be characterized as more vivid than the 
canonical order. By putting the particle in a conspicuous position (where it 
moreover typically receives heavy accentuation), the speaker creates a sense 
of excitement. Functioning as a short, almost primeval, oral deictic signal 
that is already acquired by children at a very early age, the particle is bound 
to take the hearer by surprise in this position. As Bolinger (1977a: 98) says, 
sentences that are cast in this pattern have a strong “sensory impact”; it is as 
though they “hit the viewer”. The very least one can say is that they often 

                                                                                                                             
that structurally marked patterns and their canonical counterparts are perceived to be 
related. 
9 Come along vs. along come has been left out of this comparison, since the former 
usually occurs as an imperative. 
10 The fact that there is an overt subject (you) does not exclude the possibility that 
‘Prt you verb!’ is an actual imperative construction, given the independent existence 
of other (also more or less lexicalized) imperatives with an overt subject. For exam-
ple: 
(i) a. You be careful. 
 b. Never you mind. 
 c. Believe you me. 
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have something dramatic about them: they represent the event as if it is hap-
pening in the here and now of the speech situation (even if a past tense form 
is used), and are therefore typical of a lively, narrative style. Indeed, they 
belong to a more general pattern that seems to occur especially frequently in 
children’s stories and nursery rhymes (e.g. …Jump went the frog and down 
went the log…; …In came the doctor / In came the nurse / In came the lady 
with the alligator purse…; …Hippity hop goes the bunny in my heart…; 
…Then up Jack got and home did [sic] trot…; etc.).  

(vi) Verb forms. The property of putting the hearer in medias res (in the 
midst of things) is also reflected, among other things, in the use of the his-
toric present tense form, as in (283)c. The simple past and the simple present 
occur most frequently, as well as the bare verb form, if ‘Prt you verb’ (e.g. 
Off you go!) is a true imperative construction. Yet, other verb forms can be 
used too, as long as it remains possible for the hearer to project himself into 
the distant situation, whether it is a future, a ‘past-in-the-past’ (in novels), or 
a hypothetical one: 
 
(285) a. And as their load seems to get lighter, down’ll come a cold hard 

rain. 
(www.christianstories.com/stories/ thereishelpalongtheway.html, ac-
cessed 16 April 2004) 

b. All night he had clutched at that rim, jumped and quivered at ex-
plosions, and watched phantom events. … Then down they had 
come at last to hover over City Hall Park, and it had crept in upon 
his mind, chillingly, terrifyingly, that these illuminated black 
masses were great offices afire… 
(www.worldwideschool.org/library/books/lit/ 
sciencefiction/TheWarintheAir/chap30.html, accessed 16 April 2004) 

c. If we give in, in would come Nazism, out would go freedom, down 
would come darkness. 

 (www.dcs.gla.ac.uk/SF-Archives/Then/then_1-2.html, accessed 16 April 
2004) 

 
We can also find examples with a resultative perfect. In such cases, the 
(metaphorical) motion event is represented as having a manifest or dramatic 
outcome: 
 
(286) a. Out have gone the sleek but dull car shapes of the 1990s, and in 

has come innovative design. 
(home.aigonline.com/ceo/content/ 1,1111,16922-1568-ceo,00.html, ac-
cessed 16 April 2004) 

b. What on earth would she do—poor little fairy princess!  Down had 
come her house of cards with a vengeance! The whole of her life—
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the whole of her life! With her bringing-up and her father and all—
it seemed inconceivable that she could ever survive it.  

 (library.floresca.net/910-3.html, accessed 16 April 2004) 
 
Not surprisingly, habitual would (or its contracted form ’d), a tense form 
used a lot in vivid narratives, is found in this pattern as well. Here is an ex-
tended example with no fewer than five preposed particles, followed by this 
tense form (italics are added): 
 
(287) A favourite game was ‘Chickey Mallie’ … An accessible ground floor 

window was found and the pin stuck into the wood above a glass 
pane, off we’d slink to a dark lair, unreeling the thread as we went… 
then we began pulling it! The button started hitting the glass, “Chick, 
chick, chick.” The victim would raise the window and look out... noth-
ing. Off she’d go and “Chick, chick, chick.”—a great way to pass an 
evening in the days before television. Sometimes, alas, our victim 
knew the game... up would go the window, out would come an arm, 
and away would go our button and pin! Ah well there were always 
other naughty tricks to play. 
(listserv.linguistlist.org/ cgi-bin/wa?A2=ind0306a&L=lowlands-
l&F=&S=&P=3483, accessed 16 April 2004) 

 
All these examples refute what is suggested by Emonds (1970: 16-17; 1976: 
29-30) and Jackendoff (1973: 346), namely that the preposing pattern does 
not allow any auxiliary verbs. What we do observe, though, is that the pro-
gressive auxiliary cannot be used (*Up are going the shares again; *In she 
was walking; *Away was sailing the ship), but this restriction is not purely 
syntactic. It would appear that the progressive, which focuses on the middle 
portion of events, should be eminently suitable to underline the sense of ‘in 
the midst of things’ that the preposing pattern conveys. However, the pro-
gressive implies that the event referred to has already started before the time 
of orientation, and this is semantically incompatible with the sense of sur-
prise and sudden impact that is so typical of particle preposing. By the same 
token, the preposing pattern does not allow negation (*Up don’t go the 
shares again; *In she didn’t walk; *Away didn’t sail the ship): the preposing 
pattern represents an event as if it is happening before the eyes of the hearer, 
which thus becomes almost an eyewitness on the scene; using this pattern is 
unwarranted in the absence of a dramatic event. What we see here is that 
certain distributional facts, such as the possible occurrence of some auxilia-
ries and the impossible occurrence of others, are not arbitrary syntactic re-
strictions but follow naturally from the semantico-pragmatic nature of the 
construction at hand.  

(vii) Mainly a main clause phenomenon. Particle preposing is generally un-
acceptable in dependent clauses (e.g. *Did you see that up went the shares?; 
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*As soon as in she walked, everybody’s eyes were glued to her; *I couldn’t 
believe that away sailed the ship). I merely mention this fact here, and do not 
wish to declare myself for or against the view that this should be noted down 
into the grammar as something unpredictable. In any case, it should be ob-
served that particle preposing is possible in so-called “narrative when-
clauses”, which really function like main clauses, pushing the story forward. 
Example (283)b above contains such a narrative when-clause. This possibil-
ity has been observed by Green (1976: 392) and by Bolinger (1977b: 517), 
who showed that this type of when is functionally equivalent to a coordina-
tor: 
 
(288) a. He was washing the dishes, when in came the dog. 

b. He was washing the dishes, and (right then) in came the dog. 
 (Green 1976: 392; Bolinger 1977b: 517) 

The example below shows that as can be used in much the same way as 
when: 
 
(289) Jordan hangs his head in shame and can’t watch as bang in goes the 

shot, whoosh down goes Nash, yeahhh the ball hits Nash’s out-
stretched hands and rolls away for a corner.  (cf. ‘… and in goes the 
shot…’) 
(www.service.uit.no/mancity/mcivta/6/81.html, accessed 16 April 2004) 

 
In the following example, the when-clause is not equivalent to a main clause; 
rather, it is an ordinary time-specifying adverbial clause. Still, particle pre-
posing appears to be possible here: 
 
(290) The couple spent hundreds of pounds on BLUE clothes and even set-

tled on the name Adam. So they were amazed when out popped 6lb 
8oz Hannah.  (!‘So they were amazed and (right then) out popped…’) 
(COBUILD Direct) 

 
It could be argued that the when-clause here functions as a kind of comple-
ment to the adjective amazed (cp. ‘they were amazed {at / by} the fact 
that…’), and the very meaning of this adjective corresponds with the prag-
matic meaning of vividness and surprise conveyed by the preposing pattern.  
  

Let us now propose the syntactic form of the particle preposing pattern. 
At least the following two subpatterns need to be stored: 
 
(291) a. [S PrtP V NPSubj] 

b. [S PrtP NPSubj; light and discourse-old V (Comp to Prt)] 
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Typical instantiations of these two patterns are Along comes a new… and Off 
we went to the… , respectively.   

On a final note, the preposing pattern discussed in this subsection should 
be distinguished from the preposing pattern used in the following sentences: 
  
(292) a. How far back they bounce this year depends in large part on who 

plays inside, and how well. 
 (espn.go.com/ncb/lsu2001.htm, accessed 16 April 2004) 
b. This means that researchers do not know how much further out it 

will go. 
(news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/sci/ tech/newsid_511000/511911.stm, ac-
cessed 16 April 2004) 

  c. How many years ahead do you look? 
(www.parl.gc.ca/ info-
com/PubDocument.asp?DocumentID=1038997&Language=E, accessed 
16 April 2004) 

  d. On a Basketball court how many feet out does the foul line go? 
(www.toliverbasketball.com/guestbook/guestbook.html, accessed 16 
April 2004) 

 
The fronting of the particle in these examples is a direct result of its capacity 
to project a particle phrase containing a prespecifier indicating a nonpropor-
tional degree (as in (292)a-b) or containing a measure phrase as prespecifier 
(as in (292)c-d); see Chapter 4 (Sections 4.6.3 and 4.6.4, respectively). This 
prespecifier can be the independent focus of a content question (i.e. a wh-
question), in which case the whole PrtP is (or can be) fronted by what is 
referred to as wh-movement. When the clause with particle preposing is an 
independent question, an auxiliary has to be put between the PrtP and the 
subject, as in (292)c-d. Leaving aside the more obvious semantico-pragmatic 
differences, this feature clearly sets the two kinds of particle preposing apart.  
 
 
5.2.5 Other related patterns  

(i) Passives. Given that we have been dealing with intransitive structures so 
far, the passive pattern should not be under discussion here. However, the 
passive is sometimes available for idiomatic instances of the structure with a 
separate PP, which we discussed in subsection 5.2.2 above: in that case, the 
subject of the passive pattern is related to the object of the preposition in the 
corresponding active sentence. This type of passive construction is known as 
the “prepositional passive”. For example: 
 
(293) a. We can’t do away with this requirement.  (active) 

b. This requirement can’t be done away with.  (passive) 
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(294) a. Most scientists look down on artists.  (active) 
b. Artists are looked down on by most scientists.  (passive)  

 
With some combinations, though, a passive variant is not possible, or occurs 
only very rarely: 
 
(295) a. This site brims over with interesting data.  (active) 

b. *Interesting data are brimmed over with by this site.  (passive) 
 
(296) a. Odysseus came up with this sneaky idea .  (active) 

b. ??This sneaky idea was come up with by Odysseus.  (passive) 
 
One restriction that has been noted in the literature on the prepositional pas-
sive (see, e.g., Couper-Kuhlen 1979) is that the subject of the active version 
be animate and agentive for a passive version to be possible. However, this 
may perhaps be a necessary condition for passivization, witness (295), but 
not a sufficient one, witness (296), although the passive version is consid-
erably less aberrant here. 

Another restriction is that the object of the preposition in the active clause 
be patient-like, in other words, that it be able to be construed as undergoing 
the event. More generally, the verb phrase of the passive clause needs to be 
such that it predicates something of interest of the subject referent—either a 
change of state or a salient feature. In this respect, it is interesting to note 
that a prepositional passive can be possible even if the preposition is not 
fixed (not selected by the verb-particle combination): 
 
(297) … an AZD woman drinking from a punch bowl which, unbeknownst 

to her, had been thrown up in by a FIJI just moments before. 
(archives.thedaily.washington.edu/1999/040199/N5.n-Turner.html, accessed 
13 May 2004) 

 
The passive clause in this sentence is related to an active one in which in a 
punch bowl is diagnosed as a mere adjunct rather than a complement by the 
standard do so test: John threw up in a punch bowl and Jack did so on some-
one’s suit. Yet, the fact that someone has thrown up in it constitutes note-
worthy information about the punch bowl: it is affected in quite a significant 
way. Again, though, the constraint that the VP of the passive clause tell us 
something worth mentioning about the subject referent is not sufficient for 
this passive clause to be acceptable. In the following cases, the first restric-
tion is fulfilled (i.e. the subject referent of the active clause is animate and 
agentive), and so is the second restriction: the subject referent in the passive 
clause can easily be thought of as having undergone an important change of 
state or as being significantly affected by the event indicated in the VP. Even 
so, these sentences are not acceptable, or will not likely be heard:  
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(298) a. John ran off with my wife.  (active) 
b. *My wife has been run off with (by John).  (passive) 

 
(299) a. The new principal will come down hard on truants.  (active) 

b. ??Truants will be come down hard on (by the new principal).  (pas-
sive)11 

 
In the absence of any consistently reliable factors responsible for the ability 
to passivize, idiomatic combinations of the structure ‘verb particle preposi-
tion’ should be individually marked in the lexicon (defined, for the sake of 
ease, as a speaker’s knowledge of conventional words and conventional 
combinations thereof) with information about passivizability—as is the case 
in Cowie and Mackin’s (1993) dictionary or in Huddleston and Pullum’s 
(2002: 287) grammar. The introduction of a special realization rule, like the 
following, would then allow speakers to build passive versions of the appro-
priately marked idioms: 
 
(300) [intr V-Prt-P; + passive X Y Z] → [VP V PrtP [PP P NPi]] � [S passive NPi be V-en 

PrtP P (by NPext)] 
 
So, a combination like put up with might be entered into the lexicon as, 
roughly, [intr V-Prt-P; + pass put up with] ‘tolerate’. The notation ‘+ pass’ means 
that passivization is possible. The realization rule in (300) can then be used 
to form two kinds of actual syntactic structure.12 We use a hollow arrow to 

                                                      
11 Here are some rare authentic examples: 
(i) a. Well if you don’t like being ‘come down hard’ on, then maybe you should 

not get involved. 
  (www.retrobbs.org/apollo/archive/may90/may1.html, accessed 19 April 2004) 
 b. I would not have been come down on that hard if I was a roommate with the 

CRO. 
  (www.smusa.ca/assets/srcmarch3minutes.pdf, accessed 19 April 2004) 
 c. I also think that the mutual fund industry needs to be come down hard on. 
  (realracer2.blogspot.com/, accessed 12 May 2004) 
A search on “{be / being / been} come down hard on” in Google only yielded three 
examples, which is a surprisingly low number in view of the observation that “come 
down hard on” has about 14,000 hits (12 May 2004). Compare, for example, active 
“has criticized” (59,700 hits) and passive “has been criticized” (141,000 hits). 
12 An alternative to this approach—or, actually, an alternative way of looking at it—
is to assume that the lexicon contains passive versions of certain idioms, such as the 
following: 
(i) [S pass NP be put [PrtP [P up]] with (by NP)] 
If we further make the plausible assumption that this passive version is linked with 
the lexical entry for put up with, then the rule in (300) can be seen as an abstraction 
of such individual links in the lexicon. This alternative is perhaps more in keeping 
with a usage-based account of language acquisition. Indeed, a speaker can only 
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link related realizations to each other. The single-headedness of this hollow 
arrow symbolizes the feeling one has that the second pattern is somehow less 
basic than the first. This feeling finds some objective support in the fact that 
there are many combinations with an active and no passive version (like, 
e.g., (295)), but no combinations that I know of with only a passive version. 
Note, further, that the subscripted ‘i’ makes sure that the object of the prepo-
sition in the first pattern corresponds to the sentence-initial NP in the second 
pattern, and that the ‘external’ NP in the first pattern (i.e. the subject NP in 
the active version) may optionally appear as an oblique in the second pattern, 
as is usual with passives.  

(ii) PP preposing. The structure with the separate prepositional phrase often 
also allows a number of patterns in which the prepositional phrase is fronted. 
For example, in relative clauses, as we have already seen above (cf. (260)), 
the preposition may precede the relative pronoun (i.e. be moved along with 
it, an operation known as ‘pied-piping’). When the prepositional phrase is 
not part of an idiomatic combination, this ordering is always possible: 
 
(301) a. I always dress up for special occasions.  (basic pattern) 

b. The annual faculty ball is an occasion for which I always dress up.  
(relative variant) 

 
(302) a. We went out on a rainy night.  (basic pattern) 

b. The night on which we went out was rainy.  (relative variant) 
 
With lexicalized verb-particle-preposition combinations, the possibility of 
fronting the entire PP is a rather unpredictable matter. For some idiomatic 
combinations, PP preposing is perfectly acceptable, while for others, the 
result sounds very awkward. Compare: 
 
(303) a. We must face up to these facts.  (basic pattern) 

b. These are the facts to which we must face up.  (relative variant) 
 
(304) a. They came up with a crazy idea.  (basic pattern) 

b. The idea with which they came up was crazy.  (relative variant) 
 

                                                                                                                             
know that a combination is marked as ‘+pass’ after a number of actual encounters 
with passive usages of the combination in question. (The way of finding out that a 
passive is not possible is a little more complicated in the absence of direct negative 
evidence [explicit corrections by the language community], but I will not go into 
that here. Instead, I refer to our discussion of invite {*over NP / NP over} in Chapter 
2, Subsection 2.2.5. for a comparable case.) 
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(305) a. The excellent food made up for any shortcomings in the service.  
(basic pattern) 

b. ??There were some shortcomings in the service, for which the ex-
cellent food made up.  (relative variant) 

 
(306) a. You really should cut down on junk food.  (basic pattern) 

b. ??This junk food is something on which you really should cut 
down.  (relative variant) 

 
By contrast, the relative pattern with a stranded (i.e. final) preposition is 
always possible, regardless of whether the preposition is fixed or not (e.g. 
This is an occasion (that) I dress up for; These are the facts (that) we must 
face up to; There were some shortcomings, which the food made up for). 
 Other patterns in which the entire PP can be preposed are wh-questions 
and it-clefts. Again, free combinations always allow preposing, whereas 
fixed ones sometimes do and sometimes do not. I give only one example for 
each possibility. 
 
(307) a. He grew up with his aunt.  (basic pattern with a free PP) 

b. With whom did he grow up?  (wh-question) 
c. It is with his aunt that he grew up.  (it-cleft) 

 
(308) a. We have to fall back on the basics.  (basic pattern with a fixed 

preposition) 
b. On what do we have to fall back?  (wh-question) 
c. It is on the basics that we have to fall back.  (it-cleft) 

 
(309) a. His theory comes down to one single claim.  (basic pattern with a 

fixed preposition) 
b. ??To which claim does his theory come down?  (wh-question) 
c. ??It is to this claim that his theory comes down.  (it-cleft) 

 
An important observation, next, is that fixed and idiomatic idioms can be 
seen to fall into four groups. Members of the first group are allowed both to 
passivize and to be used with a preposed PP. Look forward to is an example: 
 
(310) a. His speech is being eagerly looked forward to.  (passive) 

b. Tonight is the speech to which we have been looking forward.  
(preposition preposing) 

 
We might add the following combinations, taken from Huddleston (2002a: 
287): cash in on, face up to, lash out at, own up to, settle up with and stand 
up to. Others freely allow the passive but barely occur in a PP preposing 
pattern. Here is an example of this second group: 
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(311) a. Early losses have been made up for by this positive growth.  (pas-
sive) 

b. ??This is an injustice for which they should make up.  (preposition 
preposing) 

 
Cut down on, look out for, lead up to, put up with and run up against, again 
mentioned in Huddleston (2002a: 287), behave similarly. Still others display 
the converse possibilities. The following is an example of this third group: 
 
(312) a. ??Such a small income can’t be got by on.  (passive)13 

b. It’s on such a small income that we have to get by.  (preposition 
preposing) 

 
To this group also belong cry out for, fall back on, fit in with, get along with, 
go off with, hold out for, and tie in with (Huddleston 2002a: 287). And lastly, 
some idiomatic combinations rarely or never occur in either the passive or a 
PP preposing pattern. A member of this fourth group is go in for: 
 
(313) a. ??Many water sports can be gone in for at this resort. 

b. ??For which sports do you go in? 
 
Other combinations in this group are come up with, get on without and keep 
up with (Huddleston 2002a: 287).  

This means that there is no such thing as an implicational hierarchy of 
possible alternations for idioms of the ‘verb – particle – preposition’ type. In 
other words, it is not the case that, say, if PP preposing is not possible for a 
given idiomatic expression, this implies that passivizing this expression is 
not possible either—or, say, that if a given idiom does not allow the passive, 
this inevitably precludes the possibility of the PP preposing pattern for this 
idiom. Fossilization, i.e. the phenomenon whereby the use of alternate order-
ings gets to be ‘blocked’ for certain fixed expressions—see Huddleston 
(2002a: 277)—is not nicely scalar, contrary to what Fraser (1970b) claims. 
That is, different idioms can show signs of fossilization with respect to dif-
ferent alternation patterns. This ties in perfectly with a conclusion reached 
by Machonis (1985: 302), namely that “a linear hierarchy of frozenness for 
idioms ... is not workable. For an idiom, the existence of one transformation 
... does not automatically imply the existence of another transformation ... .” 
So, some idioms of the structure at hand will have to be marked ‘+ passive; 
+ PP preposing’, others only ‘+ passive’ or only ‘+ PP preposing’, and some 

                                                      
13 On a small income might be analysed as an adverbial rather than as a PP whose 
head is part of a verb-particle-preposition combination; note that you can also use 
get by without an on-PP (e.g. We don’t make a lot but it’s enough to get by). This 
may explain the unacceptability of the prepositional passive. 
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will carry no such marking at all, meaning that they do not allow any alterna-
tions.14 To carry out this proposal would essentially involve introducing 
more (and more elaborate) realization rules of the sort given in (300). I will 
forego the details of such a treatment; I trust that the general idea is clear.  

(iii) Extraposition. Some intransitive verb-particle combinations take an 
introductory it as subject and are followed by a that-clause. The it functions 
as a kind of ‘placeholder’ for the that-clause; the corresponding pattern in 
which the that-clause itself appears as subject is not grammatical. So, instead 
of *That he had died in a plane crash turned out, we find It turned out that 
he had died in a plane crash. In this case, the subject of the that-clause may 
also be used as subject of the verb-particle combination in a so-called ‘rais-
ing’ construction, with an infinitival complement clause: He turned out to 
have died in a plane crash. Note, though, that turn out can have a that-clause 
as subject in this raising construction, and also in the construction with a 
predicative complement (see again Subsection 5.2.3): That he had died in a 
plane crash turned out {to be a lie / a lie}. Another verb-particle combina-
tion that has to be used with extraposition or, less easily, raising is come 
about (‘happen’), e.g. *And eventually, that she married the king came about 
vs. And eventually, it came about that she married the king or And {?eventu-
ally, / this is how} she came about to marry the king. The combination fall 
out (‘happen’) also requires a complementing that-clause to be extraposed, 
but it does not allow raising. 
 Apart from ‘ordinary extraposition’ there is also ‘extraposition-from-NP’, 
whereby a complement to the head is put in final position, without the inser-
tion of it, e.g. The word spread around that a bomb would go off in the Lin-
guistics department.  
 
 

                                                      
14 It may even be the case that idioms which allow the PP to be fronted in one pat-
tern resist being used with a fronted PP in another. However, a proposal for a linear 
hierarchy may be feasible within the family of PP preposing patterns, in the sense 
that if the PP can be fronted in wh-questions and/or it-clefts, it should also be able to 
be frontable in relatives. I conjecture—but this is yet to be further examined—that 
preposing may not sound downright unnatural in relatives even when virtually ex-
cluded in wh-questions and it-clefts. For example, I suspect that ?the sort of non-
sense with which we have to put up sounds less unacceptable than ??With what sort 
of nonsense will we have to put up next? or ??It’s with this sort of nonsense that we 
have to put up. This intuition is based on Huddleston (2002a), who points out that 
the degree of fossilization for individual prepositional verbs may be different for the 
three constructions mentioned: 

“[T]he goods of which he had disposed, for example, is much more acceptable 
than ?Of which items did he dispose first? or ?It was of his own car that he dis-
posed first.” (Huddleston 2002a: 278, note 44) 
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5.3 Transitive verb-particle patterns  

5.3.1  The simplest structure, and its two orderings 

As is well known, the vast majority of transitive verb-particle combinations 
allow the particle to precede or follow a short, non-pronominal direct object 
NP. For example: 
 
(314) a. Thanks for bringing up this topic. 

b. Thanks for bringing this topic up. 
 
Both orderings are also allowed by the following combinations, among in-
numerable others we could give instead:  
 
(315) beat up, blow out, bring along, clear away, cut up, divide up, fight off, 

fill in, hand over, keep down, kill off, let down, lift up, make up, point 
out, put aside, put out, shoot down, take apart, take away, try on, vote 
out, write off, … 

 
This positional variability, as we have seen, is considered a central, even 
defining, characteristic of the class of particles—abstracting away from indi-
vidual verb-particle combinations that do not allow the alternation and from 
specific grammatical circumstances in which only one ordering is possible 
(see below). The overall availability of two orderings with transitive verb-
particle combinations is a fact that a grammar of English certainly needs to 
capture. In keeping with our notation introduced in (250) and (300), and 
changing what needs to be changed, we can represent this general fact as 
follows: 
 
(316) [tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V Prt NP– unacctd pron] �� [VP V NP– complex PrtP]  
 
The double-headed arrow is meant to suggest that, special cases notwith-
standing, neither ordering is considered as more basic than the other. Note, 
however, that each subpattern puts a constraint on the type of noun phrase 
that can appear in it—we return to this shortly. The rewriting rule in (316) 
describes an alternation possibility that can be observed to hold for—and, 
because of that, applies to—practically any transitive verb-particle combina-
tion, not just already stored ones but in principle also any new transitive 
combination a language user may come across (provided the combination is 
not an instance of a more specific pattern with special word order restric-
tions). So, on reading or hearing, say, I googled up some links, the language 
user can extract [tr V-Prt google up] as an instance of the transitive verb-
particle pattern and by virtue of (316), and/or perhaps with the mediation of 
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the familiar combination look up, know that I googled some links up would 
also be fine. 
 Yet, the choice between ‘verb – particle – object’ and ‘verb – object –
particle’ is not always free. In the remainder of this subsection, I will address 
some diverse, though sometimes overlapping, issues that deserve mentioning 
with respect to the two word orderings. Let me first, by way of overview, 
sum them up telegraphically: 

(i) old before new; heavy towards the end 
(ii) particle does not project in pre-object position 
(iii) particle may conventionally precede free object 
(iv) particle may conventionally follow free object 
(v) particle may conventionally either precede or follow fixed object  
(vi) particle may follow object to avoid structural ambiguity 
(vii) particle cannot precede object after “hindrance-get”, have, need or want 
(viii) particle cannot precede object if the situation is stative 
(ix) particle cannot precede object in some coordination patterns 
(x) particle cannot precede object when contrastively accented 

I will now work these points out in some detail. 
 

(i) In the next chapter, we will see that there are two broad information-
structural tendencies which have some influence on the placement of the 
object either before or after the particle: first, old (familiar or backgrounded) 
information is typically placed before new information, and second, heavy 
constituents are typically placed towards the end of a clause. As a matter of 
fact, the impossibility of unaccented pronouns to occur after the particle and 
of complex NPs (defined by Ross [1967] as NPs with an embedded clause) 
to occur before the particle may be regarded as grammaticalized instances of 
these two general tendencies.15 Indeed, most unaccented pronouns refer to 
familiar entities, either because they refer to what has been mentioned in the 
preceding discourse or, in the case of me and you, because they are auto-
matically given in the discourse situation, whereas complex NPs often in-
volve many words and are therefore heavy in terms of length as well.16 So, it 

                                                      
15 Although I use ‘grammaticalized’, I remain agnostic as to whether these gram-
matical facts have actually evolved diachronically out of the purely discourse-
functional principles of ‘old before new’ and ‘heavy towards the end’. What I mean, 
in other words, is that pronoun-before-particle and complex-NP-after-particle could 
be seen as synchronic structural reflects of these principles (rather than, but possibly 
in addition to, diachronic structural developments from them). 
16 We consider grammatical weight to be a function of complexity and length, which 
are independent factors. An NP can be long without being complex or vice versa. It 
is especially complex NPs that resist placement in mid-position. Though we only 
give examples of NPs with embedded clauses here, NPs from which a wh-element 
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is quite expected that the former precede and the latter follow the particle. 
These orderings have been ‘crystallized’, as it were: they have become unal-
terable grammatical configurations. Because of this grammaticalization 
process, even unaccented pronouns that do not refer to old information obli-
gatorily occur before the particle (e.g. ‘empty’ it in live it up or shoot it out). 
Similarly, even if so-called sentential objects (Bolinger 1971: 120) are rela-
tively short, they cannot normally be put in post-particle position (see also 
Subsection 1.2.2 in the first chapter). As to this last point, compare: 
 
(317) a. They {put off their studying / put their studying off}.  (their study-

ing ≈ their study) 
b. They {put off studying / ?put studying off}. 
 (Bolinger 1971: 127-28) 

 
Bolinger actually starred put studying off, but Google gives many authentic 
occurrences for this sequence. In many of these, the activity of studying has 
already been contextually mentioned or evoked, and so the information-
structural principle of placing discourse-familiar information first may play a 
role in allowing this ordering. For example: 
 
(318) a. Study every day; don’t put studying off until just before a test. 

(www.hn.psu.edu/faculty/resource/laws.htm, accessed 1 May 2004) 
b. It’s time for finals and everyone including myself who put studying 

off is driving themselves nuts. 
 (academic.uofs.edu/faculty/cannon/ froshsem/01/frosh-frosh.htm, ac-

cessed 1 May 2004) 
 
In any case, whilst the restriction against unaccented pronouns following the 
particle is inviolable, that against complex object NPs preceding the particle 
is more permissive (cf. Wasow 2002: 35 note 14): 
 
(319) a. *If you want your wealth to be multiplied, give away it.  

b. Give what you have away if you want it to be multiplied. (after 
Bolinger 1971: 129) 

   (www.randypeck.com/jesus-loves-you-2003.htm, accessed 1 May 2004) 
 
The circumstances in which a sentential object can occur before the particle 
are not yet completely understood. Apart from discourse-familiarity of the 
object, compositionality of the verb-particle combination may also be a li-
                                                                                                                             
has been extracted (to use a movement metaphor without committing myself to a 
transformational account) can also be considered complex (and therefore heavy), as 
will be argued in Chapter 6. For example: 
(i) a. (?)I threw [that book about syntactic operations] away. 

b. *What did you throw [that book about __ ] away?  
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censing factor (cf. Bolinger 1971: 129). When the verb and the particle can 
be assigned a literal meaning within the combination, the particle may be 
positioned at the end in order to highlight the resultant state it evokes.17 
Bolinger gives the example of The fool gave away what he had, where gave 
away is ambiguous between idiomatic ‘betrayed’ and compositional ‘do-
nated’ and contrasts it with The fool gave what he had away, where the end 
position of the particle virtually triggers the second reading (presumably 
because this position is most warranted if the particle carries a clear meaning 
of its own). The intuition we sometimes get that the particle in end-position 
conveys a more clearly resultative sense is also in keeping with the fact that 
this position is taken in by true resultative constituents in the resultative con-
struction, e.g. flat in The gardener watered the tulips flat.  

(ii) The observant reader may have noticed that (316) represents the fact that 
when the particle is positioned between the verb and the object NP, it cannot 
project a full particle phrase. Compare: 
 
(320) a. She switched {(*back) on the light / the light (back) on}. 

b. He took {(*right) off his shirt / his shirt (right) off}. 
c. We carried {(*all the way) down the load / the load (all the way) 

down}. 
 
In view of the fact that a multi-word PrtP is heavier than a single particle, 
this, too, is probably a grammaticalized manifestation of the tendency to put 
heavy constituents at the end and not somewhere in the middle of the clause 
(see the previous point).  
 Note that points (i) and (ii) can be in conflict with each other when the 
particle is (pre)specified and/or complemented and the object NP is heavy at 
the same time. In that case, the particle, as head of a multi-word PrtP, is in 
principle prevented from preceding the direct object NP, but the weight of 
this latter constituent may nonetheless cause ‘heavy NP shift’. For example 
(square brackets added to the original): 
 
(321) We will always be available to our past adopters and will always take 

[back in] [any of the Dalmatians we have adopted out]. 
(www.geocities.com/plantationanimalrescue/, accessed 24 May 2004) 

 

(iii) A few individual transitive verb-particle combinations are convention-
ally used with the particle preceding the object NP. What is more, if stereo-
typed or idiomatic combinations are at all caught in a certain fixed sequenc-
ing with regard to their components, then it is most likely in this sequencing 

                                                      
17 However, see Chapter 8, Subsection 8.3.2 for a rejection of the view that only 
literal (or worse, only directional) particles convey resultativeness. 
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(see, e.g., Wasow 2002: 86-87; Gries 2003: 15; 87). A case in point is give 
off NP (e.g. smoke, radiation, a certain smell, etc.), i.e. ‘emit’: 
 
(322) a. Methanol gives off an odour. 

b. *Methanol gives an odour off. 
 
Other examples of verb-particle combinations that usually pattern this way 
are listed in (323): 
 
(323) a. brew up NP (e.g. tea, some coffee, etc.)  

b. bring out NP (e.g. his sadism, her skills, etc.)  (‘elicit, cause [some 
quality or behaviour] to be revealed’) 

  c. call up NP (e.g. happy memories)  (‘evoke’) 
d. carry off NP (e.g. the prize, the award, the trophy, …) 
e. carry on NP (e.g. one’s work, a conversation, etc.)  (‘conduct’) 
f. cough up NP  (‘pay [an amount of money] reluctantly’) 
g. deal out NP  (‘administer’) 
h. do over NP  (‘redecorate’) 
i. drum up NP (e.g. support, customers, etc.)  
j. find out NP  
k. fork out NP (e.g. money) 
l. gasp out NP (e.g. a warning, one’s last words) 
m. head up NP (e.g. the team, the department, etc.)  
n. hold out NP (e.g. hope, possibilities, prospects, etc.)  (‘offer’) 
o. knock up NP (e.g. a good score, twenty runs)  (‘score [a result] in 

sport’) 
p. lay out NP (e.g. the requirements)  (‘state’) 
q. lay up NP (e.g. provisions, a store, stocks)  (‘accumulate [supplies] 

for future use’) 
r. make up NP  (‘[of smaller entities] constitute, form’) 
s. pass out NP (e.g. tickets, samples)  (‘distribute, give for free’) 
t. put on NP (e.g. a false accent) 
u. put up NP (e.g. resistance)  (‘offer’) 
v. strike up NP (e.g. a friendship, a conversation, etc.)  
w. take on NP (e.g. a new look, a different focus, that role, etc.)  (‘as-

sume’) 
x. touch off NP (e.g. the riots, violence, etc.)  (‘trigger’) 
y. trump up NP (e.g. a phoney reason)  (‘concoct [false charges or 

false evidence] in order to discriminate someone wrongly’) 
z. ward off NP (e.g. these feelings) 

 
Some of these combinations allow the other ordering when they are used 
with a different, usually more compositional, sense. Compare: 
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(324) a. The NATO laid {out its demands / *its demands out} this morning. 
b. The seer laid {out the cards / the cards out} one by one.  (‘dis-

played them’) 
 
(325) a. We put {up a fight / *a fight up}. 

b. We put {up the flag / the flag up}.  (‘hoisted’) 
 
Note that the particle in the literal combinations can be given a more clearly 
resultative interpretation, thus facilitating its end-position. 

(iv) In addition to (iii), quite a few conventionalized verb-particle combina-
tions—perhaps more than one might expect—are normally only used with 
the particle following the object NP. An example is get NP (e.g. a joke, one’s 
message, etc.) across, i.e. ‘make it understood’:   
 
(326) a. Try to get your point across with an example. 

b. ??Try to get across your point with an example. 
 
Other combinations which are almost exclusively found with the NP in mid-
position are given in (327):  
 
(327) a. answer NP back 

b. ask NP {over / round} 
  c. {boss / bugger / mess / order / push} NP {about / around} 
  d. bring NP round ‘bring [somebody] to consciousness’ 

e. bring NP (e.g. a patient, the firm, etc.) through  (‘bring about the 
recovery of’) 

  f. get NP up  (‘get [somebody] out of bed’) 
  g. get NP down ‘demoralize’ 

h. have NP {(a)round / down / over}  (‘entertain [somebody] at one’s 
house for a meal or drinks or (with down) accommodate [some-
body] at one’s house as a guest’) 

  i. have NP on ‘tease’ 
j. have NP (e.g. a tooth, your tonsils, your appendix, etc.) out  (‘get 

[something] removed by a dentist or a surgeon’) 
  k. help NP along 
  l. keep NP on  (‘continue to wear’) 
  m. keep NP up  (‘prevent [somebody] from going to bed’) 
  n. lead NP around 
  o. leave NP on 
  p. move NP along 
  q. play NP up  (‘cause annoyance to’) 
  r. pull NP through  (‘help [somebody] to survive’) 
  s. run NP through  (‘push e.g. a sword through [somebody]’) 
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  t. run NP (e.g. a bit of film, a tape, a sequence, …) through  (‘play’) 
  u. see NP through  (‘survive’) 

v. talk NP (a)round 
  w. tear NP away  (‘force [somebody] to abandon a place or activity’) 

x. tell NP apart 
  y. turn NP {on / off}  (‘arouse / revolt’)  

z. wise NP (e.g. these goofballs, people) up  (‘make [somebody] be-
come aware of something potentially dangerous’) 

 
Again, the other ordering may be possible if a different meaning is intended:  
 
(328) a. You shouldn’t keep {the guests up / *up the guests} all night. 

b. We can’t keep {this pace up / up this pace}.  (‘maintain’) 
 
(329) a. He knew exactly what turned {women on / ??on women}. 

b. She turned {the radio on / on the radio}.  (‘caused it to operate’) 
 
Apart from pre-existing verb-particle combinations such as given in (327)a-
z, there are also some constructional patterns like the ones given below, in 
which the NP almost obligatorily precedes the particle. Such patterns have 
an open slot for a verb and a slot in a virtually fixed position for an NP 
(which is sometimes already lexically prespecified). Patterns of this kind will 
be discussed in Chapter 8, where we deal with aspectual and semi-aspectual 
patterns.  
 
(330) a. I {played the record through / *played through the record} to get 

an idea of its overall quality.   
b. I {played the record over / *over the record} several times. 
c. He {insulted his opponent back / *insulted back his opponent}.  
d. We {partied the night away / ??partied away the night}. 
e. She {worked her ass off / *off her ass}. 
f. I puked {my brains out / *out my brains}.  

 

(v) In some cases, the object NP of a verb-particle combination is fixed, or 
allows only one or two alternatives. Very often, the sequencing of constitu-
ents in such a lexically entirely fixed (and semantically non-compositional) 
verb phrase cannot, or can hardly, be altered. According to Bolinger (1971: 
114), the usual scenario is that the verb and the particle almost obligatorily 
occupy adjoined positions. In order to test this claim, I sampled a collection 
of more than 150 such idiomatic combinations with the help of Cowie and 
Mackin’s convenient index of specified nouns (etc.) used in the entries of 



214 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

their Oxford Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs (1993).18 I then checked the 
grammatical information in these entries, which specifies the fixedness or 
variability of the internal ordering, among other things. This way, three 
groups could be established, which appeared to be approximately equal in 
size. 

A first group contains 52 idioms in which the verb and the particle is not 
(usually) split up by the object NP. Some of these are given in (331): 
 
(331) a. blow off steam 

b. bring up the rear 
c. eke out an existence (or a living) 
d. gird up one’s loins 
e. keep up the good work 
f. lay down one’s arms 
g. pluck up courage 

  h. put down roots  (‘establish a permanent residence’) 
  i. put in an (or one’s) appearance 
  j. set up house (together)   

k. take up arms (against …) 
  l. turn over a new leaf 
 

A second (contra Bolinger’s intuition somewhat larger) group of 61 idi-
oms are used most felicitously when the particle follows the fixed object NP. 
Here are some of these: 
 
(332) a. get a word in (edgeways [or edgewise]) 

b. keep one step (or jump) ahead 
c. have the wind up  (‘be frightened’) 
d. let the side down  (‘disappoint or fail one’s friends, or one’s family, 

colleagues, etc.’) 
e. push the boat out  (‘be generous, especially in paying for rounds of 

drinks’) 
  f. put two and two together 
  g. stink the place out 

h. throw one’s weight about  (‘exercise one’s influence or power in 
an arrogant, domineering way’) 

 
                                                      
18 A few of these fixed combinations (such as fling one’s head back, pass the hat 
round, throw one’s money around, put one’s hand up, etc.) are in fact not very idio-
matic. I have nonetheless counted them among the more clearly idiomatic ones be-
cause one could still argue that there is something about their meaning that tran-
scends the meanings of the parts out of which they are assembled. (For example, if 
you fling your head back, you do not take your head into your hands and toss it 
backwards.) 
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An interesting observation is that a large number of expressions in this sec-
ond group have an object NP that refers to a body part or an anatomical sub-
stance. Most are rather informal. 
 
(333) a. beat somebody’s brains out  

b. bite somebody’s head off (‘speak or reply in a sharp and ill-
tempered way’) 

c. cast one’s mind back 
d. eat one’s head off 
e. eat one’s heart out (‘grieve bitterly’; ‘be jealous’) 
f. get somebody’s blood up (‘enrage somebody’) 
g. have one’s tails {down / up} (‘be {low / high}-spirited’) 
h. keep one’s eye (or hand) in (‘retain one’s skill by practicing occa-

sionally’) 
i. keep body and soul together (‘scrape a living’) 
j. keep one’s chin (or pecker) up (‘not lose one’s courage or confi-

dence’) 
  k. knock somebody’s block (or head) off 
  l. laugh one’s head off 
  m. pull one’s finger out  (‘start working more efficiently’) 
  n. put our (or their, …) heads together 
  o. put one’s feet up (‘relax’) 

p. put one’s foot down  (‘act firmly and authoritatively to oppose a 
course of action’) 

q. put somebody’s back up  (‘irritate or enrage somebody’) 
r. scratch somebody’s eyes out 
s. shoot one’s mouth off  (‘speak indiscreetly, boastfully, and/or with-

out restraint’) 
t. smash somebody’s face in 
u. snap somebody’s head off  (‘react curtly’) 
v. sob one’s heart out 
w. stick ’em (or your hands) up 
x. stick one’s neck out  (‘expose oneself to danger or criticism by ex-

pressing new or controversial ideas, challenging authority, etc.’) 
y. sweat one’s guts out 
z. talk somebody’s (or one’s) head off 

 
Some of the examples above (in particular, (333)d, l, s, v, y, z) convey the 
idea of excessive activity and are thus semantically, as well as syntactically, 
related to the idioms with an open verb slot mentioned in (330)e-f. Quite a 
few refer to physical violence ((333)a, k, r, t) or to antagonism more gener-
ally ((333)b, e, f, p, q, u). 
 The second group also contains conventionalized instances of the way-
construction (see also Chapter 7, Section 7.2): 
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(334) a. bluff one’s way out 
b. edge (one’s way) about (or across, ahead, …) 
c. elbow one’s way about (or across, ahead, …) 
d. fight one’s way back (to …) 
e. inch (one’s way) about (or across, ahead, …) 
f. make (one’s way) about (or across, ahead, …) 
g. take the easy (or simplest, coward’s, … ) way out19 
h. thread one’s way through 
i. work (one’s way) about (or across, ahead, …) 

 
Apart from fixed verb-particle-NP and fixed verb-NP-particle idioms, 

there is a third group of 40 verb-particle idioms with a fixed NP which, still 
according to Cowie and Mackin (1993), permit either ordering. For example: 
 
(335) a. buck up one’s ideas / buck one’s ideas up  (‘become more alert’) 

b. get in a blow for… / get a blow in for… 
c. keep up one’s end / keep one’s end up  (‘maintain one’s courage or 

fulfil one’s obligations in the face of difficulties’) 
  d. lay down the law / lay the law down 
  e. make up one’s mind / make one’s mind up 
  f. pull up one’s socks / pull one’s socks up 
  g. put out feelers / put feelers out 
  h. roll up one’s sleeves / roll one’s sleeves up 
  i. take away somebody’s breath / take somebody’s breath away 
  j. throw in one’s hand / throw one’s hand in  (‘give something up’) 
  k. turn back the clock / turn the clock back 
  l. turn up one’s nose at… / turn one’s nose up at… 
 
Moreover, some of the idioms that, according to Cowie and Mackin’s 
grammatical information, belong to the first or to the second group can also 
be seen to display the ordering variation, be it often with a noticeable nu-
merical disequilibrium. For example, Google (25 May 2004) returns for keep 

                                                      
19 This may not be an instance of the way-construction, but rather of the somewhat 
special type mentioned by McIntyre (2003a: 20), after Rappaport Hovav and Levin 
(2001: 770), in which the particle predicates the resultant location of the subject. For 
example: 
(i) a. We took the subway in. 
 b. They followed the guide up. 
 c. We flew United Airlines out. 
Note that instances of this “subject-oriented resultative” construction do not allow 
the particle to occur in pre-object position (e.g. *We took in the subway).  

Alternatively, (ia) may contain the same configuration (mentioned in Section 5.7 
below) as in I took a week off, where the particle is best analysed as a postmodifier 
to the preceding noun. 
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up the good work, which belongs to the first group, 970,000 hits as against 
‘only’ 7,240 hits for keep the good work up. And for get a word in edgewise, 
which belongs to the second group, Google returns 12,400 hits as against 
‘only’ 759 for get in a word edgewise. Sometimes, the numbers are much 
closer: for throw the baby out with the bath water (second group) there are 
10,300 hits and for throw out the baby with the bath water as many as 4,700 
hits; for bring the house down (also second group) there are 15,900 hits and 
for bring down the house as many as 11,400 hits.  

Conversely, some of the combinations classified as belonging to the third 
group are very rarely used in one of the two supposedly allowed orderings. 
For example, {keep on your hair / keep your hair on} (‘stay calm’) hardly 
allows the first ordering (5 vs. 2,170 hits on Google), while {spy out the land 
/ spy the land out} (‘see how matters stand’) hardly allows the second order-
ing (6,430 vs. 3 hits on Google).  

There are two conclusions to be drawn from these observations. 
First, the positing of three separate groups is an artificial construct. In re-

ality, verb-particle combinations with a fixed NP are scattered along a scale 
of frozenness (or fossilization) as to their internal ordering. At one end of the 
scale are combinations like set up shop and spy out the land, which speakers 
of English on practically each occurrence hear (or read) being used with the 
particle preceding the fixed object, as well as combinations like put two and 
two together and keep your hair on, which likewise retain this particular 
ordering on almost each instance of use. Towards the other end, however, 
are combinations for which the speaker has essentially the choice of which 
ordering to use.  
 Second, the existence of combinations situated towards this opposite end 
lends further support to the validity of the alternation pattern in (316). Let 
me clarify. A speaker who wants to use, say, the idiom turn back the clock 
can analyse this expression as containing a transitive verb-particle combina-
tion, and armed with the linguistic knowledge encapsulated in (316), this 
speaker can then pick out one of the two possible orderings to put this idiom 
to actual use—unless lack of exposure to one of these orderings provides 
strong enough evidence that choosing that particular ordering would be per-
ceived as breaking a linguistic convention. This extra condition may lead 
one to claim that the lexicon should actually contain two versions per com-
bination that allows the ordering variation: how else could a speaker check 
whether the ordering picked out really belongs to the whole of conventions 
of the English language? If we adopt a usage-based view on language—and I 
can think of no other way in which knowledge of language could emerge but 
from actual language use—then two regularly occurring orderings of an id-
iom must indeed be assumed to be stored in the speaker’s mind. At the same 
time, these two orderings do not differ semantically, since the meaning of 
the idiom they are two different formal realizations of is laid down by con-
vention. For example, the ordering of turn back the clock does not contribute 
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a semantic difference vis-à-vis the ordering of turn the clock back—unlike 
the ordering of, say, a question vis-à-vis the standard ordering of a statement. 
Also, the object NP, being part of an idiom, has no obvious referentiality and 
therefore cannot be assessed as to its news value. (There are combinations 
like tie up the loose ends of…, bring in a verdict {of… / that…}, take up the 
slack of…, pick up the threads of…, blink away the {salty / upcoming / joy-
ous / bitter / homesick /…} tears, where the object NP does have some in-
formational value, but these are exceptions rather than the norm.) Hence, the 
newsworthiness of the object NP does not play an evident role in the choice 
of ordering. In short, if a verb-particle idiom with a fixed object NP admits 
the ordering alternation, then the two orderings are apparently merely formal 
variants of each other, without there being a semantic or discourse-functional 
factor governing their selection. In the absence of such differences, the two 
available forms must somehow be linked through their identical meaning. 
Completely separate storage of the two variants, though theoretically possi-
ble, seems highly implausible. In all likelihood, speakers perceive the se-
mantic similarity between, e.g., make up one’s mind and make one’s mind 
up. The existence of ‘allosyntactic’ pairs like the ones in (335) above thus 
suggests that, at least in the case of certain fixed expressions, the two con-
structional subpatterns in (316) are connected in the lexicon (cf. Cappelle 
submitted). Alternating idioms with a fixed NP provide strong counterevi-
dence against Gries’s (2003: 141) claim that “the two constructions do not 
form a single category.” On the contrary, what we see here is that one order-
ing of a given transitive verb-particle idiom with a fixed NP seems to call 
forth the other ordering. The rule in (316) may then be seen as a more ab-
stract generalization of such evocative links that already hold for several 
concrete instances. It is a “categorizing relationship” in Langacker’s terms 
(see again Chapter 1, Section 1.2.4), which links the two constructional re-
alizations on an abstract level, bringing them together under a single head-
ing—here, that of a transitive verb-particle combination.  

It should also be noted that the existence of a categorizing relationship 
linking the two orderings is certainly not incompatible with the observation 
that, for certain idioms, one ordering is (sometimes highly) preferred over 
the other. In fact, it is typically the case that within a categorizing triangle, 
one of the instances is the prototype (cf. Langacker 1987: 371-73; Taylor 
2002: 465). What this means is that the word-order alternation pattern on the 
most abstract level is bidirectional (i.e. not attributing primacy to either or-
dering) while instantiating alternation patterns on the level of individual 
verb-particle combinations may be unidirectional.  

(vi) Commenting on the word order with the object NP placed before the 
particle, Cowie and Mackin (1993: 463) note: “This subpattern is often pre-
ferred for such verbs as move, run, get, see and such particles as across, 
over, through because if a short Object were free to follow those particles, 
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the particle might, in particular cases, be mistaken for a preposition, and the 
combination as a whole misinterpreted”—at least in written language, where 
particle and preposition structures cannot be distinguished via their different 
intonation patterns. They go on to give the following contrast: 
 
(336) a. He saw the crisis through.  (i.e. he survived it) 

b. He saw through the crisis.  (i.e. he didn’t really believe there was 
one) 

   (Cowie and Mackin 1993: 463) 
 
Especially if followed by a concrete (i.e. physically tangible) object NP, 
through, probably more so than any other particle, is analysed as a preposi-
tion (Bolinger 1971: 25, note 2). This ties in with Gries’s (2002; 2003: 88) 
corpus-based finding that, in general, concrete objects tend to precede the 
particle while abstract ones tend to follow it. Compare the following exam-
ples:  
 
(337) a. The water soaked through the clothes.   

b. *She always soaks through the clothes before scrubbing them.  
c. They put (hammered, drove) through the legislation. 

(Bolinger 1971: 25, note 2) 
 
In (337)a, the sequence [through the clothes] is taken to be a PP. In (337)b, 
the same sequence would again be taken to be a PP (in the absence of intona-
tional clues to the contrary), which makes no sense, as the subject referent 
cannot herself permeate the clothes. Through is intended as a particle here, 
but only if it is put behind the object can such a reading be obtained (in writ-
ing). In (337)c, the object NP is an abstract noun, and therefore does not so 
readily invite the reading in which it is the complement of a preposition. 
Putting the particle through before the object NP is therefore not a prob-
lem.20  

The frequent use of the ‘verb – NP – particle’ ordering with the particles 
about, across, along, (a)round, by, and especially over and through is also 
mentioned by Live (1965: 434) and Wollman (1996: 57). That these ele-
ments can still be considered particles rather than adverbs on a par with, say, 
inside or there is the fact that they do occur in pre-object position as well 
(e.g. bring about change, put across a message, bring along some beer, lug 
around a laptop, lay by a store ‘save for future needs’, hand over the keys, 
carry through a policy).  

                                                      
20 Ideally, Bolinger should have used a sentence in (c) with the same verb as in (a) 
and (b) to illustrate the contrast between concrete and abstract NP’s really convinc-
ingly. 
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(vii) McIntyre (2001a; 2003b) has recently drawn attention to the virtually 
mandatory use of the ‘verb – NP – particle’ ordering with the verb get. More 
precisely, he demonstrates that get disallows placement of the particle before 
the object when it involves the idea that a result is gained despite certain 
difficulties. When get merely involves the idea of getting something in one’s 
hands or at one’s disposal, both orderings are possible (though in some va-
rieties of English only if the subject referent intends to do something with 
the acquired object). Compare “hindrance-get” in (338) with “causative pos-
sessive get” in (339). The examples are taken (with minor adaptations) from 
McIntyre (2003b: 13-16). 
 
(338) a. The lock was rusty but I eventually got {*in the key / the key in}. 

b. I can’t get {*on the lid / the lid on}, maybe it doesn’t go with this 
jar.  

c. How can we get {%down the cat / the cat down}? It wants to stay 
on the roof.  (in some but not all dialects, pre-object get can be al-
lowed here on a causative possessive reading) 

 
(339) a. She got {out her wallet / her wallet out} to pay. 

b. She got {out a shotgun / a shotgun out} [and went after her hus-
band’s mistress]. 

c. [Person talking to neighbours making loud noises:] We’ll get {in 
the police / the police in}. 

 
McIntyre further points out that pre-object placement of the particle is not 
only banned by hindrance-get, but also by have, need, and want: 
 
(340) a. He had {*off his jacket / his jacket off}; I soon had {*out the splin-

ter out / the splinter out}. 
b. I need {*off the light / the light off}; I need {*out the fire / the fire 

out}. 
  c. The doctor wants {*out those stitches / those stitches out}. 
   (McIntyre 2003b: 13) 
 

(viii) It has been observed (e.g. Fraser 1976: 11; Huddleston 2002a: 286: 
note 49) that particles cannot precede the object after verbs that involve a 
stative rather than dynamic situation. Compare: 
 
(341) a. He kept {*on his socks / his socks on}. 

b. He put {on his socks / his socks on}. 
 
(342) a. I left {*up the blinds / the blinds up}. 

b. I pulled {up the blinds / the blinds up}. 
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It may be conjectured that the verb-particle combinations mentioned in (vii) 
are felt to involve a stative component in their semantics: get the key in ≈ 
‘get the key to be in’; had his jacket off ≈ ‘had his jacket so that it was off’ 
(but this paraphrase does not sound very idiomatic); need the light off ≈ 
‘need the light to be off’; wants those stitches out ≈ ‘wants those stitches to 
be out’. An argument for the stativity of the underlying complement is pro-
vided by the fact that I want everybody to be out (of here) can be ‘shortened’ 
to I want everybody out, whereas I want everybody to move along cannot be 
grammatically rendered as *I want everybody along. A ‘silent be’ could even 
account for the obligatory post-object placement of the particle after epis-
temic verbs—an observation McIntyre (2003b) admits is not covered by his 
own semantic analysis (which I do not go into here): 
 
(343) The umpire {judged / called / considered / believed} {*out the ball / 

the ball out}. (McIntyre 2003b: 20) 
 
McIntyre explicitly rejects an account in which stativity is responsible for 
the obligatory post-object position of the particle. He does so by referring to 
the following examples: 
 
(344) The nail holds up the picture; The bricks keep down the sheet; The 

load weighs down the car. (McIntyre 2003b: 20) 
 
However, the steadiness of the situation is different here from the steadiness 
of, say, keep one’s socks on, since it requires a sustained application of 
counterforce, which is something dynamic. So, physical objects like pictures 
on a wall, subject as they are to the law of gravity, tend to fall to the ground, 
unless something, in this case a nail, prevents this natural downward move-
ment. Similarly, a sheet may have the tendency to be blown up by the wind, 
and a car tends to maintain a certain distance to the road surface thanks to its 
suspension system, unless this is counteracted by something, such as bricks 
or a heavy load, respectively. Socks, by contrast, do not have the natural 
tendency to come off without intervention, so keeping them on is not dy-
namic. If, however, they tend to slip down, keeping or holding them up is a 
dynamic event; hence again the possibility to put the particle before the ob-
ject: 
 
(345) a. I suggested that she find a pair of those old fashioned garters that 

men wore to keep up their socks, in the pre-elastic stone ages. 
(www.morganrosenberg.com/_wsn/page11.html, accessed 27 May 2004) 

b. When the children next door found out about his wooden leg he 
demonstrated to them how he held up his socks, with drawing pins. 
(www.fepow-community.org.uk/monthly_Revue/ html/camp_life-
general.htm, accessed 27 May 2004) 



222 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

(ix) The object and the particle of transitive verb-particle combinations in-
volving the same verb can be joined in a simple or a gapping coordination 
(see, e.g., Lindner 1981: 31; Aarts 1989: 282; Svenonius 1994: 169; Den 
Dikken 1995: 43; Dehé 2002: 263ff; see also Chapter 3, Subsection 3.5.3). 
In such coordination patterns, the particle can follow the object in both coor-
dinates, but it cannot precede the object in either coordinate (cf. Svenonius 
1994: 169; Dehé 2002: 21). Compare the following sentences (in which 
small caps mark contrastively accented elements):  
 
(346) a. Turn {*OFF the OXYGEN / the OXYGEN OFF} with your KNEE, and 

{*ON the ACETYLENE / the ACETYLENE ON} with your ELBOW. (af-
ter Den Dikken 1995: 43) 

b. SHE plays {*DOWN HER work / HER work DOWN} and HE, {*UP 
HIS / HIS UP}. 

 
Not surprisingly, when the second object is identical to the first, it can be 
omitted in the second coordinate. The particle in the first part of the pattern 
still has to follow the object NP then: 
 
(347) a. Turn {*OFF the oxygen / the oxygen OFF} with your KNEE and ON 

with your ELbow. 
b. SHE plays {*DOWN her work / her work DOWN} and HE, UP.  (i.e. 

he plays her work up) 
 
Conversely, when the second particle is identical to the first, it can likewise 
be omitted in the second coordinate, but in that case, the particle in the first 
part may precede as well as follow the object NP:21 
 
(348) a. Turn {off the OXygen / the OXygen off} with your KNEE, and the 

aCEtylene with your ELbow. 
b. SHE plays {down HER work / HER work down} and HE, HIS.  

 
 A satisfactory explanation for these curious coordination facts has no-
where been given, it seems to me, but there have been a few partial attempts. 
For example, it has been suggested that in the structure ‘verb – NP – parti-
cle’, the NP and the particle form a constituent together (cf., e.g., Aarts’s 
                                                      
21 If the particle is repeated in the second half, the result may or may not be accept-
able: 
 (i) a. Turn the OXygen off with your KNEE, and the aCEtylene off with your ELbow.  

b. ?*SHE plays HER work down and HE, HIS down.  
This may have to do with the transparency of the verb-particle combination. If so, 
this grammaticality contrast provides further evidence for the view advanced in 
Chapter 3, Subsection 3.5.4, namely that literal and idiomatic particles have almost 
but not quite identical grammatical possibilities. 
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1989, Svenonius’s 1994 and Den Dikken’s 1995 small-clause analysis), so 
that the possibility of coordinating two such sequences in (346) follows natu-
rally, under standard assumptions about what can be coordinated with what. 
However, being constituents is a sufficient but not a necessary condition for 
coordinated sequences, as Den Dikken’s example itself shows: with your 
knee and with your elbow are separate adverbials that do not form a constitu-
ent with, respectively, the oxygen off and the acetylene on. Given the possi-
bility of coordinating non(ce)-constituents (cf., e.g., Huddleston, Payne and 
Peterson [2002: 1341]: I sent Ed a letter on Monday and Sue a postcard on 
Friday), there is no cogent reason to assume that the object and the particle, 
when appearing in this ordering, form a constituent together to account for 
their appearance in coordination; the object, the particle and the adverbial 
adjunct may be three different constituents. Moreover, the assumption that 
the object NP and the particle form a constituent does not adequately explain 
why the two particles can be coordinated without the object (see (347)) or 
why the two objects can be coordinated without the particle (see (348)). 

Another partial explanation that has been offered in the literature hinges 
on the hypothesis that the verb and the particle jointly form a complex cate-
gory; hence the possibility of omitting the verb and the particle together in 
(348) or of ‘gapping’ them (e.g. Gary looked up Sam’s number, and Mittie, 
my number; Johnson 1991: 591). However, it is not necessary to assume that 
the verb and the particle form a “single verb” together: as the following ex-
amples show, a verb and its direct object (e.g. give credit; do anything) can 
be left out together in coordination and gapping just as well: 
 
(349) a. Please don’t forget to give credit to Tom for the icons and to me 

for the animations. 
(www.mcs.csuhayward.edu/~malek/Zeronenow.html, accessed 23 De-
cember 2004) 

  b. I would do anything for her, and she for me. 
   (www.progress.org/banneker/lfp138.html, accessed 23 December 2004) 

  
Furthermore, the fact that the particle can usually follow the object (as in 
(348)) is not at all a triviality if the particle forms a category together with 
the verb. This ‘split’ order makes the ‘complex V’ (or ‘complex head’) ac-
count less attractive. Furthermore, the ‘complex V’ account does not readily 
explain the coordination possibilities in (346) and (347), where the verb is 
omitted without the particle. One might try to explain the latter possibilities 
away by assuming—as, e.g., Fraser (1976: 3) and Dehé (2002: 264) do—that 
what is stranded in these examples is not a particle but an adverb:  

 
“I want to propose that co-ordination is possible in cases where it is not a 
true PV [verb-particle combination—B. C.] that is involved, but where 
we are concerned with a V+adverb structure.” (Dehé 2002: 264) 
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Dehé contrasts a sentence like Turn the oxygen off with your knee and the 
acetalyne on with your elbow with *He looked the word up and the informa-
tion up. Dehé’s view finds some support in the recognition that on and off 
are semantically independent of the verb (i.e. they can be used in the sense 
of ‘functioning’ and ‘not functioning’ outside the verb-particle construction). 
However, play up and play down are less likely candidates for ‘V+adverb’ 
status, and yet we can have She played her own achievements down and 
those of others up. 

I will not try to give a watertight, unifying account here myself, but it ap-
pears that one in terms of constituency (considering the NP and the particle 
as a unit or considering the verb and the particle as a unit) is not viable. 
Rather, what might explain all of the coordination facts above is the univer-
sal and therefore well-entrenched subject-predicate alignment. When the 
verb is omitted without the particle, as in (346) and (347), this means that the 
latter is endowed with a pertinent predicating job. This is not to say that the 
verb does not make an important semantic contribution of its own in that 
case, but the informational weight within the verbal predication lies on the 
value ascribed by the particle to the object then. The object is then its ‘predi-
cand’, fulfilling the role of underlying subject.22 The ordering NP+Prt, then, 
reflects the natural subject-predicate order. By contrast, when the verb and 
the particle are omitted together, as in (348), this means that the predicative 
relationship between the object and the particle is not at stake to the same 
extent, which may explain why the particle can precede the object in the first 
half.  

(x) The coordination facts in the previous point show, more generally, that 
when the particle is contrastively accented, it cannot occur on the left of the 
object NP: compare (346) and (347), on the one hand, with (348), on the 
other. The same holds for the scenario in which no other object NP is pre-
sent, in other words, when only the particle is coordinated, as it were, with 
another (explicit or implicit) particle: 
 
(350) a. He threw {*DOWN the ball / the ball DOWN} (not UP). 

b. Turn {*ON the radio / the radio ON} (not OFF). 
 
This obligatory post-object placement of a contrastive particle ties in with 
what was stated in the very first point, namely that new (newsworthy, cru-
cial) information is typically saved for last.  

By contrast, when the NP is contrastively accented with another (explicit 
or implicit) NP, it can either follow or precede the particle: 
 

                                                      
22 This explanation may, indeed, be reminiscent of a small-clause analysis, but I 
abstain from treating the object and the particle as a constituent. 
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(351) a. He threw {down the BALL / the BALL down}, not the KEYS. 
b. Turn {on the RADIO / the RADIO on}, not the TELEVISION. 

 
This different placement restriction between the particle and the NP may 
again be explained, as in the previous point, as a reflect of the primitive sub-
ject-predicate sequencing. 
 

The above ten points taken together should alert us to the likely inade-
quacy of general, sweeping explanations of the word-order alternation at 
hand, whether they be phrased in syntactic, semantic, discourse-functional or 
even psycholinguistic terms. As I hope to have shown, particle placement in 
transitive combinations is determined by a wide variety of factors that cannot 
be simply subsumed under one general principle. To some extent, informa-
tion structure plays a role, in that the position of the particle vis-à-vis the 
object depends on whether the object refers to old or to new information, and 
on whether or not the object carries much weight, which is considered to be 
an information-structural concept even if it has to do, among other things, 
with syntactic complexity. Apart from information-structural factors (which 
we will further explore in the next chapter), there is also a great deal of con-
vention which bears on particle placement: some existing combinations al-
most invariably display one ordering or the other (cp., e.g. give off NP ‘emit’ 
and turn NP off ‘revolt’) and speakers tune in to such matters of usage. The 
actual particle used also has an effect, in that some particles, like over and 
through, are easily misinterpreted for their homonymous prepositions if they 
precede the object. The kind of verb used, and its stative/nonstative aktion-
sart effects, is yet another factor, as is evident from the fact that You can put 
on your hat is fine but *You can leave on your hat is not. And, finally, there 
are specific restrictions on the placement of the particle in coordination 
structures and patterns with contrastive emphasis.  

In this subsection, I have primarily tried to state all the facts that I con-
sider relevant to the ordering alternation, without thereby attempting to pro-
vide an overarching explanation for them. Sometimes, an explanation may 
not be possible beyond the mere registration that the facts just are the way 
they are. For example, I cannot think of any answer to the question “Why 
doesn’t blow steam off sound very acceptable” other than that speakers of 
English simply happen to use the other ordering fairly consistently. Taking a 
sentence by Goldberg and Jackendoff (to appear: 12) out of its proper con-
text and applying it here: “There is no explanation to be sought at this level 
of detail, there is only description.” 
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5.3.2  The structure with a separate prepositional phrase 

Just like intransitive verb-particle combinations, transitive ones may be fol-
lowed by a prepositional phrase. Again, such a PP may be freely added as an 
adverbial adjunct or it may be part of an idiom. Here is an example of each: 
 
(352) a. He took the garbage out on Monday. 

b. He took his frustration out on the garbage bin.  (i.e. he vented it on 
the garbage bin) 

 
The difference can be ascertained by trying to replace the PP by another PP. 
This is possible in (352)a (e.g. He took the garbage out {before noon / in the 
morning / for Mrs. Scott}) but in general not in (352)b (e.g. He took his frus-
tration out {in public / ??against the garbage bin / *to his wife}). In tradi-
tional grammar, take out on is called a transitive “prepositional(-)phrasal 
verb”, or a “phrasal-prepositional verb”; the motivation for these terms has 
been explained in Subsection 5.2.2 above. Some more examples are given in 
(353): 
 
(353) bring somebody out in (a rash, goose-pimples, …), give yourself (or 

your life, …) up to (research), help somebody {on / off} with (a coat), 
let somebody in for (trouble) ‘make somebody take on responsibility 
for’, let somebody in on (a little secret), play somebody off against 
(his rival), put something down to (ignorance) ‘regard something as 
being due to’, put somebody up to (a prank) ‘encourage somebody to 
do’, take something out on (your child) ‘make (your child) the scape-
goat for something that grieves you’, take somebody up on (a claim) 
‘get somebody to prove or confirm’ 

 
That this pattern is the transitive counterpart of the intransitive pattern 
treated in 5.2.2. is evident from the existence of corresponding pairs like the 
following, from Cowie and Mackin (1993: 455, 470): 
 
(354) a. An outsider had come in on our private arrangement. 

b. Someone had let an outsider in on our private arrangement. 
 
(355) a. The family came up against fresh problems. 

b. The move had brought the family up against fresh problems. 
(356) a. The match got off to a good start. 

b. The referee got the match off to a good start. 
 
There is, however, an important difference between intransitive and transi-
tive patterns of this sort when it comes to passivization, as we will see in 
Subsection 5.3.5.  
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 The direct object NP is usually placed before the particle. For example, 
“put * success down to” (where ‘*’ is a wildcard for my, her, their, etc.) has 
674 hits on Google (2 June 2004) whereas “put down * success to” has only 
39. Of course, this difference in frequency may have something to do with 
the typical discourse-familiarity of the object NP in this particular combina-
tion: that something has been a success is old information; new information 
is what is assumed to account for it. In some combinations, the object NP 
can more easily follow the particle. An example is take out on. For “take * 
anger out on” there are 7,070 hits on Google, which is still more than the 
3,300 hits on Google for “take out * anger on”, but this difference is consid-
erably smaller. And in a few cases, the post-particle position of the object 
may even be most natural. For example, pair off each word with its opposite 
is probably preferred over pair each word off with its opposite, though the 
figures retrieved from Google are too low to make any firm conclusion here.  

Abstracting away from individual preferences, we may represent this pat-
tern and its ordering alternation as follows: 
 
(357) [tr V-Prt-P X Y Z] → [VP V NP PrtP PP] � [VP V Prt NP– unacctd pron PP] 
 
The ordering in which the object precedes the particle is considered more 
basic (i.e. less marked) than the alternative. Note, in this respect, that this 
unmarked pattern does not have the same restriction against complex NPs 
that we noted for the simplest structure. Indeed, even quite heavy and/or 
internally complex NPs can be placed before the particle (square brackets 
added): 
 
(358) a. A number of respondents put [the success of particular projects and 

improvements in the general relationships] down to specific indi-
viduals… 
(www.mugongshang.com/html/e-jichang-xswl.htm, accessed 2 June 
2004) 

b. Well, I put [the success that people have enjoyed with my tactics] 
down to several factors really. 
(up.thedugout.net/tips_cph.html, accessed 2 June 2004) 

c. In the mean time try not to take [your anger over the liberal me-
dia’s view of female superiority over us] out on the women out 
there that really deserve your professional respect and camaraderie. 

 (www.gigo-soapbox.org/gigo/2000/08/gigo20000818.html, accessed 2 
June 2004) 

d. People sometimes take [the anger that builds up, after a computer 
has made a number of mistakes,] out on the actual hardware such 
as: a computer monitor, tower, keyboard, or mouse. 
(www.wowessays.com/dbase/ab2/nyr90.shtml, accessed 2 June 2004) 
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5.3.3  The structure with a constituent (an NP or AdjP) functioning as 
predicative complement 

Transitive verb-particle combinations can sometimes take a predicative 
complement. Here are a couple of examples: 
 
(359) a. The war sent him home crippled for life.  

b. Are you trying to pass this thing off as art? 
 
Unlike in the structurally similar intransitive pattern (see Subsection 5.2.3 
above), the predicative complement does not apply to the subject referent 
(e.g. the war in (359)a) but to the object referent (e.g. him in (359)a).  
 The two example sentences in (359) illustrate the two main subtypes of 
this pattern. Sentence (359)a is an instance of a productive type, with a bare 
predicative complement (i.e. one not introduced by as). The interpretation of 
this pattern often (but not necessarily) involves a drastic and real change in 
the object referent. This pattern is the transitive counterpart of the pattern 
represented in (275) (e.g. He returned home crippled for life). This type is 
productive in that it is, in principle, not restricted to a particular set of verb-
particle combinations, but despite this productivity, it is not used very often. 
Here are some authentic examples: 
 
(360) a. two months of illness and realization have brought me back a new 

person. 
(lists.herald.co.uk/old-archives/ mercedes-lackey/980813-1682, accessed 
3 June 2004) 

b. No, he just wants to throw you head first into the system and let it 
spit you out a changed man.23 
(www.cavalierdaily.com/ CVarticle.asp?ID=16558&pid=1036, accessed 
3 June 2004) 

Sentence (359)b provides an example of a pattern with fewer possible in-
stances. Its semantics has to do with how the object referent is subjectively 
considered, and is the transitive counterpart, in a sense, of the pattern repre-
sented by come across (as). The difference with this intransitive counterpart 
is that the predicative complement is never bare but always introduced by as. 
The only exceptions are give up, which is followed by for (e.g. They gave 
him up for dead), and make out, which can take a bare predicative comple-
ment (e.g. They made me out (as) a fool). Some more examples are listed in 
(361): 
 

                                                      
23 Sentences with this structure can be ambiguous between a transitive and a ditran-
sitive reading, although the context will normally exclude one or the other interpre-
tation. Compare also with note 4. 
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(361) build NP up as, hold NP up as, lay NP down as, mark NP down as, 
mark NP off as, mark NP out as, put NP down as, rule NP out as, set 
NP down as, set NP up as, show NP up as, single NP out as, write NP 
off as 

 
The object NP can also follow the particle in this second subtype. (I have 

no proof that it also can in the first subtype.) Here are some examples: 
 
(362) a. Technology can be used to show up the umpires as incompetent: 

“I’d like to see that again!”. 
(www.rediff.com/cricket/2001/aug/24diary.htm, accessed 3 June 2004) 

  b. Coach Bower marked down the season as a success. 
(www.thehoya.com/sports/043004/sports15.cfm, accessed 3 June 2004) 

  c. Coach Hardin singled out two players as player of the week. 
(www.newsherald.com/archive/sports99/sc120999.htm, accessed 3 June 
2004) 

 
I believe we can formalize the two subpatterns as (363)a-b and (364), respec-
tively: 
 
(363) a. [VP V NP Prt [PC {NP / AdjP}]]  

b. [tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V NP Prt [PC {NP / AdjP}]]  
 
(364) [tr V-Prt-as X Y] → [VP V Prt NP– unacctd pron [PC as {NP / AdjP }]]  

�� [VP V NP– complex Prt [PC as {NP / AdjP}]] 
 
The motivation behind these formalizations derives partly from how we 
formalized the corresponding intransitive patterns in Subsection 5.2.3 and 
partly from the word-order alternation we discussed in Subsection 5.3.1. The 
reader is referred to these subsections for further information.  
 Some minor patterns may be needed to represent the use of more fully 
lexicalized combinations, such as knock him out cold. I propose this could be 
handled as follows: 
 
(365) [tr V-Prt-PC knock out] →  [VP knock out NP– unacctd pron [PC {cold / dead / 

unconscious}]]  
�� [VP knock NP– complex out [PC {cold / dead / 

unconscious}]] 
 
A similar solution may be proposed for the transitive use of wrap up (e.g. 
{wrap your baby up warm / wrap up your baby warm}). 
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5.3.4 Particle preposing 

Particle preposing has been claimed in the literature to be restricted to in-
transitive verb-particle combinations (Palmer 1965: 184-86; Jackendoff 
1973: 346; Quayle 1994: 254). This is not entirely correct. It is true that the 
great majority of all particle preposing instances involve an intransitive 
combination, but transitive verb-particle combinations are allowed in this 
pattern as well. Here are three examples (italics added): 
 
(366) a. They saw the survivors required dry and warm clothing, so off they 

took them to their own cabins to fit them out with everything they 
could. 
(www example; URL lost, accessed around 4 June 2004) 

b. About ten o’clock there was a flag of truce and in they brought the 
Captain and three men. 

 (my.execpc.com/~cra1/Roblet1.html, accessed 4 June 2004) 
c. Wood and I boarded the Vixen, and there we got Lieutenant 

Sharp’s black Cuban pilot, who told us he could take our transport 
right in to within a few hundred yards of the land. Accordingly, we 
put him aboard; and in he brought her, gaining at least a mile and a 
half by the manoeuvre. 

 (www.sonshi.com/theodore_roosevelt2.html, accessed 4 June 2004) 
 
Occasionally, the verb-particle is only intransitive ‘on the surface’, being in 
the passive voice: 
 
(367) At that moment in was brought a loin of stag and other venison in 

great plenty, and rich golden plate adorned the table, with great lidded 
goblets of gold, and magnificent golden candlesticks bearing great 
candles. 
(www.uidaho.edu/student_orgs/arthurian_legend/grail/fisher/texts/romance/p
erlesva.htm, accessed 4 June 2004) 

 
Preposing is only possible if the subject refers back to a familiar entity and is 
light. Compare the previous sentence with the following sentence (discussed 
in Cappelle 2002: 64): 
 
(368) *At that moment in four waiters brought (or in brought four waiters) a 

loin of stag and other venison in great plenty… 
 
The explanation for the unacceptability of this sentence probably has to be 
sought in a restriction against the consecutive placement of informationally 
rich elements. Compare with (366)b, where the two focused elements (the 



Phrase structure contd. ⋅ 231 

 

 

 

particle and the subject NP) are widely separated in the clause: one at the 
front and the other at the end. 

Particle preposing with transitive verb-particle combinations is subject to 
the same semantic and syntactic restrictions as in the case of intransitive 
combinations. For the characteristics of this pattern, the reader is therefore 
referred to Subsection 5.2.4 above. The only difference, apart from lower 
frequency and, obviously, a difference in valency, seems to be a stylistic 
one: particle preposing with transitive verbs occurs primarily in archaic or 
literary contexts, judging from the examples. 
 In (369) I have attempted to represent the formal structure of the particle 
preposing patterns with transitive verbs. The proposed subtypes are sche-
matic for (366)b and (366)a, c, respectively. 
 
(369) a. [S PrtP NPSubj; light and discourse-old V NPObj]formal 

b. [S PrtP NPSubj; light and discourse-old V NPObj; light and discourse-old (Comp to 
Prt)]formal 

 
As we will see in the next chapter, (366)a, (366)b and (366)c represent three 
different information-structural types. 
 
 
5.3.5  Other related patterns  

In this final subsection of Section 5.3, I want to present a small number of 
constructions that deserve their place in a complete description of transitive 
verb-particle patterns. My aim is to merely mention all the remaining pat-
terns that I think are relevant to this section, not to describe each pattern in 
detail. 

(i) Passives. It will come as no surprise that active clauses with a transitive 
verb-particle combination usually permit a passive variant. For example, the 
active clause The insurance company has written off my car has its passive 
counterpart in My car has been written off (by the insurance company). 
There is no principled difference in passivizability between idiomatic and 
non-idiomatic verb-particle combinations. However, some stereotyped com-
binations with a fixed object NP may be so fossilized as to not allow a pas-
sive version (e.g. active He set up shop on Fifth Avenue vs. passive *Shop 
was set up on Fifth Avenue; active She cooked up a storm vs. passive *A 
storm was cooked up), but many such combinations do also occur in the 
passive (e.g. active They kept up appearances and passive Appearances were 
kept up; active The size of the building took my breath away and passive My 
breath was taken away by the size of the building). 
 It will be remembered from subsection 5.2.5 that passives can often be 
formed on the basis of intransitive verb-particle-preposition combinations, 
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with the subject of the passive clause corresponding to the object of the 
preposition in the related active clause (e.g. active We will not put up with 
this violence and passive This violence will not be put up with). Transitive 
verb-particle-preposition also allow passives, but then the subject of the pas-
sive invariably corresponds to the direct object in the active clause, not to the 
object of the preposition in the active clause (e.g. active They fobbed the 
customers off with inferior chocolate and passive The customers were fobbed 
off with inferior chocolate vs. ‘prepositional passive’ *Inferior chocolate 
was fobbed the customers off with).   

A few passives do not have an active counterpart (cf. Bolinger 1971: 115; 
Lipka 1972: 131; Cowie and Mackin 1998: 448), and therefore have to be 
stored as such. Among them are be borne in on (‘become gradually under-
stood by’), be fed up (with), be given over to, be hung over, be hung up (on) 
(‘be obsessed (with)’; ‘be worried (about)’; ‘be delayed’), be left over, and 
be put out (‘be irritated’). For example, the passive sentence in the (a)-
examples below cannot be related to an active version, such as given in the 
(b)-examples: 
 
(370) a. It was quickly borne in on me how bad the situation was. 

b. *The terror in their eyes quickly bore in on me how bad the situa-
tion was. 

 
(371) a. I’m fed up with his stupid jokes. 

b. *He feeds me up with his stupid jokes. 
 
Many of these passive-only combinations behave like adjectives—for exam-
ple, they can be modified by quite, so or very. 

(ii) PP preposing. Transitive combinations with a separate prepositional 
phrase can sometimes, but not always, be used in patterns in which the 
prepositional phrase is preposed (through wh-movement of the object of the 
preposition and pied-piping of the preposition or through the fronting of the 
whole PP in a cleft construction). For example, fob off with is allowed in 
such structures, e.g. The inferior chocolate with which the tourists were 
fobbed off will be confiscated; With which inferior product did they fob the 
tourists off?; It was with inferior chocolate that they fobbed the tourists off. 
By contrast, put down to is blocked in such structures, e.g. *The past experi-
ences to which he puts his conduct down were all very traumatic; *To what 
does he put his conduct down?; *It is to traumatic past experiences that he 
puts his conduct down. The (im)possibility to be used in such PP preposing 
structures is an unpredictable matter, and hence needs to be mentioned 
somehow in the lexical entry of each individual transitive verb-particle-
preposition combination. 
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(iii) Extraposition. As with intransitives, there are two kinds of extraposition. 
First, when the object of a transitive verb-particle combination is a clause, it 
is often extraposed to the end of the clause. In that case, the pronoun it func-
tions as a kind of place-holder. Thus, instead of They put about that he had 
died in a plane crash, we might find They put it about that he had died in a 
plane crash. Other combinations that can be found with an introductory it 
are, among others, blurt (it) out that…, bring (it) about that…, figure (it) out 
that…, make (it) out that…, work (it) out that…, size (it) up that… and put 
(it) up to somebody that… (‘propose to somebody that…’). A that-clause is 
not extraposed equally frequently with all these combinations. For example, 
blurt out that… is used much more often than blurt it out that…, while the 
balance is more even for bring about that and bring it about that…. It is 
worth noting that with make (it) out that, raising is often applied (e.g. They 
made (it) out that John is a liar → They made John out to be a liar). Some-
times, the raising version does not have a semantically coherent non-raising 
equivalent (e.g. !They make (it) out that they are better than they really are 
→ They make themselves out to be better than they really are). The raising 
construction is very similar to the pattern with a (bare) predicative comple-
ment (e.g. They made John out a liar). 

Second, a heavy complement to the head of the object NP can be extra-
posed from the NP, enabling the head (with its specifier and/or premodifiers) 
to occur in pre-particle position, e.g. They put the story about that he had 
died in a plane crash.  

The necessity to extrapose (with it-insertion or from NP) in related pas-
sives seems to be dependent on whether or not an informationally rich ad-
junct follows: compare non-extraposed*{That / The story that} he had died 
in a plane crash was put about versus extraposed {It / The story} was put 
about that he had died in a plane crash but non-extraposed {That / The story 
that} he had died in a plane crash was put about by—would you believe—
some government officials.  

(iv) Subject postposing. In reported speech, as is well known, the (non-
pronominal) subject of the reporting verb can be postposed (e.g. “It’s all 
right,” said Greg). Reporting verb-particle combinations similarly allow the 
subject to follow. For example: 
 
(372) a. “Excuse me,” cut in Mike.  

(www.wg3.net/nov1ch09.htm, accessed 7 June 2004) 
b. ‘My gran says that’s rubbish,’ piped up Neville.  

(J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003, p. 198) 

   
A postposed subject has to follow both the verb and the particle (compare, 
e.g., *“Excuse me,” cut Mike in). 
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5.4 The ditransitive verb-particle pattern  

5.4.1 The actual ditransitive pattern 

Bolinger (1971: 168-70) devotes a separate, albeit short, chapter to sentences 
like the following:24 
 
(373) a. He warmed her up some soup. 

b. She sorted him out some old shirts.  
c. They ran him up a new coat. 

 
These sentences contain a verb-particle combination that takes both a direct 
object (e.g. some soup in (373)a) and an indirect object (e.g. her in (373)a); 
hence the term ‘ditransitive’ (or ‘double-object’) pattern. Bolinger is mainly 
concerned with the sequential ordering of the particle vis-à-vis the two ob-
jects, and we will treat this issue further below. 

Huddleston (2002a: 287), too, succinctly discusses the use of verb-
particle combinations in this pattern. Before also briefly dealing with the 
variable positioning of the particle, he notes that “[t]he meanings of such 
combinations are at the more transparent end of the spectrum.” I would like 
to pick up on this statement first. Let us consider (373)c. The sense of run up 
here is the one circumscribed in Cowie & Mackin (1993) as “make, con-
struct (sth) quickly, and possibly from any materials that are near at hand”. 
Clearly, this rich and complex semantics is something that does not follow 
directly from the standard meaning of the verb run on its own and of the 
particle up on its own. (As it happens, run off in Huddleston’s example run 
him off another copy is not semantically compositional either.) Rather, what 
is predictable about the interpretation of (373)c as a whole is that the VP is 
associated with the notion of transfer (i.e. ‘cause to receive’), a notion that is 
also present in the other two examples.  

This notion, crucially, is not inherent in this specialized meaning of run 
up, which can just as well be used without this idea: 
 
(374) Upholstery completed after a few hours on the sewing machine. Just 

enough material left to run up a pair of shorts! 
(www.leggott.flyer.co.uk/jabul.html, accessed 9 June 2004) 

 
This suggests that the notion of ‘giving’ has to be ascribed to the ditransitive 
pattern, not to the verb-particle combination which is used in this pattern (cf. 
Goldberg 1995: especially Chapter 6). That is to say, the verb-particle com-
bination may of course involve the notion of transfer itself, but this is not 

                                                      
24 I owe these particular examples to Susan Reed (personal communication). 
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necessary. The following combinations, among others, can all be found in 
the ditransitive pattern.  
 
(375) bring up, dish up, get in, give back, hand back, knock back, knock off, 

order in, pack up, pass down, pay back, send over, serve out, set back, 
write out, write up 

 
Most of these are clearly congruent with the idea of giving. So, in I dished 
her up some cherry ice cream, the meaning of the verb-particle combination 
and the meaning of the pattern in which it occurs point in the same direction, 
so to speak. By contrast, the combination knock off, in the sense of ‘reduce 
the price by (an amount)’ as in, e.g., I managed to knock off a couple of 
grand, is not obviously related to the idea of giving. Still, this combination 
can be integrated into the ditransitive pattern, thus producing an idea that is 
negatively related to the concept of giving: I knocked him off a few pounds 
can be paraphrased as ‘I caused him not to receive a few pounds’. Ditransi-
tive uses of the combinations knock back and set back are antonymically 
related to the concept of giving: This car must have set you back a buck or 
two (i.e. ‘…must have cost you…’) paraphrases as ‘This car must have 
caused you to lose a buck or two’.25 Such semantic extensions of the basic 
meaning of the ditransitive pattern are very much what is to be expected if 
we assume that “both the negation and the antonym of a particular concept 
are closely associated with that concept” (Goldberg 2002: 333).   
 There is no a priori fixed set of verb-particle combinations that are com-
patible with the ditransitive pattern. Many combinations with the structure 
‘verb – indirect object – particle – direct object’ are freely composed, which 
is what Huddleston (2002a: 287) may actually have meant by the claim that 
the very verb-particle combinations tend to be transparent. Indeed, transpar-
ency and free composition often go hand in hand. To illustrate this produc-
tivity, each of the following ditransitive combinations is probably created for 
the nonce (that is, the ditransitive usages are probably not retrieved ready-
made from the mental lexicon but called into being just for the occasion): 
 
(376) a. He stopped and flung me back the parchment scornfully. 

(www.bootlegbooks.com/Fiction/ mfalkner/mnfleet/moon12.html, ac-
cessed 11 June 2004) 

b. I can microwave us up a late lunch. 
(bree.freeservers.com/morefic/divend.html, accessed 8 June 2004) 

                                                      
25 The expression tear somebody off a strip means ‘reproach somebody’, but if we 
interpret this idiom literally, we again find the sense of ‘take away from’, which is 
the antonym of ‘give to’. 
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  c. Rory tossed him back the money. 
(www.rootsweb.com/~gagenweb/history/hcg-c-g.htm, accessed 10 June 
2004) 

d. [Skinner: Oh, there’s no justice like angry-mob justice.  
Lenny: I’m gonna burn all the historic memorabilia.]  
Moe: I’m gonna take me home a toilet. 
(www.snpp.com/episodes/4F06.html, accessed 15 July 2003) 

 
 Let us now have a look at the different positions the particle can occupy 
in this pattern. So far, we have only given examples of the most natural or-
dering, with the particle in-between the two objects. The particle can also 
precede both objects, as well as follow them both: 
 
(377) a. This event will give back these mothers some dignity. 

b. This event will give these mothers some dignity back. 
 
The order in (377)a is ruled out if the indirect object is an unaccented pro-
noun (cp. *This event will give back them some dignity). The order in (377)b 
is dispreferred if the indirect object is complex (cp. ?This event will give 
those who suffered so much some dignity back) and considerably so if the 
direct object is complex (cp. ?*This event will give these mothers the dignity 
they lost back).  

The picture becomes even more complicated when the direct object is an 
unaccented pronoun. In that case, the particle has to follow it, as in the case 
of the monotransitive pattern. This means that the order in (377)b is possible, 
in principle, but the direct object will normally swap places with the indirect 
object (e.g. Speaking of dignity, this event will give {*these mothers it back / 
it these mothers back}), unless the latter is itself an unaccented pronoun, in 
which case either object can come first (e.g. Speaking of these mothers’ dig-
nity, this event will give {them it back / it them back}). But better still, the 
ditransitive is replaced altogether by a pattern with an oblique constituent 
(e.g. this event will give it back to them); see Subsection 5.4.2 below. 
 I propose the following pair of formalizations to account for the diverse 
ditransitive subpatterns (ignoring the complications in the case that the direct 
object is an unaccented pronoun). The vertical rather than horizontal direc-
tion of the arrows has no theoretical significance; its only purpose is clarity 
of presentation. As before, (a) allows speakers to combine all the elements 
involved (here, the verb, the particle and the two objects) from scratch (e.g. 
flung me back the parchment), while (b) allows the insertion of a prefabri-
cated verb-particle combination (e.g. run up) into a more elaborate structural 
frame (e.g. ran him up a new coat). 
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(378) a. [VP V Prt NPIndirect O; − unacctd pron NPDirect O; − unacctd pron]  
             � 
    [VP V NPIndirect O Prt(P) NPDirect O; − unacctd pron] 
           � 

[VP V NPIndirect O; preferably − complex NPDirect O; − complex PrtP] 
  

b.        [VP V Prt NPIndirect O; − unacctd pron NPDirect O]  
                  � 

[tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V NPIndirect O Prt(P) NPDirect O; − unacctd pron] 
                � 

   [VP V NPIndirect O; preferably − complex NPDirect O; − complex PrtP] 
 
As is indicated in these formal representations, it is only when the particle is 
in end position that it can easily head a multi-word phrase (e.g. gave him the 
money [right back]), but when the particle is in middle position, it can mar-
ginally project a phrase as well, especially if the direct object is rather heavy: 
 
(379) …and then the reality of the cruel markets (and they are a cruel beast) 

brought me right back my seemingly empty future. 
(www.mikeysmethods.com/testimonials3.htm, accessed 11 June 2004) 

 
 
5.4.2 Related patterns 

In this second subsection, I will very briefly discuss some patterns that are 
related to the ditransitive pattern. I will not be concerned here with their 
formalizations within the Pattern Grammar framework, but I will end with a 
suggestion as to how such formalizations might be linked up. 

(i) The pattern with to or for. Both Bolinger (1971) and Huddleston (2002a) 
mention the relation between the ditransitive pattern and the pattern in which 
the recipient or beneficiary is expressed as an oblique (i.e. in which it is 
marked by a preposition): 
 
(380) a. They gave me back the money.  (ditransitive) 

b. They gave the money back to me.  (related to-PP pattern) 
 
(381) a. She poured him out a glass.  (ditransitive) 

b. She poured a glass out for him.  (related for-PP pattern) 
 
There are some subtle but oft-discussed semantic and information-structural 
differences between the ditransitive and the corresponding prepositional 
pattern. Since these differences are not dependent on the presence of a parti-
cle but hold for ditransitives and their related prepositional versions in gen-
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eral, I will not go into them here. The interested reader is referred to such 
relevant works as, among many others, Green (1974), Oehrle (1976), Erte-
shik-Shir (1979), Dryer (1986), Goldberg (1995), Thompson (1995), 
Davidse (1996a, b) and Wasow (2002).  
 One point worth noting here is that this so-called ‘dative alternation’ does 
not work if the ditransitive is used without its prototypical sense of transfer. 
For example, This boat must have set you back quite a lot does not alternate 
with *This boat must have set back quite a lot {to / for} you. 

(ii) Passives. The ditransitive pattern has two related passive patterns. In the 
first passive pattern, the subject corresponds to the indirect object of the 
ditransitive pattern. The second passive pattern, which has quite marginal 
acceptability, is actually more like a regular passive related to a monotransi-
tive pattern, in that the subject corresponds to the direct object.26 For exam-
ple: 
 
(382) a. They gave me back the money.  (ditransitive) 

b. I was given back the money.  (first related passive) 
  c. ?The money was given me back.  (second related passive) 
 
The second passive becomes even worse if the indirect object is not an unac-
cented pronoun: ?*The money was given the students back.  
 Interestingly, the first passive (not to speak of the second) is usually far 
less acceptable if the indirect object corresponds to a for-PP in the related 
pattern with an oblique: 
 
(383) a. She poured him out a glass.  (cf. He poured a glass out {*to / for} 

him) 
b. ?*He was poured out a glass. 
c. *A glass was poured him out. 

Many studies have noted this difference between ditransitives with a to-PP 
variant and those with a for-PP variant, suggesting that the indirect object in 
the former, which typically has a recipient role, is more ‘object’-like (and 
hence easier to be turned into the subject of a passive) than the indirect ob-
ject in the latter. However, see also Goldberg (2002:  331) and the references 
she gives for the view that the ability to passivize does not neatly set apart 
ditransitives with a to-paraphrase from ditransitives with a for-paraphrase. 
Here are some examples of my own to back up her point: 
 

                                                      
26 Much more acceptable is the passive in which the recipient appears in an oblique: 
My money was given back to me. However, this pattern is to be considered as the 
passive that is related to the construction with an oblique (e.g. They gave my money 
back to me), not to the actual ditransitive pattern. 
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(384) a. ?*I was flung back the parchment.  (cf. He flung the parchment 
back to me) 

b. A few days later I was served up the same meal!  (cf. They served 
up the same meal for me!) 

 (www.steveandreas.com/resource.html, accessed 13 June 2004) 
 
So, even though the passive sentence in (384)a has a related to-PP variant, it 
is hardly acceptable, and even though the passive in (384)b has a related for-
PP variant, this authentic sentence is perfectly fine. 
 
 The two patterns which we have shown here to be related to the ditransi-
tive pattern display themselves some interrelations that can be captured 
within Pattern Grammar. Since most ditransitives that alternate with a to-PP 
pattern also allow a passive version, one might represent these three patterns 
as the angles of a triangle, on an abstract level. This does not obviate the 
need for repeating such alternation triangles for each individual lexicalized 
verb-particle combination that actually does occur in the three patterns in-
volved, in view of the fact that to-paraphrasability and passivizability do not 
correlate perfectly and hence need to be lexically specified. Such an alterna-
tion triangle cannot be posited on an abstract level for the ditransitive pat-
tern, the for-PP pattern and the passive, since combinations that can occur in 
all these three patterns are rare. However, such a triangle might be used to 
connect the patterns that are possible for just these rare cases—such as serve 
up.  
 
 
5.5 Verbless clausal particle patterns  

In the previous three sections, we dealt with patterns in which the particle 
combines with a verb. These are, to be sure, the most familiar patterns. The 
category ‘particle’, after all, is defined with reference to the well-known 
ordering alternation in monotransitive patterns, and the intransitive and 
ditransitive patterns are expected concomitants.  
 While recognizing the centrality of verb-particle combinations, whatever 
their valency, in this section I want to draw the attention to some marginal 
patterns that do not involve a verb at all, at least not overtly. These patterns, 
as we have seen in Chapter 3 (Section 3.5.4), require that the particle have a 
meaning of its own, independent of any particular verb. Indeed, the particles 
themselves should be able to have a clearly discernible predicative power. 
Here follows an overview of the different types.27 

                                                      
27 The reader may wonder why many of the authentic examples come from one 
particular source, the Harry Potter novels. I can give two answers to this. First of all, 
this bias quite simply reflects my choice of bed time reading at the time I had an 
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(i) Verbless directives without an NP 

Let me first give some examples: 
 
(385) a. “Out!” shouted Myers, pointing his arm toward the front door. 

(Kinky Friedman, The Love Song of J. Edgar Hoover, 1996, New York: 
Simon and Schuster, p. 30) 

  b. ‘In!’ she said furiously, pointing to the door.  
(J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003, p. 367) 

c. [Get back, you scurvy braggart!] Back, you rogue! 
(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, London: 
Bloomsbury, 1999, p. 77) 

d. [On foot then, good sirs and gentle lady!] On! On! 
(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, London: 
Bloomsbury, 1999, p. 78) 

e. ‘OK, Buckbeak, up!’ said Harry, shaking the rope. ‘Up to the 
tower, come on!’ 
(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, London: 
Bloomsbury, 1999, p. 303) 

f. [‘Yes, yes, we know, thank you,’ said Tonks swiftly.] ‘On, on, get 
on –’  
(J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003, p. 463) 

 
This type minimally consists of an emphatic particle (i.e. a one-word particle 
phrase, e.g. Out!) or maximally of a multi-word particle phrase with a voca-
tive constituent (e.g. Right back down into hell, you fiend!). Huddleston 
(2002b: 945) describes the illocutionary force of this type, as well as the 
types described in the next two points, as follows: “Fragmentary structures 
like these are commonly used for a peremptory type of directive, where im-
mediate compliance is required.” The command is quite forceful, indeed, and 
often has a hostile tone—although this is not always the case, as (385)d 

                                                                                                                             
increased interest in the patterns at hand. Any time I came across such an example, I 
noted it down, thus obviating the need to look for authentic examples in corpora. 
Secondly, some authors may use these patterns more than other authors—and J.K. 
Rowling may be such an author. Such a personal preference is not surprising if we 
are dealing with quite special constructions. In a Pattern Grammar framework, 
where there is no strict dividing line between grammar and lexicon, these construc-
tions, though they would traditionally be described as something purely syntactic, 
are in a sense more like lexical items (words), because of their high specificity (in 
terms of circumstances in which they can be used). So, if authors may favour certain 
words, they also may take recourse to particular grammatical patterns more fre-
quently than a null hypothesis (under which the use of patterns is distributed per-
fectly evenly across authors) would lead us to expect. 



Phrase structure contd. ⋅ 241 

 

 

 

shows.28 This type can be seen as a shortened version of an imperative verb-
particle pattern with the ‘light’ verb get (e.g. Get out!; Get in!). 
 

(ii) Verbless directives with an NP functioning as predicand 

This type has the same illocutionary force as the type described in the previ-
ous section, but it differs from that type syntactically, in that the particle 
phrase is preceded by an NP functioning as predicand with respect to the 
particle phrase (which normally consists of the particle head only). A well-
known example is Hands up!, which can be paraphrased as ‘Put your hands 
up!’. Similarly, Hands off! means ‘Keep your hands off!’. Exactly which 
verb underlies this fragmentary directive is always clear from the context of 
use. As these two examples show, the NP has the form of a bare noun (cp. 
*Your hands {up / off}!). However, the noun is not lexically restricted to 
hands (italics are added in these examples and the ones to follow —B. C.): 
 
(386) a. ‘Come along, quickly, wands out, we’re experimenting with 

Cheering Charms today…’ 
(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, London: 
Bloomsbury, 1999, p. 217) 

b. ‘Ok,’ she whispered, ‘no one there – Cloak on –’ 
(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, London: 
Bloomsbury, 1999, p. 240) 

  c. ‘Who d’you two keep writing to, eh?’ said Ron. 
‘Nose out, Ron, or I’ll burn that for you, too,’ said Fred, waving his 
wand threateningly.  
(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, London: Blooms-
bury, 2000, p. 343) 

  d. Wands away and quills out, please.  
(J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003, p. 215) 

                                                      
28 This type, as well as the third, can also be used without a directive sense in lively, 
informal narratives. The construction is then used to suggest that the event quickly 
followed some other instigating event. For example: 
(i) a. John wanted to drag race. So, out to South Butler Raceway. John ran the 

quarter mile in 16 seconds (98 mph) in the F-Stock class. 
  (www.rightcoastcars.com/, accessed 25 June 2004) 
 b. Pádraig had noticed a big black bird and so down with the rucksacks and out 

with the binoculars; we got really excited when we realised they were Con-
dors! (cf. point (iii)) 

  (www.queally.net/kl100297.htm, accessed 25 June 2004) 
The first type is also sometimes used to ‘navigate’ the addressee through one’s ar-
gumentation: 
(i) a. Okay! Back to the previous point I was making. 
 b. So, on to the next step. 
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(iii) Verbless directives with a with-PP whose NP functions as predicand 

This type, too, shares the sense of coerciveness of the first and second types, 
but it is semantically usually (but not always—see the (c)-example) related 
to a Let’s-directive. Here are some examples: 
 
(387) a. On with the show! 

b. Off with her head! 
c. Away with your evil plan! 

  d. Out with the old, in with the new. 
e. Down with Chomsky and modularity! Up with Cognitive Grammar 

and related theories! 
(listserv.brown.edu/archives/cgi-
bin/wa?A2=ind9904d&L=conlang&F=&S=&P=16245, accessed 25 June 
2004) 

 
Though the first example can be expanded, rather coincidentally, as “Let’s 
get on with the show!”, the other examples show that this type cannot simply 
be considered as elliptical. For example, Off with her head! is not a short-
ened version of Let’s get off with her head!. The particle does not usually 
project in this type, although it can: 
 
(388) a. Okay, back on with the “regular” blog!  (on has a specifier) 
   (www.tabulas.com/~WingedIllusion/, accessed 25 June 2004) 

b. So back to the studio with you chaps, and this time don’t come 
back until you’re ready.  (back has a postmodifier) 
(www.noise-online.com/medium21lp.html, accessed 25 June 2004) 

 

(iv) Verbless embedded clauses with an NP functioning as predicand  

This type looks syntactically similar to the type mentioned in point (ii), but 
its function is very different, in that the NP-PrtP combination does not stand 
on its own but fulfils a function within another clause, usually as an adver-
bial. This type of verbless embedded clause is called an ‘absolute clause’. 
 
(389) a. At this, Winky flung herself forwards off her stool, and lay, face 

down, on the flagged stone floor…  
(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, London: Blooms-
bury, 2000, p. 330) 

b. Disentangling himself from his robes he got quickly to his feet, 
wand up, but Sirius said, ‘Petrificus Totalus!’… 
(J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003, p. 571) 
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There is also a syntactic difference, in that the NP does not have to (though it 
can, as the previous two examples showed) consist of a bare noun: 
 
(390) …now Emmeline Vance was on his right, her wand out, her head 

turning left and right…  
(J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, London: Blooms-
bury, 2003,  p. 56) 

 
This embedded small clause construction can also occur in other than adver-
bial positions (Jackendoff 2002a: 91). Below are a couple of authentic ex-
amples which illustrate that this type is indeed not restricted to an adverbial 
function: 
 
(391) a. My back started to hurt and I wondered if the tv on would be able 

to help.  (the tv on functions as subject) 
(www.the-bed.com/as_seen_on_tv_coupons.htm, accessed 25 June 2004) 

b. It would kill me to picture them back together!29  (them back to-
gether functions as object; cp. It would kill me to picture that!) 

 (www.brendajoyce.com/ubb/Forum1/HTML/001901.html, accessed 30 
June 2004) 

 
Absolute clauses can sometimes be introduced by with or without: 
 
(392) a. With everyone away, she had promised Regan she would do dou-

ble-duty in exercising the horses.   
 (barbln.org/trixie/gwp-3a.htm, accessed 26 June 2004) 
b. This is a hard enough time for him without mom home… 

(www.prisontalk.com/forums/ showthread.php?mode=hybrid&t=62569, 
accessed 26 June 2004) 

 
A few noun-particle combinations are idiomatic: hands down means ‘with-
out difficulty’ or ‘without any doubt, unquestionably, by far’, and head on 
(often hyphenated) means ‘without evasion or compromise’: 
 
(393) a. I think I could win hands down if I really put my mind to it. 

(www.foxall.com.au/mje/Spirit/19950329.htm, accessed 26 June 2004) 

                                                      
29 Note that the pronoun has accusative case here, despite its function as subject 
within the small clause (cp. They are back together). This may have to do with the 
similarity of the verb picture with perception verbs. In I saw them back together, we 
can consider them as both the notional subject of (be) back together and the object 
of see. There may, in other words, be a fusion of semantic roles. A similar fusion  
could be said to hold for I imagined them back together, which paraphrases as ‘I 
imagined them as a couple again’. 
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b. Halloween is one of the scariest films I have ever seen in my life, 
hands down.  
(www.moviechatter.com/topic_show.pl?tid=4447, accessed 26 June 
2004) 

  c. We have to tackle terrorism head on in all its forms. 
(www.cstihlermep.com/ViewPage.cfm?Page=6501, accessed 26 June 
2004) 

 

(v) Verbless embedded clauses without an NP 

This type (which is known as a ‘supplementive clause’, or a ‘supplement’ for 
short) functionally resembles the previous type, except that there is no overt 
NP functioning as subject. A subject could be easily supplied, though. Usu-
ally, the underlying subject corresponds to the subject of the embedding 
clause, but this is not always the case—see the (b)-example. The particle 
phrase is typically preceded by a conjunction. 
 
(394) a. I plan to periodically monitor my email and voicemail while out. 

(www.biostat.wustl.edu/archives/ html/jmp-l/1998/msg00113.html, ac-
cessed 26 June 2004) 

  b. Once back the party got into full swing. 
(www.mech.gla.ac.uk/~donald/JMCS/1998/Rum.html, accessed 26 June 
2004) 

 
 
5.6 True ‘adverbial’ particles?  

Particles are sometimes referred to more specifically as ‘adverbial particles’. 
The epithet ‘adverbial’ is motivated by the distinction that is thus made be-
tween the word class under study and a very mixed bag of grammatical 
words that are also called ‘particles’, like infinitival to, the negator not, and a 
whole range of ‘discourse particles’ (such as yes, uhm, well, like, whatever, 
you know (what I mean?), etc.). Let us also not forget that the particle in the 
verb-particle construction used to be called an ‘adverb’ in traditional gram-
mar, and that some English Language Teaching resources, like the books in 
the COBUILD series, still speak of phrasal verbs with an ‘adverb’, like carry 
on, as opposed to phrasal verbs with a preposition, like rely on. The fact that 
many linguists use the term ‘phrasal verb’ for both verb-particle combina-
tions and prepositional verbs has further led to the occasional adoption of 
‘particle’ as a cover term for the non-verbal element in these combinations, 
whether it is a particle ‘proper’ or a preposition. Because of this, some lin-
guists use the term ‘adverbial particle’ to make clear that they are dealing 
with, e.g., on as in carry on and not with on as in rely on, nor indeed with a 
discourse particle. 



Phrase structure contd. ⋅ 245 

 

 

 

 Even though there are good motivations for its use, ‘adverbial particle’ is 
to my mind a somewhat unfortunate term, since it does injustice to the cen-
tral status particles (in the restricted sense) have within the verb phrase. Very 
often, especially when it is used literally, the particle encodes the most cru-
cial part of the predication while the verb only indicates a semantically sub-
ordinate aspect of the event, such as manner or means. This has been repeat-
edly noted in the literature.30 For example, Bolinger writes:  
 

“At times it seems as if the verb proper and the particle had switched 
roles – the adverb becomes the verb and the verb the adverb: 

They scratched the mistakes off. They offed (erased) the mistakes by 
scratching. 

Johnny ran away. Johnny awayed (absented himself) by running.” 
(Bolinger 1971: 49; cf. also Bolinger 1971: 70, 81) 

 
Likewise, Declerck (1977: 306) defends the view that “the semantic focus of 
literal phrasal verbs is on the particle rather than on the verb”, and with re-
spect to {look / glance / run / flick / skim / leaf / rifle / thumb} something 
through, Bacchielli (1993: 58, cited by Brinton and Akimoto 1999: 5) com-
ments that “the particle through ends up expressing the basic idea of the 
action and so acquires a verbal force, whilst the preceding verbs … are con-
fined to a modal, or instrumental function and thus become premodifications 
of through.” This important grammatical role that is bestowed on the particle 
puts English squarely within the class of what Leonard Talmy (1985, 1991) 
has coined “satellite-framed languages”—as opposed to “verb-framed lan-
guages”, to which the Romance languages, among others, belong: compare 
English float in with Spanish entrar flotando (cf. Chapter 9). 
 Although particles typically do not give circumstantial information (in 
other words, do not answer questions like how?, when?, where?, in what 
way?, etc.), some particles really are truly adverbial in function. In Chapter 
4, Subsection 4.6.5, we saw how a number of idiomatic prespecifier-particle 
combinations are employed as genuine adverbials, such as flat out (e.g. I’ve 
been working flat out to finish this chapter), right away (e.g. I’ll write a 

                                                      
30 In this sense, directional verb-particle combinations are instances of the resultative 
construction. Indeed, change of location is but a special case of change of state. So, 
the sentences in (i)a-c all inherit the form and meaning of the construction infor-
mally stated in (ii): 
(i) a. They scratched the mistakes off. / John ran away.  (V (NP) Prt) 

b. They scratched the mistakes off the wall. / John ran to his mother.  (V (NP) 
PP) 

 c. They scratched the wall clean. / John ran clear of the fire.  (V (NP) AdjP) 
(ii) V (NP) {Prt / PP / AdjP} ‘(cause to) become {Prt / PP / AdjP} by V-ing (NP)’ 
Of course, transitive verb-particle combinations have the added property of allowing 
the predicative element to occur before the predicand NP. 
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cheque right away), all over (e.g. We’ve been looking for you all over),  and 
deep down (e.g. Deep down, he knew there was still some hope).  
 Other examples of particles (used on their own or in conjoined structures) 
that have a modifying function are ‘reciprocal’ back (e.g. If people are nice 
to me, I’m nice to them back), ‘continuative’ on and on (and on, etc.) (e.g. 
He kept talking about his childhood, on and on and on), ‘repetitive’ over and 
over (again) (e.g. I went back to her house over and over again), over in the 
sense of ‘more than that’ (e.g. …only for people earning $100.000 and over), 
through and through ‘completely, to the fullest extent’ (e.g. I was soaked 
through and through; It’s a love story, through and through), and far and 
away ‘easily, beyond all comparison’ (e.g. She was far and away the best). 
 
 
5.7 Additional patterns  

In this final section, I want to deal with some minor, often rather idiosyn-
cratic patterns. 
 

(i) The ‘X in, X out’ pattern  

This is a marginal pattern whose free element has to be a  noun referring to a 
basic (or rather, culturally salient) time span, especially day, week and year. 
The combination as a whole functions as an adverbial, meaning ‘for an in-
definite number of successive X’s, every X without fail, continuously, X 
after X’. 
  
(395) a. I wore the same clothes day in, day out. 

(books.guardian.co.uk/extracts/ story/0,6761,655999,00.html, accessed 29 
June 2004) 

b. There is bombastic claim after bombastic claim, week in, week out, 
month in, month out, and year in, year out, which has not been 
backed up by facts. 

 (www.ireland.com/newspaper/ireland/2003/1128/454242669HM9UNIO
NISTREAC.html, accessed 29 June 2004) 

c. Night in, night out, Tina and her sous-chef calmly feed hundreds of 
patrons with seasonal creations. 

 (www.evalu8.org/staticpage?page=review&siteid=3920, accessed 29 June 
2004) 

 
It is probably no use trying to analyse this structure syntactically, but if any-
thing, one might conjecture that in and out are not really particles here but 
rare (perhaps remnant?) cases of postpositions in English. Indeed, the noun 
can be construed as a ‘landmark’ rather than as a ‘trajector’ (a moving en-
tity), in a Cognitive Grammar sense. For example, in (395)a, it is not the day 
that is moved into something and moved out of something; rather, it is the 
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subject referent that can be conceptualized as ‘entering’ the day with certain 
clothes on and ‘exiting’ the day with the same clothes on—and so on for all 
the following days.  
 

(ii) ‘The world {over / around}’ 

 A somewhat similar postposition-like use of particles can be seen in the 
following examples:31 
 
(396) a. They are known the world around.  (≈ They are known (all) around 

the world) 
b. Men are the same the world over. (≈ Men are the same all over the 

world) 
 
As the semantically related sentences between brackets show, these parti-
cles—if that is what they are—alternate with their homophonous preposi-
tions. With the prepositional use of around and over, the presence of all 
underscores the sense of dealing with a ‘global’ phenomenon; all is even 
grammatically required in the case of over. Interestingly, all can substitute 
for the world in the sentences in (396): 
 
(397) a. They are known {the world / all} around. 

b. Men are the same {the world / all} over. 
 
This suggests that the world may in fact be analysed the same way as all, 
that is, as a prespecifier to the particle. This makes some sense: the world 
specifies the extent of the area evoked by the particle. Note that the world is 
the only NP that is completely acceptable here. So, even though we can have 
They are known (all) around Europe, we cannot have *They are known 
Europe around. As the examples in (396)a-b show, the particle phrase the 
world {around / over} can function as a locative adverbial. 
 

(iii) Measure NP – Prt 

The type mentioned in the previous point closely resembles (and may even 
be an instance of) the structure, discussed in Chapter 4, Subsection 4.6.4, in 
which the particle is preceded by a measure NP. Let us first illustrate this 
pattern with the more specific ‘X time on’ pattern.  In this pattern, the parti-
cle is preceded by an NP referring to a time span, indicating the amount of 

                                                      
31 See also our discussion of sentences like She read the report through and She 
sailed the world (a)round in Chapter 4, Section 4.4, where we analysed the post-
object item as a particle, which makes most sense synchronically speaking, but 
where we added that these items are probably extant postpositions. 
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time one can be said to be ‘on’, that is, ‘further in time (from a mentioned or 
an otherwise accessible reference event)’. For example: 
 
(398) a. One year on, the business nets an income of over £100,000.  

(www.sbs.gov.uk/press/news129.php, accessed 30 June 2004) 
b. Dario Fo’s play 20 years on is still a powerful political piece. 

(www.edinburghguide.com/aande/ thea-
tre/reviews/c/cant_pay_wont_pay_784.shtml, accessed 29 June 2004) 

c. Cox & Kings is the longest-established travel company in the 
world – it was founded in 1758 to act as agents for the British 
Army in India. Two and a half centuries on and the company still 
specialises in cultural and natural history tours of the subcontinent. 

 (www.celestia.co.uk/wexas/p1_theculturaltraveller.htm, accessed 29 June 
2004) 

  d. D-Day, sixty years on. 
 
As these examples show, this structure can be used in many different syntac-
tic ways: as an adverbial (see (398)a), as a sort of postmodifier in an NP (see 
(398)b), or even as the remainder of an elliptical clause forming the first part 
of a somewhat special coordination pattern (see (398)c).32 Particularly com-
mon in journalism are headlines of the kind given in (398)d.  
 This grammatical flexibility is visible for the ‘Measure NP – Prt’ pattern 
in general. Here are some examples with other particles.  
 
(399) as an adverbial: 

a. A couple of miles away there is the lovely town of Damme. 
b. My husband died a year back.   

 
(400) as the object of a preposition: 

a. He’s the guy from two floors down. 
b. I can usually smell a scam from two towns over. 
 (www.snpp.com/episodes/5F22.html, accessed 30 June 2004) 

 
(401) as a postmodifier in an NP: 

a. We had to climb to a cabin some two miles up.   
b. Remember all the uproar a while back when some scientists suc-

cessfully cloned a sheep?  
 (www.liquidfish.net/alternative.htm, accessed 30 June 2004) 

 

                                                      
32 Although I will not go into any details here, note that the first part of the coordina-
tion is (often) taken to act as a concessive adjunct. The first part need not be ellipti-
cal, by the way: 
(i) {Here I am twenty / It’s twenty / Twenty} years {later / on}, and I’m still madly 

in love with you.  (≈ ‘Even if it’s twenty…’) 
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(402) as (part of) the first half of a ‘concessive’ coordination pattern: 
a. Autumn was only a few weeks away, and the trees were still thick 

and green. 
(www-personal.umich.edu/~beckyjo/pw5.htm, accessed 30 June 2004) 

  b. Only two days together and Angel felt like it had been forever. 
(www.redkrowe.com/~kinetic/archive/s/heat05.html, accessed 30 June 
2004) 

 
As we noted in Chapter 4, Subsection 4.6.4, the prespecifier cannot be omit-
ted in these examples.33  
 

(iv) The ‘a week off’ pattern 

At first sight structurally similar to one year on etc. are cases like (take) {a 
week / Fridays / some time / …} off and (take) the last bus home. However, 
the particle is in all likelihood a postmodifier to the NP here. See also note 
19 above. 
 

(v) ‘The first day back’ and similar cases 

The particle is, so it seems to me, even more obviously a postmodifier to the 
preceding NP in examples like the following: 
 
(403) a. It’s the first day back and I already got suspension. 
  b. The first year away was the hardest. 
  c. The next stop down is the university campus. 
  d. The first contestant up was announced as the new Elvis. 
 
The particle in these sentences can often be ‘reconstructed’ as a relative 
clause (e.g. the first day back < the first day that we are back). 
 

(vi) Verb-particle combinations with a measure NP 

Compare the following sentences: 
 
(404) a. Looting was the order of the day several decades back. 

b. The civil war has set our country several decades back. 
 

                                                      
33 We do not need a measure phrase (and in fact cannot use one) if the particle is 
used as a specifier in a PP: 
(i) a. My husband died {*back / back in 2004 / *a year back in 2004}. 

b. He’s the guy from {*down / down on the second floor / *two floors down on 
the second floor}.  
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Superficially, several decades back is the same kind of structure in both 
sentences. On closer examination, though, we are dealing with two very 
different entities, as becomes clear if we try to substitute ago for back (this is 
possible in the first but not in the second example). In (404)a, several dec-
ades back is of the type mentioned in the third point above—an (in this case) 
adverbial consisting of a particle preceded by a measure NP. In (404)b, back 
is part of the verb-particle combination set back and several decades func-
tions as an adjunct of extent.34 This is clear from the following paraphrase: 
 
(405) The civil war has set our country back by several decades. 
 
It is interesting to note that the measure NP, when not introduced by the 
preposition by, can precede the particle as well as follow it: 
 
(406) a. The civil war has set our country {several decades back / back 

several decades}.  
b. They have always been {a step or two ahead / ahead a step or two}. 
c. Remember that once at the top, you’ll have to climb {the same dis-

tance down / down the same distance}. 
 
There are a few idiomatic combinations, however, which only allow the 
measure NP to follow the particle: 
 
(407) a. It {stands / sticks} out a mile that she’s got a crush on him.  (‘It is 

plainly evident that…’; cp. *It {stands / sticks} a mile out…) 
b. Somebody’s got to take him down a peg or two.  (‘Somebody’s got 

to make him less arrogant’; cp. *…take him a peg or two down)  
 

(vii) ‘Shake it up good’: verb-particle combinations with a converted (i.e. 
zero-derived) adverb  

In informal language usage, the adjective good can be converted into a sort 
of intensifying adverb modifying the VP. The use of the non-standard adverb 
good is not restricted to VPs with a particle (cf., e.g., I sprained my ankle 
good).35 Yet, it is my impression that good turns up particularly frequently 
after verb-particle combinations, especially those with (non-directional) up.36 
                                                      
34 This adjunct NP is also to be distinguished from a direct object NP. Suppose we 
did analyse it as a direct object NP, we would be forced to parse our country as an 
indirect object, fulfilling the role of maleficiary, like him in This new car set him 
back a few bucks. I do not think this would be the right analysis.  
35 The use of “ironic good” in this example is discussed by Zwicky (2004).  
36 I cannot back up this intuition with statistical data, but I can give one single ex-
ample as support. In a particular episode of The Simpsons, the door sign of a cos-
metic surgeon reads: 
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Instead of good, we also sometimes find good and proper, good and hard 
(etc.), real nice, good style, or bad. Here are some examples: 
 
(408) a. You messed it up good this time. 

b. That shut everyone up good and proper. 
 (www.quilpole.demon.co.uk/unhook/muffin.htm, accessed 1 July 2004) 
c. I think I need to check him out good and hard. 

(beezy.diaryland.com/031126_99.html, accessed 1 July 2004) 
d. Whitford Golf course can be a very nasty pasty, especially the 

greens, they can boggle your mind up good style. 
(www.worldgolf.com/courses/comments9/pennant.html, accessed 1 
July 2004) 

e. That’s gonna melt down real nice. 
 (nebulose.net/blog/archives/2002/08/, accessed 1 July) 

  f. I screwed up bad! 
 

(viii) Verb-particle combinations followed by an ing-phrase  

Consider the following sentence: 
 
(409) His words {started / set} me off {crying / laughing / thinking about 

the environment / selling all my belongings / …}. 
 
This sentence refers to both a triggering event and a triggered event. The 
latter is referred to by a subjectless ing-phrase. The understood subject  of 
this triggered event corresponds to the object of the verb-particle combina-
tion. So, this sentence can be paraphrased as follows: 

                                                                                                                             
(i) 

COSMETIC 
SURGERY 

GROUP 
 

“WE’LL CUT 
YOU GOOD!” 

 
The slogan is humorously ambiguous between a resultative reading and a more eas-
ily accessible, but far less suitable, “ironic good” reading: 
(ii) a. ‘Our incisions will make you (look) good.’  

b. ‘We’ll cut—and in so doing hurt and maim—you badly.’  
Revealingly, The Simpsons Archive (www.snpp.com) misquotes this slogan as “We’ll 
cut you up good!” (www.snpp.com/episodes/BABF12, accessed 1 July 2004). This error 
can be explained by the fact that the most salient (i.e. the inappropriate) reading 
involves good as an intensifying adverb and by my conjecture, namely that this 
usage of good frequently occurs after verb-particle combinations. Indeed, the most 
natural way to convey the ‘maim’ reading would be via the misquotation. 
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(410) His words made it about that [I {cried / laughed / …}]. 
 
Now let us have a look at the following sentence: 
 
(411) The deejay got us all up dancing. 
 
This sentence looks similar, but the particle is part of the triggered event 
rather than of the triggering event: 
 
(412) The deejay made it about that everybody was up (and) dancing. 
 
This means that there are in fact two triggered events: one whereby every-
body got up from their chairs and another whereby they were all dancing on 
top of that.37  

Another combination that usually takes an -ing phrase is the ‘aspectual-
izer’ keep on, whose subject corresponds to the understood subject of the 
complement. Bolinger (1971: 127-28) mentions a few other verb-particle 
combinations which, according to him, act like aspectual auxiliaries: 
 
(413) a. They put off studying.  (cf. example (317)b above) 

b. He gave up smoking. 

                                                      
37 This sentence constitutes a violation of—or a counterexample to—Goldberg’s  
(1991, 1995: 81-86) “Unique Path Constraint”. This roughly states that, within a 
single clause, only one single change of state (including change of location) can be 
predicated of a clause participant. Hence, for example: 
(i) a. *Sam tickled Chris off her chair silly. 

b. *She kicked him bloody dead. 
c. *He wiped the table dry clean. 
d. *Shirley sailed into the kitchen into the garden. 

  (Goldberg 1995: 82) 
There are reasons to believe, though, that Goldberg’s Unique Path Constraint is too 
strong and that it should be rephrased so as to allow for cases in which multiple 
independent changes of state mutually specify (i.e. say more about, semantically add 
to) each other, as in the following examples: 
(ii) a. …a guard shot him dead off his horse. 

(www.sit.wisc.edu/~lkohlert/ 2003_10_19_narcissism_archives.html, accessed 1 July 
2004) 

 b. …a tractor comes along and knocks him down dead… 
  (www.filthyjokes.freeserve.co.uk/Politics.htm, accessed 21 July 2004) 

c. Your joke got me ROTFLMAOSTC  (chat acronym for ‘rolling on the floor 
laughing my ass off scaring the cat’). 

As Goldberg (personal communication) pointed out to me with respect to The deejay 
got us all up dancing, the state of being up is a prerequisite to the actualization of 
the dancing state. In other words, there is some sort of relation between the two 
triggered events. 
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c. He held off complaining. 
d. He left off complaining. 
 (Bolinger 1971: 128) 

 
One might add the combination lay off. 
 

(ix) ‘Get something over with’: a special case? 

Bolinger (1971: 69, note 4) explains this peculiar pattern, containing a parti-
cle followed by a (seemingly) complementless preposition, by appealing to 
the resemblance between particles and participles (e.g. School is {out / dis-
missed}, His time is {up / finished}, etc.): 
 

“The analogy between particles and past participles is so strong that over, 
for example, is able to pick up a with that is extended analogically 
through a chain of synonyms: 

  They finished with their work. 
  They got their work finished with. 
  They got their work done with. 
  They got their work over with.” 
 (Bolinger 1971: 69, note 4) 
 
The plausibility of Bolinger’s analysis is further supported by the occurrence 
of the longer phrase {get NP / be} over and done with.  
 

(x) Other ‘one-offs’  

The combination discussed in the previous point, get it over with, is a unique 
instance of a certain grammatical structure: it only occurs with the particle 
over and the preposition with. Remember also from point one the pattern ‘X 
in X out’, in which the particles are entirely fixed and the X’s virtually re-
stricted to the nouns day, week or year, and from point two the phrase the 
world {over / around}, where the particle has only two variants and in which 
the NP cannot—or only with great effort and meta-linguistic awareness—be 
replaced by another one (cp., e.g. He is known {*Europe / *the whole town / 
?*the universe} over).  

There are doubtlessly quite a few other structures that have only one sin-
gle or very few realizations, but I will not attempt to list them all here. To 
mention one more such case that I can come up with, the noun or adjective 
one-off appears to be itself, in an oddly self-referential way, an example of a 
‘one-off’ pattern (e.g. *two-out, *ten-down, etc. are not part of the English 
language). 



 

6  Information structure: word order alternations 

In terms of Saussure’s fundamental dichotomy, the study of information structure 
requires an analysis not only of the SYNTAGMATIC relations between the elements of a 
sentence but also, and importantly, of the ASSOCIATIVE relations between different 
sentence structures as they are stored in the memory of speakers and hearers.  

Knud Lambrecht 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The previous chapter was mainly concerned with identifying and describing the 
diverse ‘larger’ (VP-level or clausal) patterns in which a particle or particle phrase 
can be used. We have already seen that these patterns are not isolated units but can 
be grouped in clusters of interrelated structures. The present chapter zooms in on a 
few of those relations between patterns that can be regarded as discourse-functional 
variants of each other. In Section 6.1, we will give a concise introduction to some 
key concepts that are involved in the component of grammar called ‘information 
structure’, and formulate some of the general rules that lead a speaker to choose a 
particular sentence pattern in a given discourse setting. We will do so primarily by 
means of the familiar active-passive contrast, which applies to, but is not specific to, 
verb-particle constructions and which therefore provides a good starting point for 
our discussion. The subsequent sections, then, will deal with word-order alterna-
tions that are more intimately linked with the study of particles: in Section 6.2, we 
will consider the well-known V – Prt – NP / V – NP – Prt alternation and in Section 
6.3, we will investigate the information-structural goals that prompt the use of the 
pattern in which the particle is ‘preposed’. A short summary is provided in Section 
6.4. 
 
 
6.1  Major concepts and tendencies in information structure 

‘Information structure’ (e.g. Halliday 1967, Keijsper 1985, Lambrecht 1994) 
is concerned with the way pieces of propositional content are ‘packaged’ in a 
sentence under particular discourse circumstances.1 The linguist who deals 
with information structure tries to find out which sentence form (and which 
intonation pattern used with it) a speaker tends to choose so as to optimally 
attend to the assumed knowledge the addressee has, at the time of utterance, 

                                                      
1 Hence the alternative term “information packaging” adopted by, e.g., Chafe 
(1976), Prince (1981), Foley and Van Valin (1985), McNally (1998) and Ward, 
Birner and Huddleston (2002).   
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of certain elements that, taken together, can form a proposition.2 In the prac-
tice of information-structure research, attention is specifically directed to 
contrasts between what Lambrecht (1994: 6), after the ‘Prague School’ lin-
guist František Daneš (1964), has called ‘allo-sentences’. These are pairs of 
sentences that are, in most cases, truth-conditionally equivalent but syntacti-
cally and pragmatically different, such as a passive sentence and its active 
counterpart, a sentence with inversion and a corresponding non-inverted 
sentence, a ‘cleft’ and its non-clefted alternative, etc. In such pairs, one sen-
tence can usually be characterized as having a ‘marked’ sentence form com-
pared to the other, which displays a more basic (or ‘default’, ‘canonical’) 
pattern. Marked sentence patterns have lower frequency than their default 
versions, and may also be special because of their higher syntactic complex-
ity (e.g. their use of special inflectional markers).  

Typically, the two sentences in such pairs differ in the way their elements 
are linearly ordered; sometimes, as in the case of the active/passive contrast, 
this different ordering also involves a difference in the way the elements are 
aligned with syntactic functions (e.g. the object of the active corresponds to 
the subject of the passive). In this introductory section, I will discuss two 
important information-structural principles, and associated concepts, which 
guide the ordering of clausal elements: ‘old’ before ‘new’ information, and 
light before heavy constituents. 
 
 
6.1.1 ‘Old’ before ‘new’ information 

A sentence typically contains both information that the speaker takes to be 
old and information that is assumed to be new. The speaker ordinarily puts 
the information which is supposed to be old before that which is supposed to 
be new. ‘Old’ (or ‘given’) and ‘new’ can be interpreted in a variety of ways 
(see also Prince 1981), and I will attempt to disentangle some of the various 
senses related to these general, intuitively simple terms: discourse-
old/discourse-new information, addressee-old/addressee-new information, 
topic/comment (or theme/rheme), and background/focus. 

                                                      
2 Lambrecht (1994: 5) defines ‘information structure’ as “[t]hat component of sen-
tence grammar in which propositions as conceptual representations of states of af-
fairs are paired with lexicogrammatical structures in accordance with the mental 
states of interlocutors who use and interpret these structures as units of information 
in given discourse contexts”. 
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(i) Discourse-old before discourse-new information. Compare the following 
two sentences: 
 
(414) a. [The president arrived just before 2 pm and] he was accompanied 

by Homeland Security Secretary Tom Ridge – the former governor 
of Pennsylvania.   
(www.nbc10.com/iraq/2076106/detail.html, accessed 8 August 2004) 

b. ?[The president arrived just before 2 pm and] Homeland Security 
Secretary Tom Ridge – the former governor of Pennsylvania – ac-
companied him. 

 
Both sentences consist of two coordinated clauses, and the only formal dif-
ference is that in the authentic example (414)a, the second coordinated 
clause has a passive clause structure, while in (414)b, this clause has been 
replaced by a corresponding active version. Although the passive version can 
be considered to be syntactically more marked than its active counterpart 
(since it involves the use of an auxiliary and a preposition), its choice in this 
particular discourse setting nonetheless sounds more natural. The preference 
for the passive in this case provides a nice illustration of the above-
mentioned general principle, with ‘old’ to be understood as ‘discourse-old’ 
and ‘new’ as ‘discourse-new’. The pronominal subject he refers back to The 
president in the preceding clause and hence constitutes old information. By 
contrast, the person accompanying the president is completely new in the 
discourse.  
 It should be pointed out that an element can be considered discourse-old 
without having been mentioned verbatim or having been directly referred to 
in the preceding discourse. A simple example will suffice: 
 
(415) [Natalia was born an elf many thousands of years ago. She was mar-

ried, but] her husband was slain by the first humans to come to these 
lands. 
(members.cox.net/evendarr3/GEO-TKE-Blkstn-Alcuin.htm, accessed 19 Au-
gust 2004) 

 
Although in the bracketed part of the discourse, no explicit mention has been 
made of Natalia’s husband, the existence of this entity is nonetheless en-
tailed by the known fact that she was married, and so her husband counts as 
discourse-old information. To put this differently, her husband is part of the 
‘semantic frame’ (in Fillmore’s sense) evoked by the words she was mar-
ried, and is therefore half expected to occur in the discourse—or using more 
technical terms, it is ‘semi-active’ or ‘accessible’.  

(ii) Addressee-old before addressee-new information. A slightly different, 
more inclusive dichotomy is a matter of how familiar the addressee is with 
entities that may not have been mentioned as such in the previous discourse 
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and that may not even be inferable from what has been explicitly mentioned. 
‘Addressee-old’ information is to be understood here more or less as data 
belonging to the interlocutors’ shared knowledge or “common ground” (e.g. 
Clark 1996).3 Compare, for example, the following sentences: 
 
(416) a. [Did you hear?] {Bill bought a house. / Bill was hit by a car.} 

b. [Did you hear?] {?A house was bought by Bill. / ?A car hit Bill.} 
 
The sentences in (416)a, whatever the voice of the verb phrase (active or 
passive), are more appropriate than the ones in (416)b because they both 
begin with what the speaker assumes is part of a shared register of acquaint-
ances or relatives: both the speaker and the hearer know Bill. What the 
speaker assumes the hearer does not yet know is what Bill did or what hap-
pened to him; this is addressee-new information, and this information comes 
more naturally after the addressee-old information. 
 All discourse-old information is self-evidently also addressee-old infor-
mation (cf. Ward, Birner and Huddleston 2002: 1369), but the reverse impli-
cation does not hold: elements can be part of the interlocutors’ shared 
knowledge without having been mentioned yet in, or being inferable from, 
the previous discourse. For example, Bill in (416)a is (represented as) known 
to both the speaker and the hearer, but the speaker may utter Did you hear? 
Bill bought a house in a context in which there has not been any mention of 
Bill—indeed this piece of news may be uttered completely out of the blue. 

(iii) Topic before comment (theme before rheme). It is hard to improve on 
the following succinct generalization by Jackendoff (2002b):  
 

“The stereotypical information structure in English divides the sentence 
into the topic, consisting of the subject, and the comment, consisting of 
the verb phrase (or predicate). The topic introduces what the speaker is 
talking about and the comment says what there is to say about it.” (Jac-
kendoff 2002b: 412; first italics added to the original) 

 
For example, in My brother Pat joined the navy yesterday, the subject NP 
My brother Pat is the topic and the predicate VP joined the navy yesterday is 
the comment.  

‘Topic-comment structure’ also goes by the names of ‘communication 
structure’, ‘theme-rheme structure’, ‘thematic structure’, or ‘thematic or-
ganization of the clause’.4 Halliday (1967: 212) defines the ‘theme’ of a 

                                                      
3 Clark’s notion of “common ground” also includes knowledge of the previous dis-
course and general frame-semantic knowledge, and therefore also comprises dis-
course-old information.  
4 Not all linguists treat ‘topic-comment’ structure as part of information structure. 
Declerck (1991: 20, note 10), for example, argues that the old/new distinction (in-
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clause as “the point of departure for the clause as a message”. Accordingly, 
the elements making up the ‘theme’ naturally come first in a clause, preced-
ing the ‘rheme’, which contains elements that impart new information about 
the theme. ‘Theme’ and ‘rheme’ play a central role in a somewhat hazy and 
muddled theory of word order known as ‘Functional Sentence Perspective’, 
developed in the early 1960s by such key figures of the post-war ‘Prague 
School’ as Jan Firbas and František Daneš, building upon earlier work by 
their Czech compatriot Vilém Mathesius (1882-945)—who in turn was 
greatly inspired by the nineteenth century French classicist Henry Weil 
(1818-909).5 Although ‘topic’ and ‘theme’ are generally used as synonyms, 
the division of a clause between ‘topic’ and ‘comment’ does not for all lin-
guists entirely coincide with the assignment of clause elements to either ‘the-
me’ or ‘rheme’. In the second clause of (414)a, for example, the topic is 
expressed by he (this is what the clause as a whole is about) and the com-
ment is the remainder of that entire clause. The ‘theme’ of a clause is typi-
cally also what is being talked about in the clause, but for Firbas (among 
others), the ‘rheme’ is not simply all elements in the clause other than the 
theme. Rather, the ‘rheme’ is said to be made up of those parts of the clause 
that carry the highest degree of ‘Communicative Dynamism’, by which is 
meant the extent to which they contribute to the development of transmitted 
information. Again referring to the second clause in (414)a, the theme corre-
sponds to the subject pronoun he, but the rheme is presumably restricted to 
the referent of the by-complement. In between the theme and the rheme is 
then a so-called ‘transition’, formed by clause elements (in this case, the 
verbal group) that are neither maximally thematic nor maximally rhematic. 
In any case, parts of the clause with a low degree of Communicative Dyna-
mism are usually placed before those ranking higher.  
 As Declerck (1991: 213) points out, “We usually begin a sentence with 
what is already known (‘old’ or ‘given’ information) and put ‘new’ informa-
tion later in the sentence. This is because the theme is preferably old infor-
mation.” It is with good reason that Declerck uses adverbs like “usually” and 
“preferably” here, because this so-called ‘information principle’ is just a 

                                                                                                                             
formation structure) is to be distinguished from the topic-focus distinction, arguing 
that the topic need not refer to old (in the sense of ‘backgrounded’) information or 
vice versa. He illustrates this with the second sentence of (i), where Bill is the topic 
but focal, while killed it is the comment but backgrounded.  
(i) Mary killed the rat. – No, Bill killed it. 
Declerck’s observation is correct. I would therefore like to stress that, while in our 
terminology ‘information structure’ is a cover term for many different distinctions 
(including topic/comment), we do not claim that all these distinctions nicely corre-
spond. See, for example, our discussion of the mismatches in (417). 
5 See Firbas (1974: 11-12) for a brief sketch of Weil’s main ideas. For some criti-
cism of Prague School views on Functional Sentence Perspective, see Van der Horst 
(1995: 159-60) and especially Keijsper (1985: 1-145). 
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tendency. Indeed, not all topics (or themes) are discourse-old, and, vice 
versa, not all discourse-old elements appear as topics. Consider the follow-
ing examples, with sufficient context to tell discourse-old and discourse-new 
information apart. (Distrustful readers are free to check the maximal context 
on the Internet and scan for overlooked prior mentions themselves.) 
 
(417) a. [Among other issues, Terry brought up the following:  

• The Faculty Fellows in Engineering 

• Expansion of the Faculty Fellows to other colleges  
• Learning Communities and their involvement with the New 

Academic Agenda  
• The Honor System—the number of cases is skyrocketing, and 

there is great concern about promoting and insuring academic 
integrity.] The Winter Workshop next January will be devoted 
to this very issue. The Academy could take a leadership role in 
this.  

(www.edtech.vt.edu/ATE/fall2000.doc, accessed 19 August 2004) 
b. [Robert Edward Crane (July 13, 1928 - June 29, 1978) was an 

American disc jockey and actor who starred as Colonel Robert Ho-
gan in the television sitcom Hogan’s Heroes from 1965 to 1971. 
He was nominated for two Emmy Awards for his work on that 
show. Prior to that he was a regular on “The Donna Reed Show.” 
He was bludgeoned to death in Scottsdale, Arizona, in a murder 
case that was never officially solved.] An associate, John Carpen-
ter, was tried for the murder but was not convicted. 

   (www.fact-index.com/b/bo/bob_crane.html, accessed 19 August 2004) 
 
The clause elements with single underlining introduce new elements in the 
discourse, but they also function as topic of the sentence in which they ap-
pear. The doubly underlined elements take up elements from the preceding 
discourse, but they belong to the comment part of their respective clauses. 
Note also that the topic is not necessarily made up of addressee-old informa-
tion: The Winter Workshop next January in (417)a is likely to be something 
that the hearer already knows will take place, but An associate, John Car-
penter is not yet part of the hearer’s ready knowledge—or at least, the author 
does not assume the reader to be familiar with this individual. 
 Topic and comment (or theme and rheme), though central information-
structural concepts, will not play a crucial role in the discussion to follow. 
Before we move on to the next opposition, though, observe that the notion of 
topic may help explain why corresponding active sentences would have been 
functionally less felicitous in the examples above. The subject of an active 
version of (417)a would probably introduce the organizers of the Winter 
Workshop (e.g. We will devote…), but the message is not meant to be about 
them but about the workshop itself. Likewise, just who tried John Carpenter 
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is not very relevant to the message in (417)b, so the passive here again al-
lows the entity which the sentence is really about to appear in the first posi-
tion, as subject of a passive clause.  

(iv) Backgrounded before focal. The division of information between new 
and known information is sometimes referred to as Focus-Background Struc-
ture. The focus of a clause is that part of the clause that conveys the most 
pertinent information, as opposed to the parts of a clause that represent in-
formation that is recoverable from the discourse—the background (or ‘pre-
supposition’). As Dehé (2002: 105) writes, “The focused part of an utterance 
cannot be taken for granted at a corresponding time of utterance. It is not 
predictable and cannot be inferred/recovered from the preceding context or 
discourse situation. It is typically new information which has not been men-
tioned before.”  

While the focus consists of somehow new and important information, it 
cannot simply be equated with either discourse-new information, addressee-
new information or the comment of the clause. Consider the following ex-
ample: 
 
(418) Was Abraham justified by faith or by works? – Abraham was justified 

by faith. 
(www.angelfire.com/zine/dancer911/_0_leg.html, accessed 25 August 2004) 

 
The focus in the response is faith. In fact, all the other words could be left 
out without the sentence as a whole being any less informative in the given 
context—though grammaticality would demand a short answer to repeat the 
preposition by. Now, faith in this second sentence is not discourse-new (sin-
ce it has been mentioned in the question), nor is it addressee-new (since it 
refers to a familiar concept outside the discourse as well). It does form part 
of the comment of the clause (since it belongs to what is said with respect to 
Abraham), but one can easily find examples of clauses in which the focus 
corresponds to the topic rather than with (a part of) the comment. For exam-
ple, in Who was fired? – John was (fired), the focused part of the response 
clause is John, but this does not alter the fact that this clause says something 
about John (namely that he was fired), and hence that John is the topic. 
 The focus, being the most important piece of information, always con-
tains a stronger accent than the rest of the clause—a so-called ‘nuclear’ ac-
cent. In (418), the focus consists of one word only and, accordingly, this 
word is accented. It is also possible for foci to coincide with multi-word 
constituents or even with entire sentences. In the literature, a distinction is 
made between ‘minimal focus’, where, as in (418), the focus is only a word 
or a single constituent, ‘intermediate (or ‘non-minimal’) focus’, where a 
larger part of the sentence is focused on and ‘maximal focus’, where the  
whole sentence makes up the focus; see Dehé (2002: 105) for some refer-
ences. Whatever the size of the focus, only one word in it will bear the nu-
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clear accent (which is usually synchronized with the primary stress of the 
lexical head of the last phrasal constituent within the VP). The following 
examples, after Dehé (2002: 105-06), illustrate these narrower and broader 
foci. (Underlined words fall within the focus in the responses and the word 
in small capitals contains the nuclear accent.) 
 
(419) a. Who did the boss fire? – The boss fired his SECRETARY. 

b. What did the boss do? – The boss fired his SECRETARY. 
c. What happened? – The boss fired his SECRETARY. 

 
In Lambrecht’s (1994) terminology, the response in (417)a would be called a 
case of ‘argument focus’, (417)b a case of ‘predicate focus’ and (417)c pre-
sumably a case of ‘sentence focus’.6 
 A clause can also have multiple foci. For example, in response to the 
question So what about John and Max?, one might answer: 
 
(420) Well, JOHN got FIRED and MAX got HIRED. 
 
This answer consists of two clauses; in each of them, there are two foci, one 
comprising the subject and the other the predicate. The fact that it is possible 
for a single clause to contain more than one focus will prove relevant to our 
discussion of particle preposing in Section 6.3.7 
 Since a focus is prosodically marked by a strong accent and since any 
part of the clause can receive such an accent, it follows that the focus can in 
principle appear anywhere in the clause. So, by exploiting the intonational 
overlay on top of the used sentence structure, the speaker can highlight a 
particular clause element and thereby assign it focus status. For example, in 
JOHN was fired (not BILL), the backgrounded information is that somebody 
got fired; the subject receives prosodic prominence in order to contrast its 
referent with one or more entities that do not fit this backgrounded proposi-
tion. Under normal circumstances, though, backgrounded material precedes 

                                                      
6 However, as Johan Vandewalle (personal communication) reminded me, clauses 
with sentence focus typically use intransitive verbs, including surface intransitives 
(e.g. passives). In that case, the nuclear accent tends to fall within the subject. For 
example: 
(i) a. Hey, the PHONE’s ringing! 

b. [Have you heard the news?] The PRESIDENT {died / ’s been shot}! 
In (419)c, too, the subject is marked by some more prosodic prominence than in  
(419)a-b, but the nuclear (i.e. strongest) accent is nonetheless placed within the 
predicate.  
7 According to Jackendoff (2002b: 414), the first focus in each clause is also some-
what topic-like, as becomes clear from the following close paraphrase: 
(i) Well, as for JOHN, HE got FIRED and as for MAX, HE got HIRED. 
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the focus, which is to be found at or towards the end of the clause, by a gen-
eral principle referred to as ‘Focus Last’ (e.g. Klein and Perdue 1997: 317).   
 

The overall principle by which ‘old’ information typically precedes ‘new’ 
information (however these notions are defined and further refined) can be 
observed universally—or almost so.8 This near-universal tendency is, rather 
obviously, functionally motivated. For one thing, as Wasow (2002: 62) ex-
plains, it “makes for a more coherent discourse, which facilitates compre-
hension”: 

 
“In particular, it seems quite intuitive that background information—
including establishing what is being talked about—should usually be pre-
sented first. This ordering allows the listener to grasp the speaker’s cen-
tral point at the time it is uttered rather than having to hold it in memory 
while being filled in on necessary background material. Just as the punch 
line naturally comes at the end of a joke, it makes sense for speakers to 
lay the groundwork first and save the highlight of an utterance for last.” 
(Wasow [2002: 62]; see Clark and Clark [1977: 548] for a very similar 
explanation) 
 

So, if you want to convey a particular message, it is best to start out with 
something that the hearer can already relate to and which therefore ideally 
raises some interest in what comes next. The other way round is less natural: 
providing the hearer with the newest information first and postponing the 
older information is, in a way, putting the cart before the horse.  
 For another thing, the ‘old before new’ principle also facilitates produc-
tion, as Arnold et al. (2000) suggest: 
 

“The tendency to postpone NPs that refer to newly introduced entities 
also has clear advantages for the speaker. While the processes that are in-
volved in planning and producing speech are not fully understood, the 
production of an utterance minimally requires the speaker to (a) decide 
what to say, (b) formulate the linguistic expressions to communicate that 
idea, and (c) articulate the utterance [reference omitted—B. C.]. All of 
these processes are usually accomplished in a very short time span during 
speech production. Given the time constraints of spontaneous conversa-
tion, many of these processes are likely to be more difficult when the 
speaker refers to something new, as opposed to something given … Thus, 

                                                      
8 See Payne (1987) for evidence of the reverse tendency in a couple of languages, 
where focal elements occur at the beginning of sentences. In fact, as Brown (2001: 
8) notes, “It is quite common typologically for languages with a focus position to 
express focus sentence-initially, or at least before other non-focus material, as sug-
gested even by English in such focus constructions as ‘It is John who Mary loves.’” 
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the expression of new NPs is potentially more treacherous than referring 
to given NPs for which both conceptual and linguistic representations are 
already active. By postponing new, difficult NPs, speakers afford them-
selves extra time to complete these processes.” (Arnold et al. 2000: 33) 

 
 
6.1.2 Light before heavy constituents 

Let us return to our pair of examples in (414), repeated here for the sake of 
convenience: 
 
(421) a. [The president arrived just before 2 pm and] he was accompanied 

by Homeland Security Secretary Tom Ridge – the former governor 
of Pennsylvania.   
(www.nbc10.com/iraq/2076106/detail.html, accessed 8 August 2004) 

b. ?[The president arrived just before 2 pm and] Homeland Security 
Secretary Tom Ridge – the former governor of Pennsylvania – ac-
companied him. 

 
When this pair of sentences was discussed in the previous subsection, the 
reader will no doubt have noticed that the two NPs involved do not just dif-
fer in discourse-newness but also, and even more strikingly so, in length. 
Indeed, the subject NP in the (a)-example contains only one monosyllablic 
word, while the subject NP in the (b)-example contains no fewer than ten 
words, amounting to twenty-four syllables. 
 Length (defined in terms of words and/or syllables) and complexity (hav-
ing to do with the number and/or kind of syntactic dependents, internal 
nodes, and the like) jointly account for the weight of a constituent. It goes 
without saying that weight is a matter of degree: there are unequivocally 
light elements and unequivocally heavy ones, but there are also elements that 
range in between. Given that weight is determined by phonological and syn-
tactic factors, it is not generally regarded as a concept that pertains to infor-
mation structure proper. On the other hand, insofar as the weight of a con-
stituent has an influence on its position in the clause, it cannot simply be left 
out of consideration in studies of constituent ordering. The idea that weight 
can influence word order has been around at least since the earliest formula-
tion of Behaghel’s second law, in 1909, the so-called ‘Gesetz der wachsen-
den Glieder’ (law of the growing elements). This states that short constitu-
ents can generally be observed to precede longer ones.  

Heaviness usually correlates positively with newness: the presence of 
modifications, appositions, etc. tends to indicate that the element in question 
has not yet been introduced in the discourse before or is not in any other way 
known to the addressee—otherwise, the speaker would be able to refer to it 
by means of a shorter and simpler element, such as a pronoun or an un-



264 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

adorned proper name. Now, given that heavy elements are typically new 
elements, it is only natural that they are usually placed towards the end of a 
sentence: this is in accordance with the general ‘old before new’ principle, 
discussed in the previous subsection.  

In view of this correlation, Wasow (2002: 81) asks the obvious question: 
“[D]o weight and information status [i.e. newness of information—B. C.] 
exert distinct influences on ordering, or is one just a side-effect of the 
other?”: 
 

“Although the literatures on grammatical weight and information struc-
ture are both voluminous and stretch back to the early years of the twenti-
eth century, very few works have addressed the question of the relation-
ship between the two. This is somewhat surprising, because there is an 
obvious intuitive connection. References to information that has already 
been introduced into the discourse can be short, since it is already famil-
iar to the interlocutors … . Pronouns, for example, whose principal func-
tion is as pointers to something already in the discourse, are single 
words—in fact, typically short words. Thus, one would expect that length 
and newness of information would tend to correlate. And this raises the 
question of whether weight and information structure are two distinct fac-
tors influencing ordering, or whether one of them only looks like a causal 
factor because of its high correlation with the other one.” (Wasow 2002: 
67-68) 

 
One linguist who ought to be credited with the early observation that there is 
a connection between the length of words and constituents and the amount of 
information they convey is George Kingsley Zipf. As early as 1935, he poin-
ted out that, on average, the longer words and constituents are, the more 
contentful they are—and the shorter, the less contentful (Van der Horst 
1995: 162).  
 It is not my purpose here to explore in any detail the relation between 
weight and information status. Suffice it to repeat two claims from the exist-
ing literature that I find relevant. First, I agree with Ward, Birner and Hud-
dleston (2002: 1371), who state that “weight and familiarity are distinct con-
cepts, and [that] there is no necessity for heavy constituents to be new, or 
vice versa”. Here are their examples: 
 
(422) a. One of his daughters was running a computer store, while the other 

was still at university, reading law. The one running the computer 
store earned nearly as much as he did. 

b. There’s a toad in the pool. 
   (Ward, Birner and Huddleston 2002: 1371) 
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Although the underlined NP in the (a)-example has considerable weight, it 
is, in terms of the terms used in the previous subsection, at once discourse-
old, (hence also) addressee-old, the topic of the clause in which it occurs, 
and since it does not contain the nuclear accent (which falls on as much), it 
arguably belongs to the background of the clause. Conversely, a toad in the 
(b)-example is (or can be) new to the discourse, new to the addressee (who 
presumably knows what a toad is but is not assumed to know about the par-
ticular toad referred to), not topical (since you cannot paraphrase with ‘As 
for a toad, there’s one in the pool’ unless you were already talking about 
toads), and part of the focus (which comprises the whole sentence, unless 
again there was previous mention of toads); yet, despite its ‘newness’ in all 
of the senses discussed, it is not a heavy constituent. 
 Secondly, in a carefully conducted study, Arnold et al. (2000) found out 
that the effect of weight on constituent ordering is not apparent but real. The 
tendency of heavy constituents to occur at or towards the end of a clause is 
not epiphenomenal to (i.e. a side-effect of) their newness. On the basis of 
corpus analyses testing the effects of heaviness and newness on heavy NP 
shift and the dative alternation and of an elicitation experiment with the da-
tive alternation, they could confidently conclude that both factors signifi-
cantly correlate with end placement of the object NP, and that neither corre-
lation reduces to the other. 
 
 
6.2 The particle placement alternation in transitive verb-particle 

combinations  

The alternation between ‘verb – object NP – particle’ and ‘verb – particle – 
object NP’ has spawned a large body of research, literature and scholarly 
debate. A wide variety of factors governing the alternation have been pro-
posed for more than a century now (see Gries 2003: Chapter 3 for a critical 
survey), but Wasow (2002: 109) is probably right that “[a] vast amount of 
additional empirical investigation will be necessary before anyone can claim 
to have a complete inventory of the factors that influence constituent order-
ing, even just for English”, or even just for this specific word order alterna-
tion in English. In Chapter 5, Subsection 5.3.1., we nonetheless listed some 
of the ‘must-knows’ for people studying the alternation. Some of these were 
wide-ranging general facts; others had to do with ordering preferences of 
individual lexical combinations. In this section, we will take another look at 
the alternation from a more strictly information-structural point of view. 
After all, word order variation is to a very large extent influenced by matters 
of newness and weight, and the variation at hand is certainly no exception.  
 Dehé’s (2002) study of particle placement will serve as the basis for our 
discussion. In this study, Dehé formulates three assumptions about the influ-
ence of information structure on the choice of the continuous order (‘verb – 
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particle – object NP’) versus the discontinuous order (‘verb – object NP – 
particle’): 
 
(423) Dehé’s (2002: 125) assumptions about the relationship between in-

formation structure and particle placement in transitive verb-particle 
combinations: 
a. “The neutral object position is the final one, which results in the 

continuous order.” 
b. “Nominal objects that introduce new information into the context 

appear in the final position, again inducing the continuous order.” 
c. “Nominal objects that do not introduce new information into the 

context but refer back to somehow familiar entities occur between 
the verb and the particle which results in the discontinuous con-
struction.” 

   
In the following subsections, I will assess the validity of these assumptions 
and of the arguments Dehé adduces in in support of them. 
 
 
6.2.1 On the assumption that “the neutral object position is the final 

one” 

Dehé (2002: 125) argues that this assumption follows directly from the idea 
that the continuous order is the neutral, unmarked one. Without investigating 
naturally occurring language herself, Dehé wholeheartedly adopts the find-
ing by Van Dongen, dating back to the year 1919, that the continuous order 
is the “by far more usual one”. She cites his study of 899 authentic sentences 
with a verb-particle combination, which he had, in his words, “taken from a 
great number of books without skipping any relevant examples”. The out-
come was that 740 of these 899 examples displayed the continuous order. 

This uncritical citation is surprising in the light of two facts. First of all, it 
is well known that an important locus of language change is the availability 
of different choices to the language user. Therefore, it is rather dangerous to 
assume that language users’ preference in the choice between two competing 
orderings has stayed constant for over eighty years. According to Bolinger 
(1971: 57, note 8), it is in fact the discontinuous order that is and was the 
most familiar (least formal) structure, which might explain why earlier writ-
ers tended to avoid it, if they at all used a ‘vulgar’ verb-particle combination 
(instead of a Latinate alternative). Secondly, since Dehé devotes an entire 
monograph to the alternation, doing some original corpus counts would not 
have meant going to too much trouble, it seems to me. I should add to her 
defence that she did carry out an extensive and cleverly designed speech 
production experiment to find out which ordering native speakers most fre-
quently assembled out of scrambled VP fragments with a verb, a particle and 
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an object NP. It appeared that the participants predominantly produced the 
continuous order, even if the scrambled fragments presented to them hap-
pened to be in the discontinuous order. All in all, the continuous order was 
formed in about 75% of the cases. This is a quite remarkable finding, but for 
me, it only underscores the linguistic artificiality brought about by the ex-
perimental setting. What we need to investigate is really spontaneous lan-
guage use (whether spoken or written), not (just) speech prompted by ran-
domly ordered sentence chunks flashed on a computer screen. 

One of Dehé’s (2002: 89) decisive syntactic arguments to claim that the 
continuous ordering is the basic one is based on wh-extraction (see also 
Kayne 1985; Olsen 1996; Nicol 2002). Apparently, a wh-element can be 
‘extracted’ out of the object NP in the continuous but not in the discontinu-
ous construction: 
 
(424) a. John filled out [the forms from his wife’s office].  (continuous) 

b. John filled [the forms from his wife’s office] out.  (discontinuous) 
c. Which office did John fill out [the forms from __ ]?  (continuous) 
d. *Which office did John fill [the forms from __ ] out?  (discontinu-

ous) 
   (cf. Dehé 2002: 89) 
 
(425) a. He took on [the wife of his cousin].  (continuous) 

b. He took [the wife of his cousin] on.  (discontinuous) 
c. Whom did he take on [the wife of __ ]?  (continuous) 
d. *Whom did he take [the wife of __ ] on?  (discontinuous) 

   (cf. Dehé 2002: 89) 
 
I am not sure whether these wh-extraction facts can really be used as evi-
dence that the continuous construction is basic (and that the discontinuous 
construction is derived from it). The difference in acceptability is unmistak-
able, but I think we should look for an explanation in terms of syntactic 
complexity. An NP from which a wh-element is extracted is, for that very 
reason, extremely complex. Indeed, such an NP contains a ‘gap’ which re-
quires the hearer to perform a search in memory in order to find a ‘filler’ for 
it earlier in the sentence. Now, if the discontinuous order were chosen, the 
hearer would have to deal with two dependencies in a row: first, the filler-
gap dependency I just mentioned has to be resolved, and after this relatively 
effortful task, the hearer has to link the particle with the verb, which still has 
to be held active in working memory. So, given that a wh-extraction con-
struction already by itself demands a lot of processing effort, all extra mem-
ory burdens are best avoided. This can be achieved by using the continuous 
order. (From the point of view of the speaker, it is probably also safer to 
produce the verb and the particle adjacently so as not to overcomplicate mat-
ters during the production of an utterance. After all, a speaker, too, has to 
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keep track of which lexical material is already interpretable and which mate-
rial is still awaiting the addition of another segment.)9  
 Other arguments Dehé advances in favour of the continuous ordering as 
the neutral one are even less convincing. Dehé cites rather doubtful claims 
from the verb-particle literature to the effect that the continuous construc-
tion, but not (or far less so) the discontinuous construction, is allowed in 
certain special syntactic patterns: 
 
(426) a. He DID show off his new car. 

b. ??He DID show his new car off. 
 (Dehé 2002: 89) 

 
(427) a. It was to stir up trouble that he intended. 

b. ??It was to stir trouble up that he intended. 
 (Dehé 2002: 89) 

 
(428) a. Try and draw up a serious contract. 

b. ??Try and draw a serious contract up. 
 (Dehé 2002: 90) 

 
(429) a. Come and check out the house. 

b. ??Come and check the house out. 
   (Dehé 2002: 90) 
 
As to the first contrast, involving so-called ‘verum focus’ or ‘proposition 
affirmation’ (see Subsection 6.3.4), I am hesitant to accept the ungrammati-
cality judgement provided. On the World Wide Web, I found quite a few 
examples with a discontinuous order like the one in (430), whose use of do-
support (albeit not for verum focus) is not problematic at all. 
 
(430) Carol Sue favored tight clothes that sure did show her legs off… 

(www.damnyankee.com/download/ download_files/cowboys2gb.pd, ac-
cessed 1 September 2004) 

 

                                                      
9 I have the impression that the unacceptability of (424)d and (425)d also partly 
arises from the successive occurrence of a stranded preposition and a particle. If the 
preposition is pied-piped, the discontinuous order seems to be less awkward. Com-
pare: 
(i) a. *Which office did John fill the forms from out?  (stranded preposition) 
 b. ?From which office did John fill the form out?  (pied-piped preposition) 
(ii) a. *What did you look something about up?  (stranded preposition) 
 b. ?About what did you look something up?  (pied-piped preposition) 
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Also, show NP off is used less frequently than show off NP regardless of the 
pattern in which it is used. At best, Dehé’s example serves as an illustration 
of the existence of lexical preferences for one pattern over the other—an 
issue we discussed in Chapter 5, Subsection 5.3.1, point (iii). This is cer-
tainly the case for the second contrast, which supposedly shows how the 
continuous order is used much more easily in it-clefts. Stir up trouble, like 
blow off steam or pluck up courage (see Chapter 5, Subsection 5.3.1, point 
(v)), is almost fixed in this ordering. The alternative, strir trouble up, is not 
downright impossible but far less common. The difference  in acceptability 
noted by Dehé has nothing to do with the use of an it-cleft. Similarly, draw 
up a contract is much more conventional than draw a contract up, so again, 
the third contrast does not prove what it is supposed to prove. And finally, I 
do not think there is anything unacceptable about Come and check the house 
out. In any case, the pattern “come and check the * out” matches hundreds of 
examples on the World Wide Web. 
 Dehé (2002: 90-91) also cites a judgement experiment from previous 
literature. However, since participants were asked to give acceptability 
judgements for sentences in isolation, this experiment suffers from the same 
lack of linguistic spontaneity as Dehé’s own speech production experiment 
mentioned above. The continuous order appeared to be judged significantly 
more acceptable than the discontinuous order, but given that there is no con-
text provided with the test examples, the object NP in these sentences is 
necessarily discourse-new, which Dehé later in her work argues triggers the 
use of the continuous order (see the second assumption quoted above). In 
other words, in order to discover what the neutral order is, it is no good using 
context-less examples in the hope of excluding discourse-functional influ-
ences, however contradictory this may sound.  
 Now, we have rejected Dehé’s arguments for her assumption that the 
‘verb – particle – object NP’ order is the neutral one, but does that mean that 
this assumption is actually wrong? Since by ‘neutral’ Dehé implies, among 
other things, ‘most frequent’, her assumption is of course testable. If we are 
to believe Gries (2003: 68), the assumption cannot be upheld on empirical 
grounds. In his own study of the particle placement alternation, Gries did 
perform a novel corpus investigation. Out of a sample of 403 examples (200 
from spoken and 203 from written usage), there were 194 continuous and 
209 discontinuous cases. This investigation, in other words, shows a rather 
different picture: if anything, the discontinuous ordering is the most fre-
quently used one by a narrow margin. Unfortunately, Gries’ sample is rather 
small, even though he boasts that “with 403 cases, this is by far the largest 
quantitative analysis of particle placement ever undertaken” (Gries 2003: 76, 
note 5). This is not true, of course: Van Dongen’s study—which Gries occa-
sionally refers to in his own study!—involved more than double this number, 
as we saw above. Furthermore, though Gries emphasizes the importance of 
looking at what language users do “in real life”, his sample is hand-culled so 
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that it “mainly consists of the most frequently used TPVs [i.e. transitive 
phrasal verbs—B. C.] in order to exclude too many marginal and barely 
representative instances of VPCs” (Gries 2003: 68). This is a strange deci-
sion, at odds with the fact that productivity is a hallmark of the verb-particle 
construction (as I will demonstrate shortly).  

Let me therefore present my own corpus findings, based on data from the 
British component of the International Corpus of English (ICE-GB 1998). 
This corpus contains one million words of spoken (60%) and written (40%) 
British English annotated with full grammatical information. It is not just a 
tagged but also a parsed corpus, which enables the linguist to extract particu-
lar grammatical templates automatically. A total of 2418 transitive non-
passivized verb-particle combinations were collected, out of which there 
were 1274 cases with the continuous order and 1144 cases with the discon-
tinuous order (see Table 3 below).  
 
Table 3. The continuous and the discontinuous order in ICE-GB 

  ‘verb – particle – NP’ ‘verb – NP – particle’ 

about 10 6 
across 1 4 
along 3 7 
apart 1 4 
around 3 6 
aside 7 3 
away 34 44 
back 31 13010 
by 0 2 
down 86 108 
home 2 2 
in 113 110 
off 89 96 
on 90 69 
out 407 203 
over 24 20 
round 2 24 
through 8 21 
together 9 31 
up 354 254 

column totals 1274  

(52.7%) 

1070  

(47.3%) 

                                                      
10 This number is higher than it ought to be, since in many of the examples back had 
better be analysed as a specifier within a PP than as the head of a particle phrase (or 
an ‘adverb phrase’ in ICE-GB). For example: 
(i) It’s with Vasili Khulkov who plays the ball [PP back to Galiamin].   

(ICE-GB 2SA-010) 
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On the basis of these results, we can conclude that Dehé appears to be basi-
cally right to claim that the continuous order is more frequent than the dis-
continuous one, even if we did not accept the arguments she put forward in 
support of this claim. We also notice, though, that the continuous order in 
our corpus does not so strikingly outnumber the discontinuous order as in 
Van Dongen’s study from 1919 or as in Dehé’s recent speech lab experi-
ment. In any case, we do not go as far as to claim that the continuous order is 
the underlying one from which the discontinuous order is syntactically de-
rived. 
 

By way of excursion, I would like to briefly address the question of how 
many of the 2418 combinations in my sample are ‘novel’ (i.e. formed pro-
ductively). As a means to operationalize neologism, I checked for each sin-
gle combination whether it was attested in any of the following four diction-
aries: Cambridge International Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs (1997), Collins 
COBUILD Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs  (Sinclair 1989), Longman Diction-
ary of Phrasal Verbs (Courtney 1983), and Oxford Dictionary of Phrasal 
Verbs (Cowie and Mackin 1993). In 140 of the cases, the combination ap-
peared not to be entered in any of these specialized dictionaries, and could 
therefore arguably be considered to be freely composed. For example, com-
binations like reflect away (solar heat), encourage (the birds) back, chest 
(the ball) down, and equalise (these factors) out are probably created ‘on the 
fly’ rather than produced as pre-packaged units taken directly from the stock 
of conventionalized expressions. (To be sure, if such combinations are 
highly frequent, they may be stored in the speaker’s memory all the same. 
For example, scientists whose life-time research is concerned with properties 
of radiation, may be able to retrieve the combination reflect away as a ready-
made chunk from their mental lexicon.) 

Although 140 ‘new’ cases out of a total of 2418 combinations may seem 
to represent only a small proportion (5.8%), this is actually not so negligible 
once we realize that verb-particle combinations are typically described as a 
prime area of conventionalization, which is of course correct to a very large 
extent. The bulk of verb-particle combinations that are used are highly con-
ventional ones, like take up, make out, bring in, etc. To quote a representa-
tive characterization: 
 

“Verb + intransitive preposition [i.e. particle—B. C.] idioms are an im-
portant feature of the English vocabulary; there are great numbers of 
them, and they are very frequent indeed, especially in informal speech.[11] 
They tend to involve simple everyday verbs rather than more learned  

                                                      
11 That verb-particle combinations occur more often in speech than in writing is 
confirmed by our corpus sample. Taking into account the amounts of spoken and 
written language in the corpus as a whole, the proportions of verb-particle combina-
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ones, and common verbs like bring, come, give, go, have, let, make, put, 
take, etc., are found in large numbers of such idioms, often with a consid-
erable range of meanings… .” (Huddleston 2002a: 284; footnote added)  

 
This and similar descriptions in the literature would not lead us to expect 
unattested combinations to occupy a share of over 5% of the total number of 
verb-particle combinations used. And of course, if we only counted the dif-
ferent types of verb-particle combinations rather than the different tokens, 
the proportion of unattested combinations would even be much higher.  

Moreover, the share of novel combinations is relevant to the question un-
der discussion, since it appears that unattested combinations are to be found 
significantly more often in the discontinuous order than in the continuous 
order (χ2 = 34.7; p ≤ 0.001). This is shown in Figure 2:  
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Figure 2. The distribution of attested and unattested transitive verb-particle 

combinations in ICE-GB according to word order. 
 
These data suggest that although the continuous order may be used more 
frequently overall, the discontinuous order more naturally accommodates 
new combinations of a verb and a particle.  
 

                                                                                                                             
tions we would expect (under the ‘null-hypothesis’ that spoken versus written regis-
ter did not play any role) would be 60% in the spoken subcorpora and 40% in the 
written subcorpora. In actual fact, the proportion of transitive verb-particle combina-
tions that were extracted from the spoken subcorpora amounts to more than the 
expected 60% of the total amount: 68.2% (1648 out of 2418). Interestingly, it is the 
discontinuous order that is used very frequently in speech: 917 (or 80.2%) of the 
1144 discontinuous examples were found in the spoken subcorpora, as opposed to a 
mere 731 (or 57.4%) of the 1274 continuous examples. This corroborates Bolinger’s 
(1971: 57, note 8) statement alluded to above, namely that “end position of the parti-
cle is at the familiar end of the speech-level or register scale.”  
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6.2.2 On the assumption that “nominal objects that introduce new in-
formation into the context appear in the final position” 

Dehé (2002: 126ff.) tries to prove this claim by illustrating it with a dozen 
convincing examples. Below is one of these supposedly representative cases: 
 
(431) …by the end of the day [we] had reached the small town of Indianola. 

I picked up a local paper and read the … news of the region. 
(Dehé 2002: 126) 
 

Dehé argues that the NP a local paper introduces new information into the 
discourse and is therefore part of the focus. In keeping with the Focus Last 
principle, such a constituent is positioned in sentence-final position. As we 
have already maintained on a couple of occasions (Chapter 3, Subsection 
3.3.1 and Subsection 3.5.4), examples in support of a certain proposition can 
never actually prove this proposition, no matter how many favourable exam-
ples are being given. To think that they could would be to commit an induc-
tive fallacy. Although there may be a strong tendency for focused NPs to be 
put towards the end of the clause, we will see below that they need not fol-
low the particle.  

Dehé also gives a number of examples with NPs that contain modifica-
tions to the noun head, and contends that it is very obvious that these occur 
in sentence-final position, since such NPs have increased news value and are 
focused. Dehé’s observation that long and/or complex NPs are positioned 
after the particle is largely correct (but see Chapter 5, Subsection 5.3.1, point 
(i) for some hedges). Remember, however, that heavy NPs are not necessar-
ily discourse-new or focused, as was illustrated with (422)b in the previous 
section. Therefore, the explanation for Dehé’s valid observation ought not to 
be sought in terms of newness. Rather, we should invoke the independent 
factor weight. 
 One important aspect of Dehé’s analysis is the variable size of the focus 
domain. As we saw in point (iv) of Subsection 6.1.1, the focus of the clause 
can be restricted to the object NP of the VP but it can also extend to the en-
tire VP or even to the entire clause. If there is minimal focus (only the object 
NP is focused), then the Focus Last principle should be sufficient to account 
for end-placement of the object NP—but, again, this is not borne out empiri-
cally (see below). If there is non-minimal or maximal focus (in which case 
the verb-particle combination also belongs to the focused part of the clause), 
something more is needed to explain the end-placement of the object NP. 
After all, the object NP and the particle are on an equal information-
structural footing then. The extra part of the explanation is based on her first 
assumption: the continuous order is the neutral one, so in case both the parti-
cle and the object NP are within the focus domain, there is no need to change 
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this default order. This effectively means that the object is placed at the end 
in any of the three following discourse-functional scenarios:  
 
(432) Minimal focus:  

What did Durban turn off? – He turned off the CAMERA. 
  (Dehé 2002: 132) 
 
(433) Non-minimal focus: 

What did Durban do? – He turned off the CAMERA. 
  (Dehé 2002: 132) 
 
(434) Maximal focus: 
  What happened? – Durban turned off the CAMERA. 
  (Dehé 2002: 132) 
 
We have already shown the first assumption to be somewhat misguided. The 
continuous order is the most frequently used one, but its predominance is not 
as overwhelming as Dehé would have it. It will therefore come as no sur-
prise that in actual usage the object NP can also be found in a position be-
tween the verb and the particle:12 
 
(435) Minimal (or possibly non-minimal) focus: 

a. ‘– it  was that song that wound me up –’ 
‘– it  would’ve wound ANYONE up –’ 
(J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003, p. 371) 

b. …quitting cold turkey is not an option. The withdraw[a]l not only 
stresses the BODY out, but stresses the BABY out as well.  
(www.babycenter.com/comments/ preconception/gettingpregnant/1932, 
accessed  3 August 2004) 

c. …they kept the campfire going all night to not only keep the MOS-

QUITOES away, but to keep the wild ANIMALS away as well. 
(gothicnovel.ods.org/2%20These%20Streets/chapter01.htm, accessed 3 
August 2004) 

 

                                                      
12 Examples like the ones in (435), where a focused NP does not follow the particle, 
may well be harder to come by than examples like the ones Dehé gives, where an 
accented NP comes at the end, in keeping with the Focus Last principle. My point is, 
though, that the order ‘(focused) verb – focused NP – (focused) particle’ is certainly 
not ungrammatical. It would be interesting to test experimentally, for example by 
means of question-answer pairs, how frequently the discontinuous order gets chosen 
relative to the continuous order. 
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(436) Non-minimal (or possibly maximal) focus: 
a. Journal Entry: Fri Nov 7, 2003, 10:28 PM Most of the day I 

cleaned my ROOM up. I got my hair cut as well, I miss my curls.  
(aokineko.deviantart.com/journal/1367058/, accessed 3 August 2004) 

b. At first glance, one might be put off by the absence of his two front 
teeth, and the odor that follows him around like the warm summer 
breeze downwind of a compost heap. But once you get past these 
superficial bonuses, you find out what a good soul he is. Did you 
know he gave his CD player away to some girl on the train? 
(www.tjmonkeys.com/thought.php?theid=29, accessed 3 August 2004) 

 
(437) Maximal focus: 

June 3, 2004 
… Today they turned the WATER off in the city and I was scared that 
they were not going to reconnect it. As it turns out they were only fix-
ing a water leak and had it fixed by 3:00 Ukraine time. I never thought 
that I would panic over water being turned off. 
(www.gossfamily.org/adoptionjournaljune.htm, accessed 3 August 2004) 
 

In all of the above examples, the object NP is (part of) the focus in the clau-
se, so if Dehé’s second assumption were correct, they would follow the par-
ticle, which they do not. In other words, this second assumption has to be 
rejected on empirical grounds. 
 Johan Vandewalle (personal communication) suggested to me that, with 
respect to (436)a, my room is part of the frame evoked by the referent of the 
first person narrator. That this I-person has a room which occasionally needs 
cleaning up is something that belongs to our set of expectations. In other 
words, the NP my room is somehow accessible (see also point (i) in Subsec-
tion 6.1.1 above). Since it is not an entirely ‘new’ piece of information, it 
does not have to be put at the end of the clause. Vandewalle surmises that if 
the object NP is not accessible via such an evoked frame, its mid-position is 
more awkward:13 
 
(438) ?Journal Entry: Fri Nov 7, 2003, 10:28 PM Most of the day I cleaned 

my LAUNCH PLATFORM up. 
(Johan Vandewalle, personal communication) 

 
A launch platform is not something that we normally expect people to pos-
sess and to clean up regularly, so the object NP in this example is less acces-
sible, hence in a sense ‘newer’ in the context and accordingly less prone to 
precede the particle.  

                                                      
13 Of course, launch platform is also heavier than room, but I doubt that this is the 
only reason why (438) does not sound as good as (436)a. 
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To check this hypothesis, I devised a simple statistical experiment. I col-
lected all the nouns that could be found on Google (on 5 August 2004) in the 
patterns in (439) on the one hand and in those in (440) on the other: 
 
(439) a. “today I cleaned up my *”  (continuous order) 

b. “I cleaned up my * today”  (continuous order) 
 
(440) a. “today I cleaned my * up”  (discontinuous order) 

b. “I cleaned my * up today”  (discontinuous order) 
 
The addition of today (either in front or at the end) was meant to net exam-
ples, like (436)a, in which the direct object noun had not yet been introduced 
as such in the discourse; this seemed indeed to be mostly the case. This way, 
we held the discourse-newness (in its strictest sense) constant while allowing 
the nouns to vary as to their expectedness (in the frame-semantics sense). In 
order to also hold the factor weight as constant as possible, I only retained 
examples with a one-word NP among those that matched the pattern in 
(439)a; so, I did not include examples with such object NPs as book closet, 
computer desk, messy room, collapsed building table and associated mess, 
etc.  
 Here are the results of this little experiment (see Table 4). First, and not 
very surprisingly, in both the continuous and the discontinuous order, room 
is the most frequently used noun: 71 out of 142 continuous examples and 13 
out of 18 discontinuous examples contain this noun. Secondly, we found the 
highest diversity of nouns in the continuous order (e.g. garage, lab, fountain, 
site, system, etc.), but this is hardly surprising considering that the continu-
ous order is by far the most frequently used one for the verb-particle combi-
nation at hand. Thirdly, while the number of occurrences of the commonest 
noun (room) in the continuous pattern is equal to the number of occurrences 
of all the other nouns in that pattern taken together (71 in both cases), the 
noun room has more than twice the frequency of occurrence in the discon-
tinuous pattern than the other nouns taken together (13 vs. 5). This confirms 
the intuition that less expected nouns are less easily positioned before the 
particle. However, the data are a bit scarce to conclude with any degree of 
certainty that this difference is more than a coincidence, and indeed, the dis-
tribution could not be shown to be significant by means of a Chi-square test 
(χ2 = 3.16; p ≤ 0.10; for the distribution to be significant at the .05 level, χ2 
should be greater than or equal to 3.84). In any case, the hypothesis is worth 
exploring further. 
 



Information structure ⋅ 277 

 

 

 

Table 4. The distribution of expected and less expected nouns in the continuous and 
the discontinuous order for a given verb-particle combination (Google, 5 August 
2004)  

 {today} I cleaned up my… 
{today} 

{today} I cleaned my … up 
{today} 

room 71 13 
other nouns 71 5 

column totals 142 18 

 
 The expectedness or familiarity of the object NP as a facilitating factor in 
the choice of the discontinuous order has been mentioned by Bolinger (1971: 
55ff.). Let us have a look at one of his examples: 
 
(441) It’s almost ten o’clock. Put your níghty on, now, and run up to bed. 

(Bolinger 1971: 57) 
 
Bolinger notes that the noun nighty is the “semantic peak”—its accent be-
trays that it is focused—but because of its expectedness, it lacks newswor-
thiness. This allows the speaker to put the unaccented particle after it. The 
result is “what might be termed the suffusion of the sentence as a whole with 
a kind of relaxed rhetorical effect that comes from avoiding a terminal ac-
cent” (Bolinger 1971: 57).  

According to Bolinger, it is not just the familiarity of the object NP that 
can lead to the selection of the discontinuous order but also the familiarity 
(ordinariness, matter-of-course nature) of the action. So, in the example abo-
ve, the object your nighty (in the context of bed-time routines) typically calls 
forth the action put on. This verb-particle combination has little newsworthi-
ness and therefore, on the basis of the ‘old before new’ principle, we should 
actually expect the combination as a whole to precede the rest of the clause 
(including the object NP). However, if it precedes, the particle has to bear a 
secondary accent (put ón your NIGHTY), whilst if it follows the object NP, it 
remains unaccented (put your NIGHTY on), allowing only one element, the 
noun, to stand out prosodically. 

There is some evidence that the accessibility of the information conveyed 
by the verb-particle combination may indeed also play a role in the choice of 
word order. I compared the preferred order for two transitive verb-particle 
combinations that can take my room as their direct object: clean up and pack 
up. Needless to say, clean up is the action that is more easily associated with 
my room, so if Bolinger’s hypothesis is correct, we should expect the discon-
tinuous order to occur relatively more frequently with this verb-particle 
combination than with pack up. This is indeed the case, as can be seen in 
Table 5 (χ2 = 16.8; p ≤ 0.001): 
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Table 5. The distribution of an expected and a less expected verb-particle combina-
tion in the continuous and the discontinuous pattern for a given object NP (Google, 
6 August 2004)  

 I …-ed up my room  I …-ed my room up 

clean (up) 584 229 
pack (up) 81 7 

column totals 665 236 

 
Of course, on the basis of only two different verb-particle combinations, we 
cannot reach a definitive verdict. (One legitimate objection might be that 
pack up generally occurs in the continuous ordering, not just when the object 
NP is my room but also when it is, say, my gear.) We must leave it to future 
research to find out whether it is possible to uphold Bolinger’s conjecture 
that the predictability of the action is relatively more likely to enable the 
speaker to put the object before the particle.  
 To conclude this subsection, then, we have seen that, contra Dehé (2002), 
object NPs that refer to entities that have not yet been introduced in the dis-
course and that belong to the focused part of the clause need not be put after 
the particle. It is perfectly acceptable for a speaker to say Today I cleaned my 
room up, with the nuclear accent on room, even if there has not been any 
prior mention yet of this room (or any other room) whatsoever. This does not 
mean, though, that ‘newness’ does not have a bearing on the choice of word 
order at all. First, As Gries (2003: 89), among others, has shown on the basis 
of corpus research, object NPs whose referent has not yet been mentioned 
are more likely to occur in the continuous ordering than in the discontinuous 
ordering (141 vs. 66 occurrences, according to his counts). Second, we have 
provided some very tentative indications that the accessibility (i.e. contextual 
availability; cf. example (415)14) of the information referred to by the object 
NP and also by the verb-particle combination more easily leads to the selec-
tion of the “relaxed” (Bolinger 1971: 57) discontinuous construction. 
 
 

                                                      
14 I use ‘contextual availability’ here instead of ‘discourse-oldness’ for good reasons. 
The fact is that in, e.g., I cleaned my room up, the object NP cannot be said to be 
evoked by prior mention of the activity clean up: after all, the verb-particle combi-
nation has not yet been uttered in its entirety at the time that my room is expressed, 
so clean up  is not ‘old’ in the discourse. It is, however, available in the context, if 
‘context’ is defined as what is in the vicinity of a given discourse entity—whether 
preceding or following that entity. 
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6.2.3 On the assumption that “nominal objects that do not introduce new 
information into the context but refer to familiar entities occur be-
tween the verb and the particle” 

At first blush this assumption sounds right. It is in accordance with the gen-
eral ‘old before new’ principle. Dehé (2002: 128-29) illustrates this assump-
tion with numerous authentic examples in which the object NP is realized as 
an unaccented pronoun, referring back to an element that has already been 
introduced in the discourse. To give but one example: 
 
(442) Trasatti picked up a pencil and then put it down.  

(Dehé 2002: 129) 
 
Dehé also provides a number of examples with non-pronominal NPs that 
refer to entities that have already been introduced in the discourse or that are 
inferable, as in the following sentences: 
 
(443) a. Michael laboriously puts down the bags, pushes wide the door, 

picks the bags up again and enters. 
b. Doubtless many fragments had been whittled away from the pillars 

of the Philistine, before Samson pulled the temple down. 
(Dehé 2002: 129-30) 

 
Though it works for these examples, Dehé’s assumption had better been 
stated as follows: “Nominal objects that are not focal occur between the verb 
and the particle”, as we will see shortly. In fact, Dehé herself seems to 
change her account in terms of discourse-oldness into one in terms of back-
groundedness (Dehé 2002: 132): 
 
(444) “[NP]-complement as a backgrounded constituent”: 

What did Durban do with the camera? – Durban {*turned OFF the ca-
mera / turned the camera OFF}.  
(after Dehé 2002: 132) 

 
In this example, turned off is focal, and Durban and the camera are back-
grounded. Note that the nuclear accent falls on the particle, not because it 
enters into a contrastive relation with another particle, but because it forms 
part of a constituent that is focused as a whole. The order ‘verb – object NP 
– particle’, being available in English anyhow, will almost invariably be 
selected in such a case.15 This order is most felicitous in that it allows part of 

                                                      
15 Nevertheless, Bolinger (1971) gives the following example, where Nixon is 
treated as informationally “redundant” (i.e. backgrounded): 
(i) How can they put óver Nixon? 
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the focus to be placed after a backgrounded constituent, in compliance with 
the Focus Last principle.  

If the particle is the only part of the clause that is being focused, it is also 
this ordering that will be selected (see Chapter 5, Subsection 5.3.1 point (xii) 
for an extra motivation having to do with the basic ‘subject before predicate’ 
principle): 
 
(445) Minimal focus on the particle; the rest of the clause is backgrounded: 

What did Durban do with the camera, turn it off or turn it on? – Dur-
ban {*turned OFF the camera / turned the camera OFF}. 

 
Now, the reason why a generalization in terms of backgroundedness of the 
object NP is to be preferred over one in terms of its discourse-oldness can be 
readily appreciated if we consider the following example: 
 
(446) Did Durban turn off the camera or the mike? Durban turned off the 

CAMERA. 
 
In this example, the object NP refers back to an element that has already 
been introduced in the discourse but by virtue of not being backgrounded, it 
does not have to occur in the position between the verb and the particle.16 
This shows that the distinction we made in Subsection 6.1.1 between differ-
ent kinds of ‘newness’ of information, in particular between discourse-
newness and focality, was not gratuitous. 
 For the sake of completeness, there are some circumstances in which the 
object NP is backgrounded but does not need to be placed in the position 
between the verb and the particle. Consider the following examples: 
 
(447) a. Did Durban {turn off the camera / turn the camera off} on purpose 

or by accident? – He {turned off the camera / turned the camera 
off} on PURPOSE. 

b. Was it Nigel or was it Durban who {turned off the camera / turned 
the camera off}? – It was DURBAN who {turned off the camera / 
turned the camera off}. 

 
In these examples, the focus is placed on an element other than the verb-
particle combination or its object: on an adverbial adjunct in (447)a and on 
the subject argument in (447)b. So, whenever the verb-particle combination 

                                                                                                                             
 (Bolinger 1971: 55) 
16 In principle, it can occur in mid-position, but the use of the ‘verb – particle – 
object NP’ in the question would probably have too strong a priming effect to re-
verse the order in the answer (cf. Gries [sine anno] for syntactic priming with re-
spect to the dative alternation and to particle placement).  
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and its object are backgrounded together, the information-structural require-
ment that the object be put before the particle is suspended. Of course, the 
usual grammatical rules still apply: if the object takes the form of a pro-
noun—which it typically would in these cases—it has to precede the particle 
for strictly grammatical reasons: 
 
(448) a. Did Durban turn off the camera on purpose or by accident? – He 

{*turned off it / turned it off} on PURPOSE. 
b. Was it Nigel or was it Durban who turned off the camera? – It was 

DURBAN who {*turned off it / turned it off}. 
 
  

The conclusion of this entire section on the relation between information 
structure and the well-known particle placement alternation with transitive 
verb-particle combinations can be brief. The continuous pattern (‘verb – 
particle – object NP’) is used slightly more frequently than its discontinuous 
alternative (‘verb – object NP – particle’), but the two patterns can largely be 
used interchangeably, with two provisos. Firstly, as we already knew, the 
heavier the object NP, the more likely it is to follow the particle. This is no-
tably the case if the object NP is syntactically complex, by which is meant 
that it contains an embedded clause or, as we have argued, a gap. Secondly, 
if the object NP is backgrounded (i.e. not focused), it will normally precede 
the particle. It is not true that discourse-old NPs invariably precede and dis-
course-new NPs invariably follow the particle, but NPs referring to accessi-
ble entities (in a frame-semantics sense) may be found relatively more fre-
quently in the discontinuous pattern than NPs referring to inaccessible enti-
ties. The same may go for verb-particle combinations referring to activities 
that are expected, compared to those that are less expected, in the context of 
the mentioned object NP. 
 
 
6.3 The discourse functions of particle preposing 

In Chapter 5 (Subsection 5.2.4, point (v)), we have already discussed an 
important pragmatic property of particle preposing: its vividness. The ca-
nonical pattern in (449)a and the corresponding preposing version in (449)b 
have the same truth conditions: one of them cannot be true while the other is 
false. Yet, there is a noticeable difference in style. 
 
(449) a. The ogre came in. 

b. In came the ogre. 
 
The b-example adds a dramatic sense of ‘on-the-spotness’ that is not present 
in the a-example. It has the effect of turning the hearer into a sort of direct 
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eye-witness. Because of its lively character, the preposing pattern is often 
used in story-telling. 
 In this section, I will not further describe this rather subtle, elusive shade 
of meaning that is conveyed on top of the truth-conditional semantics of 
(449)b. Instead, I will show how preposing the particle can serve different 
discourse functions, depending on which part of the clause is focused and 
which part is backgrounded (Cappelle 2002: 57-63). In doing so, I will not 
explicitly contrast the preposing pattern with its canonical (non-preposing) 
counterpart, but treat it instead as an information-structural pattern in its own 
right, with different information-structural subtypes. However, I do believe 
that it should ultimately be possible to explain the perceived stylistic differ-
ence between (449)a and (449)b as (partly) resulting from the different 
prominence one or more of their contentful elements are given by the spea-
ker.17  
 
 
6.3.1 Bringing the particle into focus 

Although the focus is usually positioned at or towards the end of the clause 
(cf. the Focus Last principle), the speaker may choose to invert this natural 
order for emotional purposes. The dramatic effect of the reverse order has 
already been noticed by Henri Weil in his 1844 study on word order in an-
cient and modern languages (cf. Firbas 1974: 12). Osgood and Bock (1977: 
90) state that “constituents having relatively high speaker motivation (inter-
est, concern, ego involvement, etc.—the notion of “focus” generally) will 
tend to shift “leftward” in sentencing and thus be earlier in expression” 
(quoted in Wasow 2002: 63). Mentioning the focus first is functionally mo-
tivated by what is referred to as Jespersen’s “principle of actuality” (cf. 
Haiman 1993). Similarly, Givón (1988) claims that there is a cross-linguistic 
generalization by which speakers “[a]ttend first to the more urgent task”, and 
Gundel (1988) likewise proposes the “First Things First Principle”, which 
states: “Provide the most important information first.”  
 Particle preposing is often motivated by this principle. As Lindner (1983: 
57) writes, preposing the particle can be a means of “separating it from the 
verb and putting it in a position of semantic focus”. We have already pointed 
out on several occasions that the particle can be the most informative ele-
ment in the VP or indeed the clause as a whole. Because of this, it is some-
times possible to retain the particle as the only clausal element without en-
dangering the meaningfulness of the clause—remember verbless directives 
like Up! or Out!, which we discussed in Chapter 5 (Section 5.5, point (i)). 

                                                      
17 I assume that the most unmarked information structure of (449)a, in terms of 
background-focus distinction, is the one in which the subject NP is backgrounded 
and the verb-particle combination as a whole is focused. 
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Clauses with particle preposing sometimes resemble such directives. They 
begin with what is informationally most salient, a deictic direction, and only 
then fill the hearer in with details as to who or what made, is making or is 
expected to make a movement in that direction. So, clauses like Up! and Up 
you get! both function as directives, the only difference being that the former 
will usually be taken as a rather strong or harsh command and the latter as a 
more friendly exhortation (cf. Heaton 1965: 136). 
 Whether used as a kind of directive (e.g. Off you go!) or not (e.g. Away he 
ran, out the door), particle preposing can be considered here to instantiate 
‘focus preposing’, to borrow a term from Ward (1988). 
 
 
6.3.2 Bringing the subject into focus 

A second motivation for preposing the particle is not calling attention to it, 
but to the subject, which is given end-focus. For example: 
 
(450) a. Just when it appeared the James Bond series [was] doomed to ex-

tinction, along comes the much-moussed Pierce Brosnan to give it 
an overdue injection of testosterone.  
(COBUILD Direct) 

b. Harry sank down on to his bed and unwrapped the package. Out 
fell a small, square mirror.  
(J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, London: 
Bloomsbury, 2003, p. 755) 

 
In this case, preposing is structurally similar to locative inversion (e.g. In the 
forest lived an old wicked witch), in that it not only involves the preposing of 
an element but also inversion of the subject and the main verb. (The differ-
ence with locative inversion is that the event is dynamic and not static.) 
When the subject is given clause-final focus, we might speak of ‘presenta-
tive preposing’. The structure is used to announce an entity’s unexpected 
appearance on a (usually metaphorical) scene. In contrast with focus prepos-
ing, presentative preposing always involves a full, lexical NP as subject.  
 We pointed out in Chapter 5 (Subsection 5.2.4, point (iv)) that different 
particles may be found in different lexicalized patterns. This fact relates to a 
finding reported in Cappelle (2002: 59), namely that particles may specialize 
for one of the two possibilities mentioned so far. In particular, such individ-
ual preferences are striking for the particles off and along. Both are more 
often preposed than would be expected on the basis of their overall frequen-
cies (i.e. their frequencies regardless of position), but as Table 6 shows, off 
co-occurs predominantly with pronominal subjects, while along co-occurs 
almost exclusively with full NP subjects. 
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Table 6. Two frequently preposed particles and the type of subject they co-occur 
with in the Bank of English (via COBUILD Direct) 

 subject is a pronoun  subject is a full NP 

preposed off 67 6 
preposed along 1 75 

 
This suggests that, when preposed, off is typically in focus itself, whereas 
along typically introduces a clause in which the subject is in focus. 
 
 
6.3.3 Bringing both the particle and the subject into focus 

Focus preposing (focus on the particle) and presentative preposing (focus on 
the subject) can both be realised in one and the same clause. The clearest 
cases involve coordinate clauses containing semantically opposite particles 
and opposing an appearance with a disappearance on a (figurative) scene. 
For example: 
 
(451) a. Out go the old hands-off, blind eye attitudes and in comes the five-

point business plan. Out goes the past and in comes the future. 
(COBUILD Direct) 

b. Down came the old house, up went the new one: a modern steel 
frame, but with a front facade in specially chosen ashen bricks. 

   (COBUILD Direct) 
 
These sentences express a contrast between the particles (out vs. in, down vs. 
up) as well as between the corresponding subjects (e.g. the past vs. the fu-
ture). Both these pairs of clausal elements are semantically and prosodically 
highlighted, which leads us to assume that they are both focal. In Subsection 
6.1.1 above (point (iv)), we showed that the occurrence of multiple foci in 
one clause is perfectly possible. The preposing pattern is eminently suited to 
bring both the particle and the subject into focus, since it assigns an unusual 
position to each: the particle does not normally come first and the subject 
does not normally come last.  
 
 
6.3.4 Bringing the verb into focus 

In the preceding subsections, we have discussed preposing patterns in which 
the focused element is either the particle, the subject or both the particle and 
the subject. There is in fact a fourth possibility that is easily overlooked: 
focus on the positive polarity of the clause. Though the particle receives 
some accentuation, the nuclear accent typically falls on the verb, since after 
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all, it is via the (finite) verb that the speaker can make a statement and 
ground it in reality (i.e. assert its truth). Here is a simple example, with small 
capitals added for the sake of illustration: 
 
(452) I really wanted to go home! And home I WENT. 

(www.washington.edu/uwpress/search/chapters/STAHAZ.pdf, accessed 16 
September 2004) 

 
The function of particle preposing in this example is what Ward (1990: 742-
43) calls “proposition affirmation”, that is, “to affirm a speaker’s belief in a 
salient proposition explicitly evoked in the discourse”. This function is rather 
rare: in a sample of 478 particle preposing sentences that I studied (Cappelle 
2002), only three such cases could be found. Nevertheless, this function 
deserves some attention.  

In Ward, Birner and Huddleston (2002: 1378-79), a distinction is made 
between “concessive”, “scalar” and “simple” affirmation, and all three sub-
types can be shown to occur with particle preposing. To start with conces-
sive affirmation, the preposing clause affirms a proposition “in the context of 
some countervailing consideration that is conceded in the prior discourse” 
(p. 1378). The preposing clause is typically preceded by but or yet. For ex-
ample: 
 
(453) a. At the end was a hill her mother never could have imagined her 

running up—but up she went, seemingly effortlessly, as mother 
watched. 
(stonemountaincenter.com/lecture-tao.html, accessed 16 September 2004) 

b. It was past midnight before he got down on his knees, but down he 
went, and was converted. 

 (www.biblebelievers.com/moody/23.html, accessed 16 September 2004) 
 
In (453)a, the underlying idea is that the daughter went up in spite of her 
mother’s expectations, and in (453)b, the act of kneeling is first conceded to 
be procrastinated by the convert, but nevertheless it happened.  
 Scalar affirmation, then, is used to affirm a proposition “whose predicate 
can be construed as a scale on which the referent of the subject NP is as-
signed a high value” (p. 1378). For example: 
 
(454) a. “What better way than to start at the bottom. You can only go up,” 

Hancock said. And up it went, from four to 10 workers in one year. 
 (www.sunherald.com/mld/sunherald/business/9558820.htm, accessed 16 

September 2004) 
b. Continuing along the path, we soon discovered that what goes up 

must go down, and down it went in style! This stony and somewhat 
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slippery path is not for the faint hearted and requires a lot of con-
centration where footing is concerned. 

 (www.walkhebrides.com/plan/taster/, accessed 16 September 2004) 
 
The preposing clause in (454)a does not merely assert the truth of the previ-
ously evoked proposition, but conveys the idea that the business prospered 
surprisingly well, as is confirmed by the added specification that the number 
of employees more than doubled in a year. Similarly, the preposing clause in 
(454)b does not merely affirm the expectation that the path went down, but 
explicitly adds that this going down was not the end of it. (Here, it is not the 
verb that receives the nuclear accent but the adjunct in style, but note that the 
verb would be accented if we omitted in style, and that there would still be a 
scalar interpretation: …what goes up must go down, and down it went!). 
 Simple affirmation, finally, is “the residual category, where neither of the 
special factors found in the concessive and scalar types applies” (p. 1379).  
 
(455) a. I tried to sit down and play with her and she told me to “Go away 

mommy.” So away I went! 
(www.simplymoms.com/forum/showthread.php?postid=7036, accessed 
16 September 2004) 

b. The story went on that Ngwuako was so taken by the amount of 
game and the beauty of the landscape that he vowed to come back. 
And back he came but not alone. 

 (www.kwenu.com/udi/ngwuako_ike.htm, accessed 16 September 2004) 
 
For these preposing clauses, there is nothing in the previous context which 
represents the actualization of the going-away event or the coming-back 
event as unlikely, nor can these events be interpreted as involving a scale.  
 Particle preposing used for proposition affirmation syntactically diverges 
from standard cases of preposing used for this purpose, which typically in-
volve the fronting of the entire VP and the use of an accentuated auxiliary 
(because only auxiliaries have the so-called ‘NICE-properties’, with final ‘E’ 
for emphatic affirmation): 
 
(456) It was ironic that he eventually learned more of his mother’s story 

from her papers and tapes than he had from her. But learn her story he 
DID.  (cp. … *But her story he LEARNED.)  
(Ward, Birner and Huddleston 2002: 1378) 

 
In the case of verb-particle combinations, though, what we find is that the 
particle is presumably deemed sufficiently meaningful on its own to repre-
sent the predicate of the previously evoked proposition, thus enabling the 
verb to perform the actual affirmation job by itself, not needing an auxiliary 
verb for emphasis. This is not to say that the more standard format would be 
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ungrammatical. Compare the following examples (small capitals are added 
to the original examples):18 
 
(457) a. I really wanted to go home! And home I WENT.  (= (452)) 

b. …I decided it was time to go home! And go home I DID… 
(souldrinker.blogspot.com/2003_11_01_souldrinker_archive.html, ac-
cessed 16 September 2004) 

 
(458) a. I was so worn out after that ordeal that it took over a month to get 

my sexual appetite back, but back it CAME. 
(www.bdsmlibrary.com/stories/ chap-
ter.php?storyid=1057&chapterid=5514, accessed 14 March 2005) 

  b. “It was a long road to her comeback,” added the coach.  
But come back she DID.  
(www.svcn.com/archives/lgwt/03.17.99/track-9911.html, accessed 14 
March 2005) 

 
As the verb becomes more informative, so the standard preposing format 
becomes more likely to be used: 
 
(459) a. I decided it was time to drive home, and {??home I DROVE / drive 

home I DID}. 
b. Nobody expected the bird to fly back, but {??back it FLEW / fly 

back it DID}. 
 

It seems as though only light verbs like come and go happily participate in 
the particle-and-only-particle-preposing pattern. 
 
 
6.4  Summary 

In this final section, I will attempt to incorporate the observations made abo-
ve into the Pattern Grammar format introduced in the previous chapter.  

                                                      
18 It is also possible to (redundantly) insert emphatic do in the particle preposing 
pattern: 
(i) “Well, that settles it, then! We’ll go home to-morrow.”  

And home they did go, on the following afternoon. 
(arthurwendover.com/arthurs/norris-k/untow10.html, accessed 14 March 2005) 

(ii) ‘I’ll be back’ said a young Arnold Schwarzenegger to a tired, old cop, and ‘back’ 
he did come, only this time he returned without questions and [with] a very bad 
attitude. 
(www.dvdtimes.co.uk/content.php?contentid=4306, accessed 14 March 2005) 
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In Subsection 5.3.1 of that chapter, we proposed the following realization 
rule to generate VPs based on transitive verb-particle combinations: 
 
(460) [tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V Prt NP– unacctd pron] �� [VP V NP– complex PrtP] 
 
We are now in a position to refine this rule in such a way that it reflects a 
number of different information-structural scenarios.19 For each scenario, we 
will provide an individual rule based on (460). Each of these rules should be 
interpreted as follows: ‘in such or such information-structural conditions, a 
transitive verb-particle combination can be realized as such or such a VP’. 
We distinguish between weight and information newness (more specifically, 
focality) as influences on whether or not the alternation is possible. 
 
(461) The factor weight: if the object NP is heavy (and especially if it is 

complex), it is placed in end-position: 
[tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V Prt NPheavy, esp. complex] 
e.g. Durban turned off the camera focusing on the speaker. 

 
(462) The factor focality (underlined constituents are focused): 

a. If the focus is restricted to the object NP, either pattern can be 
used: 

 [tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V Prt NP] �� [VP V NP PrtP] 
e.g. What did Durban turn off? – Durban {turned off the CAMERA / 
the CAMERA off}. 

b. If the focus comprises the entire VP, either pattern can be used: 
 [tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V Prt NP] �� [VP V NP PrtP] 

e.g. What did Durban do? – Durban {turned off the CAMERA / the 
CAMERA off}. 
e.g. What happened? – Durban {turned off the CAMERA / the CAM-

ERA off}. 
c. If the focus is restricted to the particle, the discontinuous pattern is 

used: 
   [tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V NP PrtP] 

e.g. What did Durban do with the camera, turn it off or turn it on? 
– Durban {*turned OFF the camera / turned the camera OFF}. 

                                                      
19 Not all possibilities are given. Other possible scenarios, not discussed in the pre-
sent chapter, include focus on both the object NP and the particle, and focus on the 
verb only: 
(i) a. Durban turned {the CAMERA OFF and the MICROPHONE ON / *OFF the CAMERA 

and ON the MICROPHONE}. 
 b. Durban did not TURN {the camera off / *off the camera}, he literally 

SMASHED  it off. 
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d. If the focus is restricted to the verb-particle combination (not in-
cluding the object NP), the discontinuous pattern is used: 

 [tr V-Prt X Y] → [VP V NP PrtP] 
e.g. What did Durban do with the camera? – Durban {*turned OFF 
the camera / turned the camera OFF}. 

 
 As to particle preposing, we can likewise refine the following rules, 
which were given in Subsection 5.2.4 of the previous chapter: 
 
(463) a. [S PrtP V NPSubj] 

b. [S PrtP NPSubj; light and discourse-old V (Comp to Prt)] 
 
The rule in (463)a is used for presentative preposing (i.e. focus on the sub-
ject), possibly in combination with focus preposing (i.e. focus on the parti-
cle). The rule in (463)b is used for other functions, namely putting the focus 
on the particle or on the verb. 
 
(464) The pattern with inversion is used 

a. if the focus is restricted to the subject: 
[S PrtP V NPSubj] 
e.g. Along comes a whole new generation of GRAMMARS. 

b. if there is focus on both the particle and the subject: 
 [S PrtP V NPSubj] 

   e.g. OUT goes the OLD, and IN comes the NEW. 
 
(465) The pattern without inversion is used 

a. if the focus is restricted to the particle: 
[S PrtP NPSubj; light and discourse-old V (Comp to Prt)] 
e.g. So DOWN it went straight to the bottom. 

  b. if the focus is restricted to the assertive force of the clause: 
[S PrtP NPSubj; light and discourse-old V] 

   e.g. I wanted to go on, and on I WENT. 



 

7  Argument structure: transitivity alternations 

“There are few detailed proposals for a theory of the argument structures of particle 
verbs. This is odd, since a correct account would teach us much about argument 
structure in general.” 

Andrew McIntyre 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Particles seem to be able to have an influence on the argument structure of verbs, 
that is, on the number and kind of complements verbs take. For example, while it is 
not possible to say *She breathed the baby or *The dog tried to bark us, speakers of 
English have been noted to come up with sentences like She breathed the baby out 
(courtesy of Stéphanie Bonnefille, personal communication) and The dog tried to 
bark us away. In these examples, the combination of the verb with a particle allows 
the presence of an object NP that the verb on its own does not license.  

In Section 7.1, I briefly sketch the background against which this chapter is to be 
read. As far as I can judge, theorists are far from settling on a satisfactory general 
account of how the event participants associated with verbal predicates get linked 
up with syntactic functions like subject or direct object. I for my part do not attempt 
to propose such an account. Rather, my aim is to provide some descriptive data that 
would certainly need to be taken into consideration by those who do. So, this chap-
ter is merely a preliminary inventory of the diverse ways in which the argument 
structure of verb-particle combinations can differ from the argument structure of 
simplex verbs. In Sections 7.2 and 7.3 I look at patterns with, respectively, a direct 
object and an indirect object not selected by the verb itself (e.g. breathe the baby 
out; heat me up some soup). Section 7.4, by contrast, shows that the presence of the 
particle can also allow an otherwise obligatory direct object to be omitted (e.g. lock 
up (the house)). Section 7.5, then, focuses on cases in which transitive verb-particle 
combinations may or may not differ from their corresponding transitive simplex 
verbs in allowing an alternative in which the direct object appears as subject (e.g. 
Lightning lit the sky (up) / The sky lit *(up)). This large section is followed by two 
smaller ones. In Section 7.6 I deal with cases in which the object of a preposition 
(e.g. wipe the crumbs off the table) corresponds with the direct object of a verb-
particle combination (e.g. wipe off the table). In Section 7.7 I have a look at cases 
with an empty it-object (e.g. shoot it out). Section 7.8 provides a brief summary. 
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7.1 Problems of and with argument structure theory 

In this section I succinctly sketch both the subject matter of argument struc-
ture theory—the problems it tries to give a solution to—and the problems it 
encounters in doing so. I will deal with these ‘external’ and ‘internal’ prob-
lems in order. 
 
 
7.1.1 Questions that need to be answered 

Most argument structure research centres around verbs, which are the most 
typical kind of entities that take complements. Consider the verbs talk and 
tell. These two verbs have a lot of their semantics in common. They both 
refer to an act of communication, and therefore, neither of them can felici-
tously apply to an event that does not involve a talker/narrator and an utter-
ance/message—except in a negative clause, of course. In other words, the 
conceptualization of both talk and tell involves at least two event participants 
(sometimes called ‘frame elements’ or ‘semantic arguments’): a speaker, and 
words spoken. The conceptual structure of both verbs arguably also includes 
a hearer or addressee, that is, a participant hearing the words or receiving a 
message, although the hearer-participant can sometimes coincide with the 
speaker-participant, as when this latter participant is speaking to him- or 
herself. The only semantic difference between talk and tell that I can see is 
that the former refers to a more direct (often interactive) but less deliberate 
or purposeful form of communication than the latter.  

Despite the semantic closeness of talk and tell, these verbs are used with 
quite different complementation patterns, as shown in (466). (The addition 
of the adjunct all the way home is meant to provide some context and has no 
specific significance in the first two examples.) 
 
(466) a. {Mary / We} {talked / *told} all the way home. 

b. Mary {*talked / told} (me) amusing stories all the way home. 
c. Yes, she {*talked / told} me (that). 

 
Apparently, a simple active clause with the verb talk can be complete even if 
the talker is the only event participant that gets audible (morphosyntactic) 
realization—see (466)a. As (466)b-c show, syntactic realization of one or 
more other event participants associated with talk as a direct and/or indirect 
object leads to ungrammaticality. By contrast, the verb tell needs at least two 
overtly expressed participants for a simple active sentence to be minimally 
complete: besides the teller, we have to mention either the entity referring to 
what is being told—see (466)b—or the entity referring to the addressee—see 
(466)c—or both. The syntactic realizations of event participants are called 
the syntactic arguments of the verb. The number of syntactic arguments a 
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verb minimally takes is referred to as its valency. A verb which takes only 
one syntactic argument, like talk, is said to be monovalent. A verb which 
takes (at least) two syntactic arguments, like tell, is said to be bivalent. (That 
tell can occur with three syntactic arguments does not make it ‘trivalent’. 
True trivalent verbs are scarce. The verb name, as in They named their 
daughter Sarah can count as an example.)  

With the verb talk, the entity referring to the addressee can (optionally) 
be expressed overtly, but only in an oblique complement (i.e. one introduced 
by a preposition). The verb tell does not allow this complementation pattern: 
 
(467) She {talked / *told} to me.  
 
It is also possible, for both verbs, to introduce the subject matter of the 
communication via an oblique complement: 
 
(468) Last night, she {talked / told} about her plans. 
 
This is a complementation pattern in which either verb can be used, but note 
that there is a subtle semantic difference: with talk, it is possible that the 
addressee-participant already knows what the talker’s plans are and that the 
talker further elaborates on them, whereas with tell, there is a strong sugges-
tion that the plans are revealed to the addressee-participant for the first time 
(although you can add again with either verb).  
 Although talk clearly is an intransitive verb, it can occasionally be found 
with a direct object NP. Here are some examples: 
 
(469) a. He talked nonsense. 

b. Let’s talk politics. 
c. We’re talking business here. Big business. 
d. A friend of mine talked me into having a Tupperware party. 

 
Confronted with these few observations, we may ask at least the follow-

ing (not altogether unrelated) questions, all of which go to the heart of argu-
ment structure theory, and indeed to the heart of grammatical theory in gen-
eral, pertaining as they do to the interface between syntax and semantics and 
the integration of words into larger units. 
 

(i) Is there a way of predicting in which complementation pattern(s) a verb 
can occur?  

The example of talk and tell illustrates that verbs with very similar meanings 
can nonetheless behave very differently with respect to the number of syn-
tactic arguments they take. However, one might attempt to argue that, since 
tell is a more purposeful (less ‘chit-chatty’) kind of communication, the 
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event participant referring to the thing that is told is always quite prominent 
(‘profiled’) and hence expected to receive syntactic realization—but note 
that it can be left unexpressed (e.g. It was then that he told me) if it is con-
textually available. 

Somewhat stronger examples of unexpected valency differences between 
conceptually similar verbs are the contrasts we find between eat and devour 
or between read and peruse (e.g. They were {eating / *devouring}; Don’t 
disturb him when he’s {reading / *perusing}). Such cases seriously under-
mine the widely-held belief that the grammatical behaviour of words largely 
follows from their semantics and, as a corollary, that words with similar 
meanings fall into similar grammatical classes (see, e.g., Bolinger 1977a and 
Wierzbicka 1988 for some passionate credos; in connection with verbs and 
their complementation patterns, see especially Levin 1993).   
 

(ii) If a verb turns up in multiple complementation patterns, does its meaning 
remain constant across these patterns?  

What this question comes down to is whether or not we need to distinguish a 
separate sense for a verb for each complementation pattern it occurs in. Let 
us consider this question in the light of what we have said about the use of 
the verb tell in Last night, she told about her plans. Remember that we ob-
served a suggestion of revealing or disclosure in this pattern. We might 
wonder, then, whether this is something that tell only implicates when it is 
followed by an about-PP or whether this semantic suggestion is inherent in 
the verb tell considered on its own. If the former is the case (in other words, 
if this suggestion is specific to tell about something), we have to ask the 
further question whether we are dealing with an idiosyncratic property of 
this particular collocation or whether the same suggestion crops up with 
other verbs combining with an about-PP as well—it does not with talk, in 
any case. If the latter is the case (in other words, if telling always suggests 
revealing), then we have to explain why this feature is less (if at all) notice-
able in other uses of tell, such as tell (somebody) amusing stories.  

The question whether a verb’s meaning is preserved in its diverse syntac-
tic uses is also poignant in the context of the transitive uses of talk, as illus-
trated in (469)a-d. Do these uses leave intact or do they alter the inherent 
meaning of talk (supposing, of course, that such an inherent meaning exists 
in the first place)? If they bring about a change in meaning, is this change the 
same for all the transitive uses, or do we have to distinguish further sub-
types? Especially in the case of talk somebody into doing something, we 
have an added sense of conscious activity which we said talk (in contrast to 
tell) otherwise need not have. Note, for example, that one can talk in one’s 
sleep, a use which contrasts starkly with this special transitive use of talk. 
This leads us to a third question. 
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(iii) Does a complementation pattern have a meaning of its own?  

We may not have to reserve a special sense for talk as used in (469)d, that is, 
for talk followed by an object NP and a gerund after the preposition into. 
This causative into-pattern occurs with a wide variety of verbs (see Ste-
fanowitsch and Gries 2003; Gries and Stefanowitsch 2004) and conveys a 
fairly constant meaning irrespective of the specific verb it is used with (e.g. 
{trick / force / blackmail / brainwash / lure / torture /…} someone into doing 
something}). Therefore, the sense of purposefulness that is apparent in 
(469)d may be attributed to the pattern itself. Put differently, it might not be 
by virtue of having such a special sense that talk can be found in the causa-
tive into-pattern, but rather, it might be the causative into-pattern that sup-
plies this semantic extra while talk retains its ordinary sense. Now, if we 
assume that the into-causative does indeed carry meaning of its own, we still 
have to ask how much meaning of the verb and how much meaning of the 
complementation pattern is contributed to the composite structure. Observe, 
on the one hand, that we cannot use (470)a below to refer to a situation in 
which you were sleeping in the same bed with someone who was talking in 
her sleep, as a result of which you sought a quieter place—an interpretation 
similar to the only plausible reading of the ungrammatical sentence in 
(470)b: 
 
(470) a. She talked me into sleeping on the sofa downstairs. 

b. *She snored me into sleeping on the sofa downstairs. 
 
Unlike a resultative like She talked (or snored) me to insomnia, (470)a can 
only be taken to apply to a purposefully performed kind of talking. This 
would seem to suggest that the meaning of this special complementation 
pattern prevails over the meaning of the verb, in that it can force us to rule 
out a potentially available reading attributable to the verb’s sense of purpose-
lessness. Observe, on the other hand, that not all of the intrinsic semantics of 
talk is lost in the composite structure. Consider the following example: 
 
(471) Since I seem to have unwittingly talked you into doing it that way, 

may I suggest a slight alternative? 
(www.programmersheaven.com/c/MsgBoard/read.asp?Board=14&MsgID=2
33407&Setting=A9999T0304, accessed 20 October 2004) 

 
This sentence suggests that talk can preserve some if its potential sense of 
purposelessness even in the into-causative. So, while you cannot uninten-
tionally blackmail somebody into doing something, you can unintentionally 
talk somebody into doing something—not meaning that you talked uninten-
tionally and without a specific purpose but meaning that you didn’t intend 
the actual result of your talking. The point I want to make here is this: even 
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if some complementation patterns appear to make an independent semantic 
contribution, we should also keep looking at the semantic part that can still 
be played by the individual verbs occurring in them.  
 
 
7.1.2 The lack of consensus in argument structure theory 

All linguists will agree that questions like the ones given in the previous 
subsection are vital to any grammatical theory. However, this is about the 
only point of unanimity there is. The biggest shortcoming of argument struc-
ture theory is that there is in fact not yet a full-fledged theory, despite many 
worthy attempts. 
 A milestone in the development of argument structure theory was Adele 
Goldberg’s positing of ‘argument structure constructions’, which she de-
fended in her 1995 book Constructions, a book which also meant a major 
breakthrough in the popularity of Construction Grammar as a grammatical 
theory. She convincingly argued that we must assume the existence of 
clause-level templates which have primitive (cognitively basic) conceptual 
content (having to do with such abstract concepts as causation, transfer, 
movement, etc.) and which come with a number of open slots for prespeci-
fied syntactic arguments, each of them coding within the template one of a 
limited set of general semantic roles (like agent, patient, recipient, causer, 
goal, theme, etc.). For example, the ‘caused-motion construction’, which 
Goldberg considers to be such an argument structure construction, conveys 
as its central meaning ‘X CAUSES Y to MOVE Z’, where X fulfils the semantic 
role of ‘cause’ and gets syntactically encoded as a subject, Y is a ‘theme’ 
(i.e. ‘the movee’, not to be confused with the information-structural use of 
‘theme’ as opposed to ‘rheme’) encoded as a direct object, and Z is a ‘goal’ 
encoded as a prepositional phrase (cf. Gruber 1965, Jackendoff 1983: 
174ff.). According to Goldberg, the existence of this construction as an in-
dependent linguistic unit can account for the production and correct interpre-
tation of a sentence such as the following: 
 
(472) He sneezed the napkin off the table.  

(Goldberg 1995: 9) 
 
As Goldberg argues, a theory in which all of the syntax of words is projected 
from their lexical entries could not explain the occurrence of such a sen-
tence, unless the lexicon were to contain a separate entry for the verb sneeze 
with the sense ‘X CAUSES Y to MOVE Z by sneezing’, an assumption which 
she claims is too absurd to even consider. By contrast, if we assume that the 
complementation pattern in itself conveys a caused-motion event, we can 
take a lot of the semantic load off the verbs that combine with this pattern. 
The idea of movement, which is not intuitively part of the meaning of the 
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verb sneeze, comes ‘for free’ when the verb is integrated into the construc-
tion. This way, “rampant lexical polysemy” (Goldberg 1995: 304) is 
avoided. Accordingly, we do not need a special sense for sneeze which li-
censes a direct object and an oblique complement. These arguments can be 
licensed by the construction. Goldberg provides, in other words, a top-down 
rather than bottom-up approach to meaning and form.  
 The recognition that complementation patterns are directly associated 
with meaning can be considered a big improvement over the view that the 
lexical meaning of verbs is solely responsible for their complementation. 
Yet, there is disagreement, even among construction grammarians, on the 
exact status of these argument structure constructions. Van der Leek (2000: 
325) claims that adult speakers of English treat a complementation pattern 
like the caused-motion one as little more than a structural template with no 
semantic import of its own. If I follow her argument correctly, she admits 
that infants may initially associate the caused-motion scene that they have 
mastered on a purely conceptual, pre-linguistic level with the linguistic 
caused-motion construction that they frequently hear being used to encode 
this conceptualization (like Jane roll ball (to) mummy). However, as they are 
faced with more and more deviations from this prototypical usage, like those 
in (473), which are mentioned by Goldberg (1995: 161ff.) herself, learners 
may eventually strip the configuration of the meaning they used to attach to 
it. 
 
(473) a. Sam let Bill into the room.   

b. Sam assisted her out of the room.   
c. Sam accompanied Bob into the room.   

 
In the first two sentences, the subject referent is not interpreted to cause, but 
rather to enable and help, respectively, the object referent to move in the 
stated direction. In (473)c, the interpretation is even more divergent, with the 
prepositional phrase taken to describe the direction in which the subject 
(rather than the object) moves. As Van der Leek argues, the fact that Bob 
also moves in that direction is not coded by the construction but is inferred 
from the frame-semantic meaning of the verb accompany, which includes 
the understanding that if person A accompanies person B, they both have to 
move in the same direction.1 So, as far as Van der Leek is concerned, there 
are two rather different subtypes of what is known as the caused-motion 
construction: one in which the goal argument acts as an object complement 
(as when the verb is, say, put) and one in which it acts as a subject comple-
ment (as when the verb is, say, follow). Both options are available and it is 

                                                      
1 See also Fried and Östman (2004) for the general criticism that Goldberg’s ap-
proach to argument structure insufficiently calculates the verb’s frame-semantic 
meaning into the complete picture. 
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only when the verb slot is lexically filled-in that the construction is suffused 
(from ‘below’, as it were) with semantic content. The complementation pat-
tern itself does not have any fixed semantic content before a verb is plugged 
in: it has “no semantic import prior to lexicalization” (Van der Leek 2002: 
325).2  
 Paul Kay, one of the founding fathers of Construction Grammar, also 
takes issue with Goldberg’s claim that the grammar of English needs the 
caused-motion complementation pattern as an independent linguistic unit 
(Kay 2002: 10ff). He argues against the existence of such a construction on 
the following grounds. Firstly, we already have to posit the independent 
existence of a transitivizing (agent-adding) construction, which licenses the 
realization of an agent argument for otherwise intransitive verbs, so that we 
can say Kim spun the top alongside The top spun. The grammar of English 
also has to contain a path-adding construction so that we cannot just say The 
top spun but also The top spun off the table. Combining these two independ-
ently needed constructions can yield Kim spun the top off the table, so there 
is no reason to assume that this sentence can only be licensed by a separate 
caused-motion construction. Secondly, if the caused-motion complementa-
tion pattern were really a construction in the fullest sense of that term, it 
should, according to Kay at least, be fully productive. Kay stars examples 
like He bragged her out of the room or She screamed him under the bed, 
concluding that the pattern is not really a ‘construction’, a term which Kay 
prefers to reserve for maximally general and productive patterns.3 Thirdly, 
Kay acknowledges that there are acceptable sentences with a caused-motion 
interpretation that cannot be licensed by the combination of the agent-adding 
and the path-adding construction. For example, in They laughed him off the 
stage, the object NP is allowed only because there is also a PP present (cp. 
*They laughed him). Besides, laugh in itself does not code a motion mean-
ing. Even so, Kay argues, these cases tend to be highly conventionalized. He 
points out that for each verb that can be found in the caused-motion pattern, 
we could mention plenty of other verbs that are very closely related in mean-
ing but that do not permit this pattern. So, They laughed him off the stage is 
perfectly normal, but not ??They coughed him off the stage. Similarly, al-
though we can show somebody to the door, we cannot *{display / demon-
strate / illustrate / …} them to the door.  
                                                      
2 This is not to be confused with the “bottom-up” process Van der Leek also dis-
cusses in her (2000) article, and which refers to the creative use of grammatical 
structures to give substance to new conceptualizations, as opposed to the “top-
down” process whereby pre-linguistic concepts shape linguistic form. 
3 On the World Wide Web, however, we do find examples like he literally bragged 
himself into American history and she screamed me out of the shower. These may be 
nonce usages (i.e. created for the occasion), but they nonetheless show that the pat-
tern is at least semi-productive (i.e. has a number of conventionalized uses, but can 
be extended, by creative speakers, to new verbs). 



298 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

 

 Hans Boas (2004) raises a similar point, namely that Goldberg’s argu-
ment structure constructions over-generate. He looks at Goldberg’s (1995: 
175-79; 2002) treatment of the familiar alternation between the caused-
motion construction and a variant causative construction with a with-PP. 
This alternation is known in the literature as the ‘locative alternation’ or the 
‘spray/load alternation’ (Hall 1965; Fillmore 1968; see Levin 1993: 49-50 
for further references): 
 
(474) a. Pat sprayed paint onto the statue. 

b. Pat sprayed the statue with paint. 
 
(475) a. She loaded the hay onto the wagon. 

b. She loaded the wagon with hay. 
 
For Goldberg, any verb can fuse with both these constructions as long as its 
three profiled participant roles are semantically compatible with the more 
general semantic roles of the two argument structure patterns. This require-
ment is met by a large number of verbs, which can be divided up into a 
number of smaller semantic classes (cf. Pinker 1989: 126-27). Boas, how-
ever, puts the finger on a considerable amount of idiosyncracy in verb be-
haviour, even among semantically very similar verbs. For example, why is it 
that the alternation works in (475) above but not in (476)? 
 
(476) a. She threw the hay onto the wagon. 

b. *She threw the wagon with hay. 
   (Boas 2004: 11) 
 
And why is it that pack and heap, which both allow the locative alternation, 
behave differently with respect to other complementation patterns, as a com-
parison between (477)c-e and (478)c-e reveals? 
 
(477) a. Lila packed books into the box.  (locative variant) 

b. Lila packed the box with books.  (with variant) 
  c. Lila packed books.      (transitive theme-variant) 
  d. Lila packed the box.     (transitive location-variant) 
  e. Lila packed.        (intransitive variant) 
   (Boas 2004: 1) 
 
(478) a. Collin heaped books onto the shelf. 

b. Collin heaped the shelf with books. 
  c. ?Collin heaped books. 
  d. *Collin heaped the shelf. 
  e. *Collin heaped. 
   (Boas 2004: 1) 
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Boas abandons the belief that we can put up semantic verb classes whose 
members display parallel behaviour. Instead of positing a basic verb sense 
for each verb and entrusting the integration of verbs into multiple comple-
mentation patterns to general fusion principles, Boas proposes an account of 
argument structure alternations that again multiplies the number of senses 
associated with verbs—exactly what Goldberg tried to avoid. Each verb 
typically has a number of different conventionalized senses, which are repre-
sented in separate verb entries, together with detailed information about their 
syntactic argument realization. Each such entry is in fact a “mini-
construction”, as he calls it, as opposed to Goldberg’s more abstract argu-
ment structure constructions. 
 
 Even this (all too) brief presentation of Goldberg’s approach and some 
points of criticism mounted by other scholars should be sufficient to let the 
reader see that there is no agreement with respect to the division of labour 
between verbs on the one hand and complementation patterns on the other. If 
the argument structure licensing is carried out mainly by the verbs them-
selves, how much syntactic information should be stored in the verb entries 
so that their syntactic behaviour falls out predictably? If the licensing is car-
ried out mainly by the complementation patterns, how much semantic speci-
fication should they contain so that only those verbs that have the right se-
mantic properties can unify with them? There is no unanimous answer to 
these questions. 
 Personally, I am inclined to agree with Boas and Kay that verb comple-
mentation is unpredictable enough to justify an approach in which syntactic 
information is coded at the lowest level: that of individual verbs. In addition, 
insofar as there are groups of verbs that exhibit similar complementation 
possibilities, we may also set up some more abstract patterns that generalize 
over these individual verbs. These patterns should not be granted full pro-
ductivity, but they might allow for some degree of creative extension.  

However, as I pointed at in the introduction to this chapter, I do not at-
tempt to make any theoretical claims with respect to argument structure. All 
I want to do is present some interesting argument structure data, which need 
to be accounted for, whatever one’s theoretical preferences. More specifi-
cally, I want to direct the attention to various changes of transitivity that a 
verb can undergo when it is combined with a particle. In other words, the 
alternations discussed in the sections to follow concern pairs of, on the one 
hand, a simplex verb, and on the other hand, a verb-particle combination that 
contains the ‘same’ verb. Of course, whether the same verb is involved in 
pairs like {chat / chat up} or {carry / carry over}  is a matter of debate. It is 
true that verb-particle combinations are often lexicalized to a degree in 
which the language user does not think of them as composed of a simplex 
verb and a particle.  
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7.2 Unselected direct objects 

A frequently encountered phenomenon is that the addition of a particle 
seemingly “transitivizes” the simplex verb.4 That is, the verb-particle combi-
nation often licenses a direct object that is not selected by (i.e. not a syntactic 
argument of) the simplex verb (cf. Declerck 1977: 308). For example: 
 
(479) a. The dog barked (*me). 

b. The dog barked me away. 
 

(480) a. He was chatting (*a girl). 
b. He was chatting up a girl. 

 
The (b)-examples here contain a direct object that is not contributed by the 
head of the VP, since the verbs themselves are intransitive, as the (a)-
examples show. It therefore makes sense to say that the direct object is sup-
plied by the verb-particle combination as a whole in the (b)-examples, not by 
the verb on its own.  

The following examples, most of them taken from McIntyre (2001b, 
2003a, 2004), all contain an unselected direct object: 
 
(481) a. dream up a solution  (cp. *dream a solution) 

b. laugh off an insult  (cp. *laugh an insult) 
c. look up a word  (cp. *look a word) 
d. point out a problem  (cp. *point a problem) 
e. run out the intruder  (cp. *run the intruder) 
f. sleep off a hangover  (cp. *sleep a hangover) 
g. swear in a judge  (cp. *swear a judge) 
h. think out a plan  (cp. *think a plan) 
i. vote a government out  (cp. *vote a government) 
j. work off a debt  (cp. *work a debt) 

 
McIntyre (2001b: 142) correctly points out that transitive verb-particle com-
binations that contain an otherwise intransitive simplex verb merely form a 
subset within a larger group of cases where the object of the verb-particle 
combination cannot simply be analysed as the object of the simplex verb—

                                                      
4 Here and elsewhere, we are making use of process terminology (addition; transitiv-
ize) without implying that these processes really underlie production. So, we do not 
in the least commit ourselves to the interpretation that speakers first have a simplex 
verb in mind, to which they actually add a particle and that this added particle actu-
ally transitivizes the simplex verb. Just like, for example, the process term prepos-
ing, used in the previous chapter, these terms should only be taken as convenient 
metaphors that describe the difference between one structure and another.  
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whether or not this verb is transitive or not. The following examples are 
mainly due to McIntyre (2001b: 142): 
 
(482) a. chop out lines (of coke)  (the lines are created by the chopping 

movements, not fragmented; lines, in other words, is an effected 
and not an affected entity) 

b. lock a person in  (cp. *lock a person) 
c. sew on a button  (cp. *sew a button) 
d. soak up the water  (cp. *soak the water) 
e. sound someone out  (cp. *sound someone) 

 
In these cases, the addition of the particle does not bring along a change in 
valency (the number of arguments): both the simplex verb and the verb-
particle combination are transitive. However, the object of the verb-particle 
combination does not correspond semantically to the kind of object the sim-
plex verb normally takes. So, although you can lock a door, you cannot 
*lock a person. In fact, this larger class is itself only a subset of an even 
wider class of cases, which includes transitive verb-particle combinations 
based on a derived noun. In such cases, naturally, the direct object cannot 
possibly be provided by the head of the VP: 
 
(483) a. miser away money  (‘store money away like a miser’) 

b. X words out  (‘remove words by crossing them with an X’) 
 
 Sentence (479)b (The dog barked me away) is an instance of the so-called 
caused-motion construction, which we mentioned in Subsection 7.1.2 above. 
Like Pat sneezed the napkin off the table, it contains a subject referring to a 
causer, an object NP referring to a theme and a third argument (in this case, a 
particle) referring to the direction in which the theme moves or the position 
it ends up in as a result of the subject referent’s action or activity, expressed 
by the verb. We might represent the relation between the simplex verb and 
the verb-particle combination as follows. The semantic paraphrase is meant 
to work for prototypical cases. 
 
(484) [V  tr or intr Xi] �  [V-Prt tr; direct O indexed ‘k’ Xi Yj]  

‘cause NPk to go somewherej by Vi-ing (NP)’ 
 
This pattern covers valency-augmenting cases like bark somebody away, as 
well as cases like lock somebody in, where the simplex verb is transitive but 
where the object of the verb-particle combination does not realize a semantic 
argument of the simplex verb. This pattern is also open to novel instances. 
However, these tend to sound as intentional creations (italics have been 
added for clarity): 
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(485) a. Chris groaned the words out, almost suffocating on them. 
(www.angelfire.com/goth/shorshaca/unrequited1.html, accessed 26 Octo-
ber 2004) 

b. As I nodded my head in agreement, he grinned that malicious Gene 
Simmons grin, shook my hand, and then literally waved me away 
as he turned to address the “rude” couple who had interrupted us a 
few short moments before.  
(formen.ign.com/articles/097/097050p1.html, accessed 26 October 2004) 

 
Sentence (480)b (He chatted up a girl) is different. It does not refer to a 

caused-motion event, since up is not a spatial particle here. As I will argue in 
Chapter 8 (Subsection 8.5.7), non-directional up often functions as an under-
specified result predicate. In this case, it refers to a (by the subject referent 
intended) state of slight sexual arousal on the part of the direct object refer-
ent, caused by the subject referent’s flirtatious talk. Insofar as up refers to a 
result (or at least, an intended result), this sentence can be construed as an 
instance of the resultative construction, which is well known to be able to 
license direct objects that are not selected by the verbal head—so-called 
‘fake’ objects (e.g. They drank the pub dry; I talked myself silly). This non-
directional alternation pattern is probably more restricted than the directional 
version. For example, on the basis of the existence of chat somebody up, we 
might reasonably assume that dance somebody up, referring to seductive 
dancing, is also a possible combination, but linguistic reality proves other-
wise.  
 There are a number of special verb-particle patterns with an unselected 
object:. 
 
(486) The ‘time’-away construction: 

a. Let’s dance the night away. 
b. Bill slept the afternoon away. 
c. The program parsed two whole hours away. 

 
(487) The way-construction: 

a. The mouse gnawed its way out.  
  b. Will he cheat his way in again? 
  c. Kerry talks his way back. 
 
(488) The one’s ass off family of constructions: 

a. We’ve been working our ass off. 
b. She sang her heart out.  
c. I laughed my socks off. 

 
The semantics of the ‘time’-away construction, so dubbed by Jackendoff 
(1997b) in a pivotal study on constructional idioms, will be thoroughly dealt 
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with in the next chapter. The reason why Jackendoff drew attention to this 
construction is relevant to this section, though. Indeed, this fully productive 
pattern—productive, that is, within construction-specific constraints—
provides an excellent example of how object NPs, contrary to previously 
held standard assumptions, need not always be licensed by verbs. The verb 
in this pattern is intransitive or can be used intransitively. That is why drink 
the night away is possible (drink has an intransitive usage), but not *buy the 
afternoon away or *visit the whole day away. Jackendoff went to great 
lengths to prove that the NP in this pattern really behaves syntactically like 
an ordinary object NP, even if it cannot be the object of the verb itself. (The 
arguments for object-hood of the NP are repeated in Jackendoff [2002a: 82-
83]. One argument is that the object can correspond to the subject of a re-
lated passive.)  

Jackendoff compares two accounts to license the object NP. In one ac-
count, dance away in (486)a is treated as belonging to the output of a pro-
ductive ‘lexical rule’ which combines intransitive verbs with the particle 
away to yield transitive complex verbs with a special ‘waste time’ sense. 
Jackendoff rejects this account in favour of one in which the NP object is not 
sanctioned by the verb itself or by a complex verb based on it, but by the 
higher VP-pattern which hosts the verb. This higher pattern bears meaning 
of its own and therefore does not require activity verbs to first acquire a spe-
cial sense before they can be allowed to occur in this complementation pat-
tern; they can be directly imbued with such a meaning by virtue of unifying 
with this pattern. Jackendoff’s preference is clearly congenial with Gold-
berg’s (1995) Construction Grammar approach to the integration of verbs 
into larger patterns. 
 The way-construction is similar in that the object one’s way is best seen 
as sanctioned by the larger constructional pattern and not by the verb, which 
is usually inherently intransitive. This construction has been extensively 
studied by Jackendoff (1990), Goldberg (1995: Chapter 9) and Israel (1996). 
Suffice it to say here that the last slot in this pattern is not restricted to parti-
cles but is open to goal/directional phrases of any kind (e.g. She slept her 
way to the top; He inched his way along the trail; We ate and drank our way 
through a multi-course dinner), and that the semantics of the construction 
has to do with the idea of (often laborious and often metaphorized) “pro-
gress”. 
 The one’s ass off family of constructions is familiar from Chapter 2. Let 
me just repeat that in this pattern, too, the object NP is supplied by the con-
struction, which overrides the literal meaning of the non-verbal elements (the 
object and the particle) and treats them semantically like an adjunct express-
ing intensity (cf. also Chapter 8, Subsection 8.7.2). 
 Finally, it could be hypothesized that the following sentences also contain 
a kind of construction-installed ‘NP’: 
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(489) a. Shut the heck up, you moron. 
b. Sit the fuck down. 
c. I wanna get the hell out. 

 
I would not go as far as to claim that the ‘NP’ here functions as a direct ob-
ject. Not only does the pattern resist passivization (a fact that also holds for 
the way-construction and the one’s heart out constructions), but ‘NPs’ like 
the hell and the fuck can also be found after the wh-element in rebuking 
questions (like Where the hell have you been?). This observation suggests 
that these NPs do not fulfil any obvious syntactic function and are more 
aptly analysed as some kind of two-word discourse particles used as swear-
words.  
 
 
7.3 Unselected indirect objects 

The indirect object argument in many ditransitive verb-particle combinations 
is not selected by the verb as such. For example, in I’m gonna take me home 
some of that pizza or He heated her up some soup, the indirect object (me 
and her, respectively) is not directly licensed by the verb take or heat, re-
spectively.  

In these examples, we can still have an indirect object if we leave the par-
ticle out. Cases where a verb-particle combination actually contrasts with the 
corresponding simplex verb in taking an indirect object that is not allowed 
with the simplex verb are fairly rare. I nonetheless mention this possibility 
for the sake of completeness. Here is an example: 
 
(490) a. She sorted (??him) some clothes. 

b. She sorted him out some clothes. 
 

Since verb-particle combinations that allow an indirect object NP are of-
ten conventionalized and very different in meaning from the corresponding 
simplex verbs, there is often also little point in comparing their complemen-
tation patterns. So, it is quite meaningless to say that the indirect objects in 
This new bike set me back a grand or in They ran him up a new coat are not 
sanctioned by the verbs set and run as such, given that these verbs are not at 
all analysed as contributing their meaning to the verb-particle combination in 
a compositional way. 
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7.4 Unexpressed direct objects 

McIntyre (2001b: 144) observes that “verbs taking obligatory objects may 
form [verb-particle combinations] with optional arguments.” Below are his 
examples. 
 
(491) a. He lit a cigarette. / *He lit. 

b. He lit up a cigarette. / He lit up. 
 
(492) a. We cleaned the room. / *We cleaned. 

b. We cleaned up the room. / We cleaned up. 
 
(493) a. She locked the house. / *She locked. 

b. She locked up the house. / She locked up. 
 
The omission of the object argument when the verb is combined with a par-
ticle is a little-known phenomenon, even though plenty of examples can be 
given. In a first subsection, I will do exactly that: present some examples of 
direct object suppression. I will then, in a second subsection, advance a (no 
doubt incomplete) explanation of this phenomenon, based on Goldberg 
(2001). 
 
 
7.4.1 Some data 

Below are only a few of the authentic examples of verb-particles combina-
tions with an omitted object that I have gathered over the last years. (Italics 
are added to help retrieve the verb-particle combination(s) we are concerned 
with.) 
 
(494) a. With the McDonald’s, we ring up and a taxi brings it. I don’t know 

who pays. It must be an account or something; The taxi comes in 
the tradesman’s entrance and the driver comes in the kitchen with 
the bags. They come in sometimes and say, “Grub up!” …“Seems 
a pity to waste it,” he said. “Oh, go on, then,” I said, and he sat 
down and tucked in.  (*…we ring; *Grub!; *…and tucked) 
(Giles Smith, Last Requests, In: Nick Hornby (ed.), Speaking with the 
Angel, New York: Riverhead Books, 2000, p. 36, pp. 41-42) 
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b. Marge: Well I guess you were right honey, but you have to admit 
that when the angel started to talk you were squeezing my hand 
pretty hard!  
Lisa: [laughs, attempting to continue her disbelief] Well it was just 
so loud and... Thanks for squeezing back.  
Marge: Anytime, my angel.  
(www.snpp.com/episodes/5F05.htm, accessed 28 August 2001) 

c. In Manhattan I had a maid. Here, if you leave something around 
the farm, no one picks up after you. It’s humbling.  
(Newsweek magazine, 27 August 2001, p. 5) 

d. Homer: “This year I’ve invested in pumpkins. They’ve been going 
up the whole month of October, and I got a feeling they’re gonna 
peak right around January. Then, bang! That’s when I’ll cash in!” 

 (www.snpp.com/episodes/2F14.html, accessed 27 October 2004) 
 
Most verb-particle combinations in these examples have simplex verb coun-
terparts that are semantically closely related but whose object argument is 
obligatory: We rang *(the company), She squeezed *(my hand), I pick 
*(trash) for a dollar a day, He cashed *(his check). A somewhat different 
case, though, is Grub up! (in the first example), which corresponds to a sim-
plex verb that does not mean ‘eat’ but ‘dig’, ‘uproot (trees)’ or ‘search fran-
tically, as if by digging’. However, grub is also an informal noun for food, 
and by analogy with conventional intransitive imperatives like Eat up!, 
Drink up! or Tuck in!, the imperative Grub up! can easily be understood as a 
blend of the verb and the noun usage, referring to an act of eating rapa-
ciously and/or with one’s hands.5 Tuck in cannot be used in an eating sense 
without the particle (e.g. *He tucked his food). Furthermore, the presence of 
a direct object is fairly awkward with this combination (e.g. He tucked in 
(?his food)). 
 Other verb-particle combinations which, unlike the corresponding sim-
plex verbs, allow the object to be omitted are given in the list in (495) on the 
opposite page. Although McIntyre (sine anno: 4, note 2; 2001b: 144, 2003a: 
1)6 and Lipka (1972: 170) have noted a few such cases, no-one has paid seri-
ous attention to object omission with verb-particle combinations, as far as I 
know.7 As before, an asterisk before a bracketed element indicates that the 

                                                      
5 Eat up and drink up can only be used intransitively when they are in the imperative 
mood (compare {Eat / Drink} up! with *We {ate / drank} up). See also Fraser (1976: 
10) for the observation that “the presence of an object appears to be less necessary in 
the imperative forms.”  
6 Here and elsewhere, page number references to McIntyre (2003a) refer to his 2001 
manuscript. 
7 On the contrary, it would appear from the few observations made in the literature 
that the omissibility of the object NP is typically blocked rather than enabled by the 
presence of a particle. In my view, however, this claim is based on rather anecdotal 
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‘bracketing’ itself (i.e. the omission of the material inside the brackets) leads 
to ungrammaticality.  
 
(495) a. brace (oneself) up  (cp. brace *(oneself)) 

b. brew up (tea)  (cp. brew *(tea)) 
c. bundle (oneself) up  (cp. bundle *(oneself)) 
d. cast {on / off} (stitches)  (cp. cast *(stitches)) 
e. clear {up / away} (the dishes)  (cp. clear *(the dishes)) 
f.  {dry / wash} up (the dishes)  (cp. {dry / wash} *(the dishes)) 
g. find out (his secret)8  (cp. find *(something)) 
h. gas (the car) up  (cp. gas *(the car)) 
i. liquor (oneself) up  (cp. liquor *(oneself)) 
j.  load (oneself) up with food  (cp. load *(oneself) up with food) 
k.  loosen up (one’s muscles)  (cp. loosen *(one’s muscles)) 
l.  roll up (a cigarette)  (cp. roll *(a cigarette)) 
m. saddle up (one’s horse)  (cp. saddle *(one’s horse)) 
n. screw (it) up again  (cp. screw ?*(it) again) 
o. sell up (one’s business)  (cp. sell *(one’s business)) 
p. shut (one’s mouth) up  (cp. shut *(one’s mouth)) 
q. spruce (oneself) up for a date  (cp. spruce *(oneself) for a date) 
r. suite (oneself) up  (cp. suit *(oneself)) 
s. tidy (the place) up  (cp. tidy *(the place)) 
t. touch (the ball) down  (cp. touch *(the ball)) 
u. towel (oneself) off  (cp. towel *(oneself)) 

 
In many of these combinations (notably, those with up), the particle seems to 
add little or nothing in meaning and therefore can be argued to have a purely 
detransitivizing function. 
 The list in (495) contains quite a few combinations with an optional re-
flexive pronoun, such as brace (oneself) up, bundle (oneself) up, load (one-
self) up and spruce (oneself) up, and there are also a few combinations 
whose omissible direct object referent stands in a possessive relation to the 
subject referent, such as loosen up (one’s muscles) and saddle up (one’s 
horse).9 There are, in fact, some more reflexive verb-particle combinations 

                                                                                                                             
evidence, such as the fact that one can say She was eating, but not *She was eating 
up, or He was writing, but not *He was writing down (Fraser 1976: 10; Mittwoch 
1971) or the fact that one can say We train our soldiers to kill but hardly ??We train 
our soldiers to kill off (Lemmens 1998: 187). 
8 This example is mentioned in Fillmore’s (1986) article on object omission but he 
does not explore the relation between the simplex verb and the verb-particle combi-
nation.  
9 In Dutch, reflexive object omission can also occasionally occur with separable 
complex verbs, the Dutch counterparts of verb-particle combinations. For most 
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which do not differ in any obvious semantic way from their corresponding 
simplex verb but which differ from them in their complementation possibili-
ties, in that, unlike the simplex counterparts, they allow the omission of a 
reflexive pronoun in directives.10 In other pragmatic environments, the sim-
plex verb can be used without a reflexive pronoun as well. Compare: 
 
(496) a. She calmed (herself). 

b. She calmed (herself) down.  
  c. Calm *(yourself), will you! 
  d. Calm (yourself) down, will you! 
 
(497) a. He sobered (himself). 

b. He sobered (himself) up. 
c. You’d better sober *(yourself). 
d. You’d better sober (yourself) up. 

 
(498) a. We quiet(en)ed (ourselves) a bit. 

b. We quiet(en)ed (ourselves) down a bit. 
c. Please quiet(en) *(yourselves)! 
d. Please quiet(en) (yourselves) down! 

 
(499) a. I slowed (myself) too much. 

b. I slowed (myself) down too much. 
c. Why don’t you slow *(yourself)? 

  d. Why don’t you slow (yourself) down? 
 

                                                                                                                             
speakers of Dutch, I assume, the reflexive pronoun is obligatory in the following 
sentence, but I have nonetheless noted its omission in very similar contexts: 
(i) Vind jij dat immigranten (zich) moeten {inburgeren / aanpassen}? 

‘Do you think that immigrants should {integrate / adapt} (themselves)?’  
Wethlij (1999) observes that there is a growing general tendency in current Dutch to 
omit reflexive object pronouns (cf. also Van der Horst and Marschall 1989: 122-23; 
Van der Horst and Van der Horst 1999: 138-44), but it can hardly be coincidental 
that a considerable part of the examples he mentions (23 out of 57) involve separa-
ble complex verbs (e.g. inschrijven ‘enrol’, aansluiten ‘join’, uitbreiden ‘extend, 
spread’). There must be something about particles, cross-linguistically, that accounts 
for their facilitation of object omission. I have not yet managed to work out what it 
could be, although one might surmise it has something to do with the idea of resulta-
tiveness (or change of state), which is present in the cases in which omission of the 
reflexive object pronoun occurs most frequently. 
10 These directives seem to me to be of a different kind than more ‘detached’ instruc-
tional imperatives like Apply liberally, Shake well before using or Cook for 30 min-
utes and remove from heat (Levin 1993: 40-41; Huddleston 2002a: 301).  



Argument structure ⋅ 309 

 

 

 

An interesting case is the verb buckle, whose object is required if the verb is 
used without a particle—see (500)a—but where the omission of the object is 
possible or even virtually required if a particle follows—see (500)b-c: 
 
(500) a. He got behind the wheel and buckled *({himself / his seat belt}). 

b. He got behind the wheel and buckled (himself) in. 
c. He got behind the wheel and buckled (?{himself / ?*his seat belt}) 

up. 
 
In some cases of direct object omission, the semantic argument that would 
be expressed as a direct object appears as an oblique. Here are some exam-
ples, which are so parallel in structure that we might suspect there is a small 
pattern behind them. (The transitive versions, though, differ among them-
selves with respect to whether or not they take a particle in addition to the 
object.)  
 
(501) a. brush up on one’s French  (cp. brush up one’s French)11 

b. check up on your insurance  (cp. check your insurance) 
c. ease up on regulations  (cp. ease regulations) 
d. give up on the project  (cp. give up the project) 
e. pick up on the previous topic  (cp. pick up the previous topic) 
f. step up on security  (cp. step up security) 
g. stock up on supplies  (cp. stock supplies) 
h. study up on your algebra  (cp. study your algebra)  

 
There are subtle but fairly systematic differences in meaning between the 
intransitive and the transitive versions. If you give up the project, something 
is said about the project (namely that it is abandoned), but if you give up on 
the project, something is essentially said about you (namely that you are a 
quitter). Simply put, giving up the project means the end of the project, 
while giving up on the project does not mean the end of the project but the 
end of your involvement in it. Likewise, if you ease regulations, something 
is said about the regulations (they are made less stringent), but if you ease up 
on regulations, something is said about you: you may not actually slacken 
regulations themselves, but you may change your attitude towards them, for 
example by not issuing too many new ones or by occasionally turning a 

                                                      
11 The intransitive version (brush up on one’s French) is the more frequent variant in 
American English while the transitive version (brush up one’s French) is slightly 
more frequent in British English. A search on Google (16 November 2004) yielded 
the following data: “brush up on my”: 20,100 in U.S. pages; “brush up my”: 4,810 
in U.S. pages; “brush up on my”: 781 in G.B. pages; “brush up my”: 1,090 in G.B. 
pages. The other pairs might similarly be subject to dialectal differences, but I have 
not systematically checked this. 
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blind eye to cases in which the existing regulations should apply. The differ-
ence between the transitive and the intransitive version may be a matter of 
construing one and the same objective event in a different way. For example, 
if you brush up your French, what we think of is an event that is aimed at 
improving your French, while if you brush up on your French, you are im-
proving yourself as regards your French proficiency. This boils down to the 
same, of course, but what we are dealing with is a difference in conceptuali-
zation that might best be described in terms of ‘force dynamics’ in Talmy’s 
sense (see, e.g., Talmy 1988). Differences in transitivity involve differences 
in the ways we conceptualize the interaction of event participants. A transi-
tive verb prototypically evokes the idea of force being acted on the entity 
coded as the direct object. If the same entity is encoded as an oblique com-
plement, as in the intransitive version, we do not think of this participant as 
being affected by the event—in this case, we may think of the subject refer-
ent as preserving the force to itself, that is, as letting itself be acted on with 
respect to the oblique referent.  
 It is reasonable to assume that an entity that is affected by a process is 
ipso facto more salient in the discourse than an entity that is not. This leads 
us to the following subsection, in which a motivation for object suppression 
is advanced. 
 
 
7.4.2 An account  

Goldberg (2001) discusses some factors that play a role in object omission 
and brings them together under a general principle, that of “Omission under 
Low Discourse Prominence”, which she states as follows: 
 

“Omission of the patient argument is possible when the patient argument 
is construed to be deemphasized in the discourse vis a vis the action. That 
is, omission is possible when the patient argument is not topical (or focal) 
in the discourse, and the action is particularly emphasized (via repetition, 
strong affective stance, discourse topicality, contrastive focus, etc.)”12 
(Goldberg 2001: 514) 

                                                      
12 The addition of “or focal” within brackets after “topical” may create the wrong 
impression that Goldberg (2001) treats these terms as synonyms. She does not. In 
any case, she illustrates the topical/non-topical opposition ((i)a-b) and the focal/non-
focal opposition ((ii)a-b) with different sets of examples: 
(i) a. What happened to that carrot? I {chopped it / *chopped}.  (that carrot is 

topicalized in the first sentence, which is why we cannot omit the pronoun 
anaphorically referring to it in the response; Goldberg [2001: 512], after 
Fillmore [1986]) 
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On the assumption that affected event participants are more discourse-
prominent than unaffected ones, Goldberg’s principle can, it seems to me, 
account for the following contrast: 
 
(502) a. Jesse robbed the rich of money. / *Jesse robbed of money. 

b. Jesse stole money from the rich. / Jesse stole from the rich. 
 
As Goldberg herself has convincingly argued in her 1995 book, rob and steal 
are near-synonymous, but differ in the semantic prominence that is given to 
their participant roles: “In the case of rob, the target and the thief are pro-
filed, while in the case of steal the valuables and the thief are profiled” 
(Goldberg 1995: 45). This is why rob takes the target participant (e.g. the 
rich) as its direct object, while steal takes the goods (e.g. money) as its direct 
object. Goldberg (1995: 47-48) suggests that the difference between rob and 
steal may run deeper, in that the target role of rob needs to be a person 
whereas the target role of steal can be any kind of source (compare *He 
robbed the safe of its contents and He stole money from the safe). This 
means that the direct object of rob refers to a “victim” participant, which is 
more capable of being construed as an instance of the more generalized se-
mantic argument ‘patient’ than the entity that is coded as the direct object of 
steal: stolen goods are not thought of as being affected by a theft event in the 
same way as the victim of a robbery is considered to be affected. I conjecture 
that it is precisely this difference in affectability between the direct object 
participant of rob and the direct object participant of steal that causes them 
to be different in the degree we direct our attention to them, and ultimately to 
the difference in omissibility of their syntactic realization as direct objects, 
as illustrated in (502)a-b. 
 Non-affectedness is only one factor that leads to decreased discourse 
prominence, and thus, per Goldberg’s (2001) principle of “Omission under 
Low Discourse Prominence”, to the possibility of leaving the direct object  
argument unexpressed. According to Goldberg, the direct object also has 
reduced discourse prominence if it is predictable and indefinite, and if its 
relevance is overshadowed by the action expressed by the verb. These re-
quirements are clearly met in (494)c, repeated here as (503): 
 

                                                                                                                             
 b. The chef-in-training chopped and diced all day. *They were put into a large 

salad.  (the omitted object in the first sentence is non-topical, so it cannot be 
picked up as the antecedent of an anaphoric pronoun; Goldberg [2001: 511]) 

(ii) a.  Dr. Doolittle aimed to dazzle animals; he didn’t care if he {dazzled PEOPLE / 
*dazzled}.  (people is focal, so it cannot be omitted; Goldberg [2001: 511]) 

 b. The singer always aimed to dazzle ({?people / *PEOPLE}).  (the object is not 
in contrastive opposition to another entity and therefore need not be ex-
pressed or, worse, be given a focal accent; Goldberg [2001: 506; 510-11]). 
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(503) In Manhattan I had a maid. Here, if you leave something around the 
farm, no one picks up after you. It’s humbling.  
(Newsweek magazine, 27 August 2001, p. 5) 

 
The unexpressed direct object argument in this example has a non-specific 
interpretation.13 That is, the precise identity of its referent is irrelevant: the 
hearer does not have to know exactly what is (not) picked up in order to 
understand the sentence. The kinds of things that might be picked up are left 
unspecified because they are, all in all, rather predictable, namely any kind 
of garbage and litter that is left around. The action is also relatively more 
prominent than the unexpressed object argument. For one, pick up is in a 
contrastive relation with leave around and therefore within focus. For an-
other, no one picks up after you has a habitual (generic) interpretation. (This 
is not in contradiction with the fact that the clause is negative and that there 
is, accordingly, no single actualization of picking up, let alone a repetition of 
actualizations: it is the very lack of actualizations of picking up that is con-
stant through time.) This habitual interpretation heightens the relative dis-
course prominence of the action, as can also be seen by a comparison be-
tween, e.g., The singer always aimed to dazzle and ?*Last night, the singer 
dazzled. 
 However, in most of the examples given in the previous subsection, the 
omitted object argument has specific reference. For example, Jane found out 
presupposes that there is a well-defined thing that Jane discovered and that 
the hearer knows what this thing is. Similarly, in She locked up, a specific (if 
predictable) object is understood. Specific object interpretations also hold for 
ring up, saddle up, screw up, and almost all the other examples. (Among the 
exceptions are clean up and wash up, where the exact identity of the thing(s) 
cleared up, dried up or washed up is often irrelevant.) Naturally, omitted 
reflexive object pronouns have specific reference as well, since the hearer 
knows they unambiguously refer to the subject referent.14  

To account for the omission of object arguments with specific reference, 
we have to choose between two (or possibly three) alternatives. 

                                                      
13 I prefer the term (non-)specific to (in)definite. Given that the unexpressed object is 
probably it, one might say that it has very definite reference because it refers back to 
a familiar entity in the discourse (i.e. the interpretation is ‘… no one picks that 
something up after you’). However, this definite interpretation does not suffice for 
either the speaker or the hearer to uniquely identify the exact referent. So, though it 
is clear that what is not picked up by anyone is “something left around the farm”, 
anything could in principle fit that description. In other words, its reference is non-
specific even if it is, in a sense, definite (cf. Donnellan 1966; Declerck 1991: 322). 
14 One might argue that they have definite but not necessarily specific reference. For 
example, in People should buckle up, the omitted reflexive object (themselves) has 
definite reference (since it refers back to people) but not very specific reference 
(since people refers to anyone seated in a moving car, whoever they may be).  
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One option is to agree with Fillmore (1986), who argues that omissibility 
of object NPs has to be specified lexically. He points out that some verbs 
allow the object NP to be unexpressed while other, closely related verbs do 
not. So, we can have She insisted, but not *She required or *She demanded. 
We can have She promised, but not *She pledged, *She vowed or *She guar-
anteed. And so on for many other sets of near-synonyms. In the same vein, 
we could simply say that object omissibility with verb-particle combinations 
like find out, lock up, calm down, etc. is purely lexically conditioned: these 
combinations have to be marked ‘in the lexicon’ as allowing the object to 
remain unexpressed. 

Another option is to appeal to Goldberg’s (2001) above-mentioned prin-
ciple of “Omission under Low Discourse Prominence”, even for cases in 
which the unexpressed object has specific reference and therefore, being 
topical, considerable relevance to the message and prominence in the dis-
course. Remember that Goldberg’s principle was stated in terms of relative 
discourse prominence. This means, simply put, that prominent objects can be 
omitted if the action is even more prominent.15 I hypothesize that the verb-
particle construction may be used to make the action prominent. This may 
have to do with the sheer presence of a particle, which emphasizes the fact 
that a verb has also occurred in the clause. That is, through the use of a parti-
cle, the verb is consolidated in its verb-ness. Indeed, a particle often assists 
in turning non-verbs into verbs (e.g. goo it up, be grammared out, Irish up 
the coffee, etc.). The fact that direct objects, for some combinations at least, 
are more easily omitted in directive contexts (cf. cases like Eat up! or Drink 
up!) lends support to Goldberg’s principle: it seems intuitively correct that 
an imperative stresses the action more than anything else.  
 In fact, the hypothesis that the verb-particle construction may put empha-
sis on the action (by means of particles’ typical association with verbs) is in 
keeping with an additional claim made by Goldberg (2001), namely that 
constructional influences are relevant as well in object omission. Goldberg 
does not (in my view) work out this claim very well, but anyway, the verb-
particle construction may be a case in point of how objects can be omitted 
more easily if they occur in a particular grammatical pattern. We might pro-
pose the following pair of rules to capture the relevant generalization. (These 
rules state quite simply that a transitive verb often relates to a verb-particle 
combinations that involves the same verb but that is no longer strictly transi-
tive.) 

                                                      
15 See also Rice (1988), Lemmens (1998: 140-46; 2005) for the importance of the 
“pragmatic focus on the activity” to a semantic characterization of the objectless 
transitive construction., although focus should not be taken here in a strict informa-
tion-structural sense. For example, the activity is not part of the actual focus domain 
in the following question-answer pair: 
(i) When did she find out? – She found out this morning. 
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(504) a. [V tr Xi] �� [V-Prt pseudotr Xi Y]  

b. [V-Prt pseudotr X Y] → [VP V Prt (NP– unacctd pron)] �� [VP V (NP– complex) 
PrtP]  

 
 Of course, the rule in (504)a is far from fully productive. Therefore, the 
most accurate account for object omission with verb-particle combinations is 
probably a combination of the first and the second option. (This is the third 
option.) Thus, object omissibility is lexically specified for individual verb-
particle combinations, but there is also a pattern (with limited generality) 
that abstracts away from individual cases in which verb-particle combina-
tions, unlike their corresponding simplex verbs, have this omissibility fea-
ture.16  

That there is indeed such a pattern can be illustrated with one final exam-
ple, for which some context might be needed. Homer Simpson, the main 
protagonist in the popular animation series The Simpsons, is an utterly in-
competent safety inspector at a nuclear power plant. When the power plant is 
bought by more efficiency-minded Germans, Homer fears for his job and 
tries to look busy in front of the new personnel manager. He randomly picks 
out some colleagues that happen to be standing around and gives them the 
following completely unhelpful instructions: 
 
(505) Hey you, stop being… so unsafe! Smitty! Safen up! 

(www.snpp.com/episodes/8F09, accessed 3 November 2004) 
 
First of all, safen is not an existing verb, but it is coined in analogy with such 
de-adjectival verbs as fasten, loosen, tighten, toughen, sharpen, etc. Sec-
ondly, the combination safen up is also an illustration of what has just been 
mentioned, namely that the presence of a particle may assist adjective-to-
verb derivation. Thirdly, and most relevantly to this subsection, the presence 
of the particle emphasizes the fact that we are dealing with an activity. The 
imperative mood further underscores the prominence of the activity itself, 
which makes the object argument (presumably yourself) omissible. We 
                                                      
16 This third option more or less corresponds with the view advanced in Goldberg’s  
(to appear) most recent proposal of object omission. The only difference with my 
way of putting things (i.e. the objectless construction is ‘extracted’ from individual, 
lexically specified cases) is that, from a diachronic perspective, Goldberg takes the 
objectless construction (the “Deprofiled Object Construction”, DOC) as primary and 
the individual cases as secondary:  

“if a verb appears frequently in a particular discourse context … which generally 
allows the omission of the non-subject argument, the omission may over time 
become a conventional or grammaticalized option for that verb, through a proc-
ess of reanalysis. Listeners reanalyze the frequently encountered intransitive use 
of the verb as a lexical option instead of as being licensed by the particular dis-
course context via the DOC construction.” (Goldberg to appear) 
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might of course reject Homer’s verb-particle command as ungrammatical 
without further ado, but we could also see it as evidence that the grammar of 
English contains a semi-productive pattern that allows the object of a verb to 
remain unexpressed if this verb is accompanied by a particle. 
 
 
7.5 ‘Promoted’ direct objects 

7.5.1 Some background(s) 

Considerable attention has been given in the last thirty years or so to a par-
ticular class of intransitive verbs, some of which are exemplified below: 
 
(506) a. The cakes were baking in the oven. 

b. The window shattered to pieces. 
c. The whole situation worsened. 

 
In the generative literature, such verbs are hypothesised to take an argument 
which appears underlyingly in the object position but to which they fail to 
assign ‘structural Case’ (about which more below), so that this argument is 
forced to surface as the subject argument (Perlmutter 1978, Levin and Rap-
paport Hovav 1995). This hypothesis, known as the ‘unaccusativity hypothe-
sis’, is based on the observation that the verbs in (506)a-c can also be used 
transitively, in which case their postulated underlying object is actually the 
‘surface object’: 
 
(507) a. Steffie was baking the cakes in the oven. 

b. The stone shattered the window to pieces. 
c. His return worsened the whole situation. 

 
 In this section, I am interested in verb-particle combinations that similarly 
allow this transitivity alternation, commonly referred to as the ‘causative 
alternation’, while their corresponding simplex verbs do not. More specifi-
cally, I will look at cases like the following, where the simplex verb (e.g. 
silt) is (almost) obligatorily transitive but where the transitive verb-particle 
combination (e.g. silt up) allows an intransitive use, with the object ‘pro-
moted’ to subject—I will come back to the term ‘promoted’ below: 
 
(508) a. The sand has silted the river. 

b. ??The river has silted. 
c. The sand has silted up the river. 
d. The river has silted up. 
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 Note that there is another type of case in which the verb-particle combi-
nation but not the simplex verb participates in the causative alternation: 
 
(509) a. ??The guard marched the prisoners. 

 b. The prisoners marched.   
  c. The guard marched the prisoners back.  

 d. The prisoners marched back. 
 
In this case, the simplex verb is basically intransitive, but through the addi-
tion of a directional particle—or any directional phrase for that matter—we 
can use the verb in a transitive as well as in an intransitive pattern. The tran-
sitive version includes an agent (coded as subject) that causes the direct ob-
ject referent to carry out the event expressed by the intransitive verb. This 
means that the direct object in the transitive is still agentive to some extent, 
but that the agentivity is not of the free-will-and-full-control kind, since it is 
first and foremost the subject referent that instigates and induces the event. 
This alternation type typically involves directed motion, which is why a 
directional phrase is usually needed—but not always: remember the example 
Kim spun the top (off the table) encountered in Subsection 7.1.2. See Levin 
(1993: 31), Huddleston (2002a: 307) and especially Davidse and Geyskens 
(1998) for a description of this type.  
 The following sentences illustrate the possible occurrence of a verb-
particle combination but not of the corresponding simplex verb in yet an-
other kind of alternation in which the object of a transitive clause cor-
responds to the subject of a related intransitive clause: 
 
(510) a. I kicked the door. 

b. *This door kicks easily. 
c. I kicked the door down. 
d. This door kicks down easily. 

   (cf. Levin and Rapoport 1988: 285)  
 
Here, it is the transitive version that is the more basic one. The intransitive 
version is referred to as a ‘middle’ construction. It resembles a short passive 
in having an unexpressed but understood agent argument, but the verb has 
ordinary active morphology. Hence the term ‘middle’: the construction can 
be conceived as a cross between an active and a passive clause.17 A middle 
intransitive is characteristically “concerned with whether and how (espe-
cially how readily) the subject-referent undergoes the process expressed by 
the verb” (Huddleston 2002a: 308). This meaning sets it apart from other 
intransitives with a promoted object. It has been said in the literature that a 
middle construction is only possible if the process clearly affects (i.e. causes 

                                                      
17 An alternative but far less common term is ‘medio-passive’. 
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a change of state in) the object argument of the transitive verb. In the above 
example, the verb kick on its own does not induce such a change of state. By 
contrast, the particle down functions as a resultative phrase: it refers to the 
state resulting from the act of kicking the door. Because of this, we can use 
the verb-particle combination but not the simplex verb in the middle con-
struction.18 
 We will not be dealing further with middle intransitives (like kick down 
easily), nor with basic intransitives that can be transitivized (as in march the 
prisoners back). The intransitives at stake in this section are the more com-
mon ones like (508)d (The river has silted up), where the subject referent 
does not fulfil the role of a typical semantic agent and where an unexpressed 
causer role can but need not be implied. As to this latter characteristic, the 
literature is rather vague—but this vagueness may be exactly what is needed 
to adequately capture the meaning of this intransitive pattern. For example, 
Levin and Rappaport (1995) write, on the one hand, that intransitively used 
verbs like bake, shatter, worsen, break, etc. 
 

“imply the existence of an “external cause” with immediate control over 
bringing about the eventuality described by the verb: an agent, an instru-
ment, a natural force, or a circumstance. Thus, consider the verb break. 
Something does not break solely because of its own properties … Some 
externally caused verbs such as break can be used intransitively without 
the expression of an external cause, but, even when no cause is specified, 
our knowledge of the world tells us that the eventuality these verbs de-
scribe could not have happened without an external cause”. (Levin and 
Rappaport Hovav 1995: 92-93) 

 

                                                      
18 According to Guéron (1990: 163), “only idiomatic verb-prt constructions appear 
in English middles” (original emphasis). Here are her examples: 
(i) a. *The package brings up easily. 
 b. *The cat lets out easily. 
(ii) a. These forms fill out easily. 
 b. This article writes up easily. 
I will not comment on these specific examples, but I disagree with Guéron’s overall 
descriptive statement. Not only does Levin and Rapoport’s (1988) example The door 
kicks down easily sound perfectly acceptable (as far as I am concerned), but I have 
also found some convincing authentic middles with a literal particle. For example: 
(iii) a.  The plunger pushes in easily, but has a spring that pushes it right back out 

after administering the shot. 
  (www.epinions.com/content_52088770180, accessed 9 November 2004) 
 b. Our consumer advice editor also noticed that the tailgate is nicely balanced 

and pulls down easily with just one hand. 
(edmund.com/reviews/longterm/articles/81544/page006.html, accessed 9 November 
2004) 
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On the other hand, these authors also seem to suggest that the intransitive 
version can refer to an event that can be construed as happening ‘of itself’ 
rather than as being caused by an external instigator: 
 

“the transitive causative verbs that detransitivize are those in which the 
eventuality can come about spontaneously without the volitional inter-
vention of an agent.” (Levin and Rappaport Hovav 1995: 102) 

 
Coming from a rather different theoretical background, Davidse (1998) 
summarizes her own (Halliday-inspired) position in a way that is congruent 
with this wavering description: she states that the intransitive version  
 

“is characterised by a “voice vagueness”: it neutralises the features “self-
instigated” and “externally instigated”. The glass broke is synonymous 
neither with The glass broke itself nor with The glass was broken, but 
syncretises these voice distinctions.”19 (Davidse 1998: 104) 

 
Davidse urges us to overcome what might at first sight appear to be insur-
mountable barriers between two different sorts of schools—formalist and 
functional schools. Both camps have their own take on the kind of transivity 
alternation between Someone opened the door and The door opened, and the 
approach and terminology adopted to describe this relation differs greatly 
between the two camps. Nevertheless, she argues, we need to set aside su-
perficial differences if we want to reach a better understanding of the phe-
nomena at hand, without therefore having to “sell theoretical tenets cheap 
and advocate a grey theoretical eclecticism” (Davidse 1998: 95). Although 
my own treatment, which is meant to be mainly descriptive, might be rightly 
called a form of theoretical eclecticism, I would prefer to look at it not as 
grey but as multicoloured—or even multicultural, since the approaches I 
want to reconcile are nothing less than two different cultures.  

Therefore, I refrain from using terminology that all too clearly leans to-
wards one or the other camp. This is one of the reasons why I do not refer to 
verbs like those in (506)a-c as ‘unaccusatives’, a term favoured by generativ-
ists. As is well known, modern English does not make any case distinc-
tions—except for some personal pronouns that have a subject and an object 
form (e.g. {I / me}, {he / him}, {she / her}). In other words, ‘unaccusative 

                                                      
19 For another formulation in much the same spirit:  

“In the one-participant construal, the Medium [i.e. the ‘affected’ entity coded as 
subject—B. C.] is only “semi-autonomous” in its relation to the process: on the 
one hand, the Medium executes the process, i.e. it has an active relation to the 
process, on the other, an external Instigator is implied, which places the Medium 
in a passive relation to the process.” (Davidse 1998: 105) 
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case’, as we know it from Latin or German, for example, is virtually non-
existent in English, so there seems little reason to use the term ‘unaccusa-
tive’ with respect to a language with such a severely impoverished morpho-
logical case system as English. The generative proponents of the term ‘unac-
cusative’ would of course argue that, while ‘nominative’ and ‘accusative’ 
case do indeed refer to morphological case, the term ‘unaccusative’ makes 
reference to abstract (structural) Case, with capital C, which is a central no-
tion in the theory of Government and Binding (Chomsky 1981). But since I 
do not adhere to the principles of structural Case assignment laid out in this 
theory of grammar, I consider it not good practice to employ a term that only 
makes full sense in this particular framework.  

Another reason why I disfavour the term ‘unaccusative’ is that its nega-
tive prefix is counterintuitive: it wrongly suggests that the verbs thus charac-
terized are in some way defective, while in actual fact, they often display a 
property lacking with other verbs, namely the ability to undergo the causa-
tive alternation. Compare an alternating ‘unaccusative’ verb like bake with 
an intransitive-only verb like cry or a transitive-only verb like cut: 
 
(511) a. The cakes were baking.  

b. Steffie was baking the cakes. 
 
(512) a. Little Jake cried.  

b. *My grimaces cried little Jake.  
 
(513) a. *The bread cut. 

b. He cut the bread. 
 
 A more profound problem with ‘unaccusative verb’ is that not all intran-
sitive verbs that receive this label have a transitive counterpart. In fact, any 
intransitive verb that has a subject that does not actively perform but some-
how undergoes the action referred to by the verb seems to be called ‘unaccu-
sative’.20 This includes verbs like die or fall, which cannot be used transi-
tively. What we are interested in are verb-particle combinations that do al-
ternate in the way that break does, and the class of such alternating verbs is 
smaller than the class of ‘unaccusatives’. 

                                                      
20 Another and more practical criterion is to say that unaccusatives are those verbs 
whose perfect tenses would be formed with a ‘be’-auxiliary in languages that have 
two distinct perfect auxiliaries (one related to ‘be’ and another to ‘have’ in English). 
For example, Italian and Dutch, use a form of ‘be’ (essere and zijn, respectively) for 
the perfect tenses of arrivare and aankomen, respectively (both meaning ‘arrive’). 
Accordingly, English arrive is called an unaccusative verb, even though the seman-
tic criterion (based on the lack of agentivity of the subject argument) would leave us 
in doubt or would even make us decide otherwise.  
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 The fact that verbs like break, open, bake, etc. “can have the same thing 
as their object, when transitive, or their subject, when intransitive” (Sinclair 
1990: 156), has led to their characterization among some linguists as ‘erga-
tive’, a term primarily used by typologists to refer to languages that mark 
subjects of intransitive verbs and objects of transitive verbs with the same 
inflectional morpheme. The term ‘ergative’, too, has a number of drawbacks, 
even if we disregard the objections we made above with respect to ‘unaccu-
sative’ to adopting case-related terminology to describe grammatical phe-
nomena in English.  

First of all, the name for the case that some languages assign to both in-
transitive subjects and transitive objects is not called the ‘ergative case’, but 
the ‘absolutive case’. The ‘ergative case’, then, is used for the case borne by 
the subject of a transitive verb in these languages. The term ‘ergative’ is 
therefore a somewhat unfortunate term to refer to verbs in English whose 
equivalents in ergative languages would not assign the ergative case.  
  Secondly, ‘ergative verb’, applied to English, can mean different things 
to different linguists. For some, ‘ergative verbs’ are simply verbs that par-
ticipate in the transitivity alternation we are concerned with here. For others, 
‘ergative verbs’ are verbs used in only the intransitive member of such an 
alternation. So, in this usage, break is an ergative verb in The cup broke but 
not in Joan broke the cup. For still other linguists, ‘ergative verb’ is perfectly 
synonymous to ‘unaccusative verb’, in other words, an intransitive verb 
whose subject shares semantic properties (especially, affectedness, lack of 
agentivity) with the direct object of a (prototypical) transitive verb, irrespec-
tive of whether this intransitive verb in question has a transitive version or 
not. In short, the term ‘ergative verb’ is not very precise and can therefore be 
confusing. 
 It is for these reasons that I prefer to speak of cases with a ‘promoted 
direct object’. This description is more transparent in that it makes immedi-
ate reference to a related transitive version whose object is ‘turned into’ a 
subject. It suggests a transformational link between a transitive and an in-
transitive structure, but as we stressed in footnote 4, this process terminology 
is by no means to be taken as a rendering of what actually happens during 
speech production. It is merely meant as a straightforward way to spell out 
the structural difference between two related structures. As a matter of fact, 
the term ‘promoted’ is fairly conventional in the context of transitive objects 
also appearing as intransitive (including passive) subjects. It derives its justi-
fication from the view that subjects are more important than objects in a 
number of respects: practically all sentences in English have a subject, but 
they need not have an object; subjects but not objects are typically topics; 
subjects typically refer to the more upstream element in a Langackerian ‘ac-
tion chain’ (cf. the ‘billiard-ball model’, Langacker 2002: 209ff.), and so on. 
Accordingly, I assume that both formal and functional linguists can be rec-
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onciled with this label for cases like The cup broke, Its tail moved or His 
ideas changed. 
 Keeping in mind Davidse’s (1998: 96) plea for not getting stuck in termi-
nological quibbles, I will now move on with presenting and then discussing 
the only treatment of the causative analysis (that I know of) which incorpo-
rates not just simplex verbs but also verb-particle combinations: the one by 
Lemmens (1998). 
 
 
7.5.2 Lemmens (1998): particles are meaningful and block object pro-

motion 

Lemmens’s (1998) study is concerned with questions like the following:  
 

“Why can one rephrase John choked Mary (a causative) as Mary choked 
(a non-causative) while one cannot rephrase John killed Mary as *Mary 
killed?” (Lemmens 1998: 3) 

 
and 
 

“The same type of rephrasing is acceptable for drown in the sentence The 
former government drowned hundreds of dissidents (vs. Hundred of dis-
sidents drowned after being dumped into the ocean from a plane). How-
ever, it is not acceptable in The protesters’ horns drowned out the bell 
(*The bell drowned out). Why?” (Lemmens 1998: 3) 

 
In other words, Lemmens notes that not all simplex verbs allow object pro-
motion, but, importantly, if they do, their corresponding verb-particle com-
binations no longer do. Here are some more examples, all taken from Lem-
mens (1998: 178): 
 
(514) a. … when he had choked down the last detestable bite… 

b. *… the last detestable bite choked down. 
 
(515) a. Choking back sobs, he remarked, “It’s only a game, right?” 

b. *Sobs choked back. 
 
(516) a. I choked out some words through my grief and misery… 

b. *some words choked out. 
 
(517) a. … that rate may be high enough to choke off economic growth…  

b. *economic growth choked off. 
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Lemmens (1998: 230) bases his explanation for these observations on the 
notion of ‘force dynamics’ (cf. the end of Subsection 7.4.1 above) and sum-
marizes as follows: 
 

“My analysis clearly indicates, as is now more widely accepted certainly 
within Cognitive Grammar, that particles do carry meaning in and by 
themselves. An important aspect of their semantic contribution to the 
clause is an increased force-dynamic component, which can be attributed 
mostly to their spatial prototype. The increased force-dynamic component 
can be such that the resulting construal has become fully transitive, even 
when a prototypical ergative verb is used, as illustrated by phrasal verbs 
such as drown out, choke back or choke down. These construals no longer 
activate the ergative model, as the Affected entity no longer co-
participates in the event but is conceptualized as inert Goal fully affected 
by the Actor’s saliently forceful action.” (Lemmens 1998: 230) 

 
Intriguingly, object promotion is possible with choke up, as Lemmens (1998: 
183) illustrates with the following example: 
 
(518) “The incu – the –” Leach choked up a bit, but finally managed to say 

“The incubator blew up on them”  
 
It is because of apparent ‘deviances’ of this kind that Lemmens (1998: 230) 
admits that “the importance of particles to clause construal requires more 
research.” As far as object promotion is concerned, the following subsection 
is meant to provide some additional data, as a first step towards this further 
research. 
 
 
7.5.3 Particles with an impact on meaning and/or on object promotion 

This subsection picks up on two claims by Lemmens (1998): first, that parti-
cles play a semantic role, and secondly, that they play a grammatical role, in 
the sense that they block object promotion. My discussion of these two 
claims is structured as follows: first, I present some cases in which the parti-
cle, in accordance with Lemmens’s double claim, has both a semantic and a 
grammatical impact. However, the grammatical impact can be the reverse of 
the impact Lemmens had in mind. I then show some cases in which the par-
ticle plays a semantic but no grammatical role, as in Lemmens’s example 
(518), given above. Subsequently, I give some cases in which the particle 
plays no (obvious) semantic but a grammatical role, and finally, some cases 
in which the particle plays neither a (clear) semantic nor a grammatical role.  
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(i) Particles with both a semantic and a grammatical role  

According to Lemmens, the addition of a particle typically brings about a 
change in meaning with respect to the simplex verb, and if the simplex verb 
allows object promotion, then this possibility no longer exists for the related 
verb-particle combination. This can be informally represented as follows: 
 
(519) {Subject Verb Objecti / Subjecti Verb}  

≠  {Subject Verb Prt Objecti / *Subjecti Verb Prt} 
 
We have already given some examples in (514)-(517). Here is another ex-
ample. Compare the simplex verb in (520) with the verb-particle combina-
tion in (521): 
 
(520) a. She fell down and she tore her shirt. 

(www.usn.org/pages/rwoo/ReviewCh1-6.htm, accessed 13 November 
2004) 

b. She jerked away and her shirt tore. 
(wwwenglish.ucdavis.edu/spark/v1n1/jcdead.htm, accessed 13 November 
2004) 

 
(521) a. …authorities tore down an illegally built cement house in the West 

Bank village of Walajeh.  
(domino.un.org/UNISPAL.NSF/0/ 
d6f6fd922cd7661685256989005a3a80?OpenDocument, accessed 13 No-
vember 2004) 

b. *… an illegally built cement house in the West Bank village of 
Walajeh tore down. 

 
The following list contains similar cases in which the verb-particle combina-
tion, unlike the simplex verb it is based on (but semantically differs from), 
only allows the transitive version: 
 
(522) a. He broke down the door. / *The door broke down.  (cp. He broke 

the cup. / The cup broke.) 
b. They cooked up an excuse. / *An excuse cooked up.  (cp. I cooked 

the potatoes. / The potatoes cooked.) 
c. I filled in the form. / *The form filled in.  (cp. The water filled the 

pool. / The pool filled [with water].) 
d. I ripped the tape away. / *The tape ripped away.  (cp. The nail 

ripped the fabric. / The fabric ripped.) 
e. They shut me in. / *I shut in.  (cp. They shut the door. / The door 

shut.) 
f. The salt soaked up the stain. / *The stain soaked up.  (cp. She 

soaked the dress in cold water. / The dress soaked in cold water.) 
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The reason why the verb-particle combinations do not allow object promo-
tion is that this construction “requires that its profiled participant be an entity 
capable of self-instigating the process” (Lemmens 1998: 232). For example, 
while the cup broke may imply an external causer, such a sentence is used to 
draw the attention directly to the entity that undergoes a process, leaving the 
performer out of the frame of attention. One might even say that by plugging 
the undergoer into the subject slot of an active clause, it is endowed with 
qualities characteristically associated with such subjects—such as responsi-
bility for the action. According to Lemmens (1998: 236), the subject in this 
pattern typically “has the potential of sustaining or self-instigating the proc-
ess”. Whether this property is a necessary and sufficient condition for the use 
of this pattern is an open question. At any rate, it is not fulfilled for the af-
fected entity of break down as used in He broke down the door, where the 
door is placed in a completely passive relation vis-à-vis the process. This 
may well be the reason why we cannot use this argument as the subject of 
the active one-participant pattern in this case. (Compare with my car broke 
down, where the car itself is largely blamed for its malfunctioning.) 
 As we have seen, Lemmens conjectures that it is because of the inherent 
semantic properties of particles in general (namely, their suggestion of 
strong force dynamics) that the object of a transitive verb-particle combina-
tion resists being promoted to subject. However, there are also examples in 
which the particle allows object promotion, even in cases where the (seman-
tically non-equivalent) simplex verb does not. This possibility can be sche-
matized as follows: 
 
(523) {Subject Verb Objecti / *Subjecti Verb}  

≠  {Subject Verb Prt Objecti / Subjecti Verb Prt} 
 
The following pairs of sentences illustrate this phenomenon: 
 
(524) a. I can see him pulling his hair as he writes… 

(www.kirkofkildaire.org/worsh/Sermons/20020127.html, accessed 13 
November 2004) 

b. *I can see his hair pulling as he writes... 
 
(525) a. A quick jerk pulled their lips apart… 
   (www.fanfiction.net/u/400602/, accessed 13 November 2004) 
  b. When their lips pulled apart, Dan held Hallie loosely in his arms. 
   (barbln.org/trixie/gwp-11c.htm, accessed 13 November 2004) 
 
A sample of other verb-particle combinations that pattern this way is given 
below: 
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(526) a. He cut off the engine. / The engine cut off.  (cp. I cut my finger. / 
*My finger cut.) 

b. Scott pulled the car out. / The car pulled out.  (cp. He pulled the 
rope. / *The rope pulled.) 

c. We pushed off the boat. / The boat pushed off.  (cp. We pushed the 
boat. / *The boat pushed.) 

d. The captain put the ship about. / The ship put about.  (cp. I put the 
cup in the cupboard. / *The cup put in the cupboard.) 

e. They put him up for the night. / He put up for the night.  (cp. I put 
the cup in the cupboard. / *The cup put in the cupboard.) 

 
Interestingly, there is also a group of semantically closely related verb-
particle combinations whose meaning involves surface erosion (namely, rub 
off, scrape off, scratch off, scrub off, wash {away / off / out}, and wipe off) 
and which all take part in the causative alternation, unlike their correspond-
ing simplex verbs: 
  
(527) a. Opening and closing the window had rubbed the paint off. / The 

paint had rubbed off (from opening and closing the window).  (cp. 
He rubbed his neck. / *His neck rubbed.) 

b. Constant movement is scraping the coating off. / The coating is 
scraping off (from constant movement).  (cp. I scraped my knee on 
the sidewalk. / *My knee scraped on the sidewalk.) 

c. All that handling has scratched off most of the top layer. / Most of 
the top layer has scratched off (from all that handling).  (cp. She 
scratched her back. / *Her back scratched.) 

d. The exertions of the day had scrubbed off her makeup. / Her 
makeup had scrubbed off (from the exertions of the day).  (He 
scrubbed the floor. / *The floor scrubbed.) 

e. The water had washed out the ink. / The ink had washed out (from 
the water).  (I washed my car. / *My car washed.) 

f. The storm had wiped off the chalk drawing. / The chalk drawing 
had wiped off (from the storm).  (cp. Someone has wiped the 
blackboard. / *The blackboard has wiped.) 

 
Clearly, then, the addition of an independently meaningful particle to a sim-
plex transitive verb does not generally block the possibility of the direct 
object argument to appear as subject of the verb-particle combination used 
intransitively. On the contrary, there are many cases in which the verb-
particle combination creates this grammatical possibility not available for the 
simplex verb. 
 Another type of situation, schematized in (528), is that the one-participant 
pattern is the only pattern available for the verb-particle combination, while 
the simplex verb also allows the two-participant pattern: 



326 ⋅ Particle Patterns in English 

 

(528) {Subject Verb Objecti / Subjecti Verb}  
≠  {*Subject Verb Prt Objecti / Subjecti Verb Prt} 

 
Here are some examples: 
 
(529) a. ??I boiled the soup over. / The soup boiled over.  (cp. I boiled the 

soup. / The soup boiled.) 
b. *The event broke him out in sweat. / He broke out in sweat.  (cp. I 

broke the cup. / The cup broke.) 
c. *The passage of time has crumbled the temple away. / The temple 

has crumbled away.  (cp. He crumbled the cookie. / The cookie 
crumbled.) 

d. *The {house / architect} opened off bedrooms to the left and the 
right of the corridor. / Bedrooms opened off to the left and the right 
of the corridor.  (cp. Someone opened the door. / The door 
opened.) 

e. *Fear shrank him back from the battle. / He shrank back from the 
battle.  (cp. We shrank the size considerably. / The size shrank 
considerably.) 

 

(ii) Particles with a semantic but no grammatical role  

Lemmens (1998: 183) mentions an example (choke up) in which the particle 
adds meaning to the transitive and object-promoting simplex verb without 
altering its grammatical possibilities. That this example, which we cited in 
the previous subsection, is not at all an irregular, exceptional case can be 
readily seen when we compare the most frequently cited alternating simplex 
verb, break, with some verb-particle combinations based on it (break off, 
break up and break down): 
 
(530) a. My mug! You broke my favourite mug! 

(www.geocities.com/rk_fansite/cj3.html, accessed 13 November 2004) 
b. …my favourite mug broke… 

(members.tripod.com/~Silver_Chocolate/kim_sorry16.html, accessed 13 
November 2004) 

 
(531) a. I broke the handle off of my favourite mug… 

(www.leximancer.net/musings/100things.html, accessed 13 November 
2004) 

b. … the handle of my Tachion coffee cup broke off. 
(www.lightreading.com/boards/message.asp?msg_id=11039, accessed 13 
November 2004) 
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(532) a. Police broke up the fight.  
(maddog.buster.com/newslist2/msg00014.html, accessed 13 November 
2004) 

b. …the fight broke up before the Police attended the scene… 
(www.hart.gov.uk/comsafe/cspressreleases.htm, accessed 13 November 
2004) 

 
(533) a. … enzymes broke down simple sugars such as glucose into smaller 

molecules. 
(www.christianforums.net/viewtopic.php?t=5841, accessed 13 November 
2004) 

b. The sodium gluconate should have broken down under the same 
conditions that the glucose broke down.  
(chemelab.ucsd.edu/gluoxi03/5-06-03SlurryReactor.ppt, accessed 13 No-
vember 2004) 

 
So, schematically, we have the following situation here: 
 
(534) {Subject Verb Objecti / Subjecti Verb}  

≠  {Subject Verb Prt Objecti / Subjecti Verb Prt} 
 
Other verb-particle combinations that leave the object-promoting capacity of 
their corresponding simplex verbs intact are listed below: 
 
(535) a. Mother boiled down the jam. / The jam boiled down.  (cp.  Mother 

boiled the soup. / The soup boiled.)  
b. They burned down the house. / The house burned down.  (cp. They 

burned the wood. / The wood burned.)  
c. His joke creased me up. / I creased up.  (cp. He had creased the pa-

per irreparably. / The paper had creased irreparably.) 
d. The sedative eased her jaws apart. / Her jaws eased apart.  (cp. He 

eased his grip. / His grip eased.) 
e. We have to even out these gender differences. / These gender dif-

ferences have to even out.  (cp. We had evened the odds. / The 
odds had evened.) 

f. Now that we have hardened off these roses, we can plant them out 
in the garden. / Now that these roses have hardened off, we can 
plant them out in the garden.  (cp. We have hardened our hearts. / 
Our hearts have hardened.) 

g. They should level down the salaries of all CEOs. / The salaries of 
all CEOs should level down.  (cp. These measures will level the 
market. / The market will level.) 

h. His smile melted her anger away. / Her anger melted away.  (cp. 
The sun has melted the snow. / The snow has melted.) 
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i. We will have to move the tenants out. / The tenants will have to 
move out.  (cp. He moved his head slightly. / His head moved 
slightly.) 

j. He rolled the parchment up with a snap. / The parchment rolled up 
with a snap. (cp. He rolled his eyes. / His eyes rolled.) 

k. They steamed up the windows. / The windows steamed up.  (cp. I 
was steaming the vegetables. / The vegetables were steaming.) 

l. He turned the car over. / The car turned over.  (cp. She turned her 
head. / Her head turned.) 

 
To this second category also belong cases in which the verb-particle combi-
nation does not alter its corresponding simplex verb’s inability to undergo 
the causative alternation, as schematized below: 
 
(536) {Subject Verb Objecti / *Subjecti Verb}  

≠  {Subject Verb Prt Objecti / *Subjecti Verb Prt} 
 
One series of examples suffices to illustrate this rather trivial phenomenon: 
 
(537) a. She touched the cat. 

b. *The cat touched. 
 
(538) a. She touched me up. 
  b. *I touched up. 
 
(539) a. The police raid touched off violent protests. 
  b. *Violent protests touched off. 
 

(iii) Particles without a (clear) semantic but with a grammatical role  

Particles do not always play a noticeable semantic role. Sometimes there 
seems to be no option but to admit that they are semantically redundant.21 As 
a rule, if a simplex verb allows object promotion, the addition of a semanti-
cally redundant particle will not affect this grammatical property. In any 
                                                      
21 Saying that the particle is semantically redundant is not tantamount to saying that 
it does not carry any meaning of its own. What I intend to say is that the semantic 
contribution of the particle to the meaning of the verb-particle combination may not 
easily be discernable because of its overlap with the meaning of the verb. In some 
cases, especially with up, the particle evokes the idea that some kind of result (the 
specifics of which are left understood) is produced—see Chapter 8, Subsection 
8.5.7. If the verb in itself involves a change of state (and hence the production of 
some sort of result), then the particle is largely redundant, but not meaningless. Ac-
cording to Lemmens (personal communication), we had better say that the particle 
has an emphasizing effect in such cases. 
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case, I have not been able to find a single example that fits the following 
schematic situation: 
 
(540) {Subject Verb Objecti / Subjecti Verb}  

=  {Subject Verb Prt Objecti / *Subjecti Verb Prt} 
 
However, I have found a few examples of semantically redundant particles 
making object promotion possible where the corresponding simplex verbs do 
not allow it—a phenomenon that is comparable to (523), except that the 
particle in the present case does not make a clear semantic contribution: 
 
(541) {Subject Verb Objecti / *Subjecti Verb}  

=  {Subject Verb Prt Objecti / Subjecti Verb Prt} 
 
Here is an example: 
 
(542) a. Lightning lit the sky and thunder boomed. 

(www.terrywrightbooks.com/tokens.html, accessed 13 November 2004) 
b. *The sky lit. 

 
(543) a. Lightning lit up the sky and thunder rang in our ears.  

(bogglesworld.com/files/haunted_halloween.doc, accessed 13 November 
2004)  

b. Just then, the sky lit up brightly and thunder cracked very loudly. 
(www.pinemountaintrail.com/ Documents/HS%20June%202003.pdf, ac-
cessed 13 November 2004) 

 
Some similar cases are given below: 
 
(544) a. The dirt blocked (up) the drain pipe. / The drain pipe blocked 

*(up). 
b. That seemed to cheer him (up) a bit. / He seemed to cheer ?(up) a 

bit.   
c. They lined the troops (up). / The troops lined *(up).   
d. The sand has silted (up) the river. / The river has silted ??(up).     

(= (508)) 
e. That grammar class smartened us (up) a lot. / We smartened *(up) 

a lot. 
 
The only function of the particle here seems to be to make object promotion 
possible. 
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(iv) Particles with neither a clear semantic nor a grammatical role  

Finally, the particle can also be both semantically and grammatically redun-
dant. For example: 
 
(545) a. IBM’s entry into personal computers broadened the market and 

energized the industry. 
(www.britannica.com/eb/print?tocId=216084, accessed 13 November 
2004) 

b. Then the market broadened and advanced designs appeared. 
(www.difflock.com/offroad/tyres_explained.shtml, accessed 13 Novem-
ber 2004) 

 
(546) a. …it really broadens out the market… 

(www.pccaweb.org/Magazine/PC1203.html, accessed 13 November 
2004) 

b. … the market broadened out for the second straight week. 
(www.brai.com/PDF/mw031102.PDF , accessed 13 November 2004) 

 
The relation between the simplex verb and the verb-particle combination can 
be schematized here as follows: 
 
(547) {Subject Verb Objecti / Subjecti Verb}  

=  {Subject Verb Prt Objecti / Subjecti Verb Prt} 
 
There are very many verb-particle combinations whose particle adds little or 
nothing to the meaning of the simplex verb and leaves the possibility of ob-
ject promotion intact: 
 
(548) a. Their reaction built (up) the pressure. / The pressure built (up). 

b. That calmed him (down). / He calmed (down). 
  c. Traffic clogs the roads (up). / The roads clog (up) (with traffic). 
  d. The sun dried the soil ({out / up}). / The soil dried ({out / up}). 
  e. He fattened the cows (up). / The cows fattened (up). 
  f. The gel flattened (out) the swelling. / The swelling flattened (out). 
  g. She healed the wound (up). / The wound healed (up). 
  h. Air pollution is heating the globe (up). / The globe is heating (up). 
  i. His appearance hushed (up) the crowd. / The crowd hushed (up). 
  j. She jutted her chin (out) defiantly. / Her chin jutted (out) defiantly. 
  k. I loosened (up) my muscles. / My muscles loosened (up). 
  l. This narrowed (down) our options. / Our options narrowed (down). 
  m. The bird opened (out) its wings. / Its wings opened (out). 
  n. He opened (up) his eyes. / His eyes opened (up). 
  o. He puffed his cheeks (out). / His cheeks puffed (out).  
  p. He quickened (up) his pace. / His pace quickened (up). 
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  q. They quiet(en)ed him (down). / He quiet(en)ed (down). 
  r. I’ve sharpened (up) my skills. / My skills have sharpened (up). 
  s. The heat shrivelled (up) the plants. / The plants shrivelled (up). 
  t. The snake sloughed (off) its skin. / Its skin sloughed (off).  
  u. She slowed the car (down). / The car slowed (down). 
  v. That sobered him (up). / He sobered (up). 
  w. We softened (up) his character. / His character softened (up). 
  x. They split (up) the cell. / The cell split (up). 

y. We’ve started (up) a new business. / A new business has started 
(up). 

z. I straightened (out) the rope. / The rope straightened (out).  
a’. The owl swivelled its head (round). / The owl’s head swivelled 

(round). 
  b’. It tensed (up) my muscles. / My muscles tensed (up). 
  c’. She thawed (out) the meat. / The meat thawed (out). 

d’. The epidemic has thinned (out) the population. / The population 
has thinned (out). 

e’. The clock ticked the seconds ({away / by / down / off}). / The sec-
onds ticked ({away / by / down / off}). 

  f’. I tightened (up) my muscles. / My muscles tightened (up). 
  g’. He tipped the chair (over). / The chair tipped (over). 
  h’. Exercise toughened me (up). / I toughened (up). 

i’. The water is turning the wheel (around). / The wheel is turning 
(around). 

  j’. A noise woke him (up). / He woke (up). 
k’. All this pacing is wearing the carpet ({away / down}). / The carpet 

is wearing ({away / down}).  
 
To this fourth category of course also belong verb-particle combinations that 
do not alter their corresponding and near-synonymous simplex verbs’ inabil-
ity to undergo the causative alternation: 
 
(549) {Subject Verb Objecti / *Subjecti Verb}  

≠  {Subject Verb Prt Objecti / *Subjecti Verb Prt} 
 

For example: 
 
(550) a. Steffie chopped the vegetables. 

b. *The vegetables chopped. 
 
(551) a. Steffie chopped up the vegetables. 

b. *The vegetables chopped up. 
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The diverse relationships between the simplex verbs and verb-particle com-
binations can be represented in a two-dimensional table (Table 7).  
 
Table 7. Simplex verbs and verb-particle combinations, compared with respect to 
the semantic significance of the particle and its role in object promotion. 

grammatical role 
 

yes no 

She tore her shirt.  
Her shirt tore. 
They tore down another house.  
*Another house tore down. 

I broke my mug. 
My mug broke. 
Police broke up the fight. 
The fight broke up. 

He pulled his hair. 
*His hair pulled. 
They pulled their lips apart. 
Their lips pulled apart. 

She touched the cat. 
*The cat touched. 
Police touched off the protests. 
*The protests touched off. 

ye
s 

I broke my mug. 
My mug broke. 
*It broke me out in sweat. 
I broke out in sweat. 

 

X verbed Y. 
Y verbed. 
X verbed Prt Y. 
*Y verbed Prt.  
(no examples found) 

They broadened the market. 
The market broadened. 
They broadened out the market. 
The market broadened out. 
 

Lightning lit the sky. 
*The sky lit. 
Lightning lit up the sky. 
The sky lit up. 

She chopped the vegetables. 
*The vegetables chopped. 
She chopped up the vegetables. 
*The vegetables chopped up. 

si
gn

if
ic

an
t s

em
an

ti
c 

ro
le

 

no
 

X verbed Y. 
Y verbed. 
*X verbed Prt Y. 
Y verbed Prt. 
(no examples found) 

 

 
Let us now conclude and provide some final comments: 

First, pace Lemmens (1998), transitive verbs in English that allow object 
promotion do not customarily lose this possibility when they are combined 
with a particle. (To be fair, remember that Lemmens noted himself that par-
ticles need not always block object-promotion.) Cases like tear down, where 
the particle has both a semantic and a grammatical (specifically, an object-
promotion blocking) impact on the simplex verb, represent only one of sev-
eral possibilities.  

Second, again pace Lemmens (1998), there are many cases in which the 
simplex verb can combine with a particle without a noticeable difference in 
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meaning. Moreover, in all the cases in which the particle is semantically (as 
good as) redundant, the addition of the particle leaves intact the simplex 
verb’s ability to promote the object.  

Third, and rather contrary to Lemmens’s claims, there are cases in which 
the addition of a particle, whether semantically significant or not, creates the 
ability to promote the object. 

Fourth, the one-participant construal can sometimes be considered as ei-
ther a case of object promotion or a case of reflexive object omission (see 
Section 7.4). In fact, it is more appropriate to speak of vagueness (or seman-
tic merger: both… and…) than of ambiguity (either… or…). For example, 
She calmed down can be related semantically to Something calmed her down 
as well as to She calmed herself down. The same holds for quieten down, 
slow down, sober up, soften up, and a few others.22 

Fifth, it is not clear why particles’ “increased force-dynamic component” 
(Lemmens 1998: 230) should lead to the impossibility of the verb-particle 
combination to be used in the active one-participant pattern. Granting, for 
the sake of the argument, that particles do indeed strongly evoke the notion 
of force, there does not seem to be a compelling reason why they should 
block object promotion. In fact, Lemmens seems to acknowledge this when 
he writes the following in connection with choke off: 
 

“As with the other particles, the combination with off effects a higher 
prominence of the force-dynamic component: converting the on-
configuration [i.e. the conceptualization of one entity being situated on 
another—B.  C.] into a off-configuration requires considerable energy, 
and this energy may either originate within the entity itself, i.e. it has “an 
intrinsic tendency toward manifesting [force]” [reference to Talmy omit-
ted—B. C.] or the energy comes from a second entity that overcomes the 
supported entity’s “intrinsic tendency toward rest” [reference omitted 
again—B. C.]. It is the latter configuration that holds for choke off.” 
(Lemmens 1998: 182) 

 
In other words, the other configuration could in principle have held as well. 

Sixth, it remains an empirical question whether the possibility to promote 
the object with verb-particle combinations is predictable or not. I tend to 
agree with Lemmens that a direct object argument is able to promote only if 
its referent has the potential to instigate the process itself—or at least, if it 
can be construed to have that potential. However, one might argue that by 
saying that the subject in the one-participant pattern is always somehow 

                                                      
22 Cf. Van der Horst and Van der Horst (1999: 138-44) for a similar view with re-
spect to the (increasing) omission of reflexive pronouns in Dutch, namely that it 
might be related to (the increase of) object promotion in a way that is not yet entirely 
clear.  
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responsible itself (or co-responsible) for the event, we ascribe rather too 
much agentivity to it in many cases. For example, in The salaries should 
level down, The options narrowed (down), His pace quickened (up), The 
chair tipped (over), to what extent can we hold the salaries, the options, his 
pace or the chair responsible? We may well have to conclude that object 
promotion is (largely?) lexically specified. 

Seventh, and finally, the importance of analogy cannot be overestimated 
either. Consider the following example, whose context is that of plate-
spinning as in Chinese circus: 
 
(552) The top gave a last wobble and kicked over.  

(William Gibson, Idoru, 1996, London: Penguin, p. 282) 
 
The combination kick over is not usually used this way. It is presumably 
used in analogy with tip over or flip over, which both alternate, or perhaps 
directly with pure intransitives such as fall over, keel over, topple over, tum-
ble over, and so on. The verb kick needs considerable interpretational ‘ac-
commodation’ to fit into this intransitive pattern. It loses the coarser ele-
ments of its frame-semantic meaning (e.g. causativity and the involvement 
of a prominent kicker) and retains the more subtle aspects, such as the idea 
of suddenness and of loss of stability that typically results from the impact of 
a kick. It is these finer semantic nuances that account for the expressivity of 
this example. Importantly, this example shows, as Lemmens (1998:241) 
writes, that “a verb’s constructional potential cannot be stated as fixed and 
stable but depends on specific usage events. It is these usage events that 
form the locus of linguistic creativity and language change.”  
 
 
7.6 Promoted reference objects 

As we have seen in Chapter 3 (Subsection 3.3.3), particles often—but not 
always—have an understood reference object. For example, for I wiped the 
crumbs off, we can supply a landmark, e.g. I wiped the crumbs off the table. 
(Remember that this is one of the reasons why particles have been called 
“intransitive prepositions” in the literature.) This reference object, now, is 
sometimes ‘promoted’ from object of a preposition (in other words, from 
part of an oblique, non-core complement) to direct object of a verb-particle 
combination: I wiped the table off. (Much of the justification of the term 
‘promotion’ that we gave in the previous section can be applied, mutatis 
mutandis, to the present grammatical phenomenon.) Below are some more 
examples of this possibility, which is sometimes referred to as ‘object trans-
fer’. Note that the contrasts are not between simplex verbs and verb-particle 
combinations but between two kinds of realization of verb-particle combina-
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tions. (We will briefly touch on a similar alternation in simplex verbs at the 
end of this section.)23 
 
(553) a. She brushed the lint off (of the suit). 

b. She brushed the suit off. 
 
(554) a. They cleared out the mud (from the river). 

b. They cleared out the river. 
 
(555) a. She raked the straw out (of the stall). 

b. She raked out the stall. 
 
(556) a. He beat out the dust (from the rug). 

b. He beat out the rug. 
 
(557) a. They filled in the words. 

b. They filled in the blank spaces. 
 

(558) a. Mary washed the spot out (from the shirt). 
b. Mary washed the shirt out. 

 
(559) a. Fred mopped up the spilt milk (from the floor). 

b. Fred mopped up the floor. 
 
(560) a. He {rinsed / washed} the dirt off (from the plate). 

b. He {rinsed / washed} the plate off. 
 
(561) a. He {poured / emptied} the water out (of the bucket).  

b. He {poured / emptied} the bucket out. 
 
(562) a. They pumped the water out (of the cellar). 

b. They pumped the cellar out. 
 
(563) a. Squeeze the juice out (of the orange). 

b. Squeeze the orange out. 

                                                      
23 Since the preceding subsections were concerned with different alternation possi-
bilities between simplex verbs and related verb-particle combinations, the reader 
might prefer a contrastive presentation of the data, as illustrated below for the sim-
plex verb brush (followed by an off-PP) and the verb-particle combination brush off: 
(i) a. She brushed the lint off the suit.   
 b. *She brushed the suit off the lint. 
(ii) a. She brushed off the lint.   
 b. She brushed off the suit. 
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(564) “You know how they get this – get this…” Tony was holding up his 
cup. 
“N-no.” 
“They take those teenage girls out back, strip them down, then they 
sponge them off and squeeze the sponges out into a vat. Then they re-
bottle it.”  (Compare: They strip their clothes down, sponge their 
sweat off and squeeze the sweat out.) 
(Will Self, Great Apes, 1997, New York: Grove Press, p. 59) 

 
Although this phenomenon is not so well known, it has received some atten-
tion from a handful of linguists, such as Bolinger (1971: 24-25), Lipka 
(1972: 101, note 45 and note 47; 172; passim), Fraser (1976: 24-25), De-
clerck (1976b: 81-87), Lindner (1981: 237) and more recently especially 
from McIntyre (sine anno: 5-6; 2003a: 5-6; 2004a: 537-39). All the exam-
ples above, except for the last one, have been gleaned from these sources. 
Limitations of time and space prevent me from providing a fully coherent 
analysis of this intriguing alternation, which deserves a separate study. I 
therefore confine myself to giving some disparate comments. 
 

(i) Reference object promoting to subject  

In the following example, the reference object can be seen to promote to 
subject rather than to direct object (McIntyre 2003a: 5): 
 
(565) a. The water boiled over (the pot). 

b. The pot boiled over. 
 
As far as I can see, oblique-to-subject promotion seems to be less common 
than oblique-to-object promotion. 
 

(ii) Declerck’s (1976b) transformational account  

English, unlike for example Dutch, does not allow ‘pleonastic’ constructions 
like *I filled in the words in the form (cf. Declerck 1976b: 85; McIntyre sine 
anno: 6). By contrast, as long as the particle and the preposition are realized 
as phonologically distinct, they can co-occur in a clause (e.g. They wiped off 
the crumbs {from / *off} the table). Declerck (1976b) suggests that reference 
object promotion is another way of avoiding having a particle and a phonol-
ogically identical preposition in one and the same clause. That is, since Eng-
lish forbids the formation of a clause like *They wiped off the crumbs off the 
table, speakers can also choose to omit the direct object NP (yielding the still 
ungrammatical clause *They wiped off off the table) and then obligatorily 
“incorporate” the preposition (yielding the transitive verb-particle combina-
tion They wiped off the table). Apart from having serious doubts about the 
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psychological plausibility of such a transformational account—which De-
clerck himself would not nowadays as such defend anymore—I find it 
flawed because it does not explain an alternation like {I cleaned some stuff 
up (in my room) / I cleaned my room up}, where the particle (up) and the 
preposition (in) are different from the start, thereby providing no ‘trigger’ for 
preposition incorporation (in this specific transformational account).  
 

(iii) Recoverability of the theme argument  

Declerck (1976b) correctly points out, though, that if the reference object is 
promoted, the unexpressed argument referring to the moving entity is in 
general semantically recoverable. So, the sentence They dredged out the 
canal  

 
“implies mud since this is the normal thing that is dredged out of a river. 
They dredged out the canal will not normally be understood to mean that 
they used a dredging-machine to pull gold, fish, books, chairs, etc. from 
the canal. Similarly, [with respect to She ironed out (the wrinkles from) 
the shirt, She brushed off (the lint/dust from) the suit, and John beat out 
(the dust from) the carpet], one does not iron out anything but wrinkles 
from a shirt, brush off anything but lint or dust from a suit, or beat out 
anything but dust from a carpet. And the sentence  
  
 […] They wiped off the table. 
 
will normally be understood to mean that they wiped off bread-crumbs or 
dirt from the table, not that they wiped off money, or cards, or flower-
pots, etc.” (Declerck 1976b: 86) 

 
In other words, object promotion is possible if the theme argument is frame-
semantically accessible, in a Fillmorean sense. Occasionally, however, 
clauses with a promoted reference object include an oblique constituent re-
ferring to a non-accessible theme argument:  
 
(566) a. It will help clean the body out of any estrogen buildup … 

(www.feelinggoodnaturally.com/Body/ailments_e.htm, accessed 16 No-
vember 2004) 

b. Then we filled the area in with a mass planting of perennials. 
(www.hometime.com/Howto/projects/landgardn/land_3.htm, accessed 16 
November 2004) 
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(iv) Similarity with familiar {V – [P – NPi] / V – NPi – Prt} pairs  

The sentence pairs (175)-(178) presented in Chapter 4 (Subsection 4.4)—
repeated below as (567)-(570)—might also be seen as examples involving 
reference object promotion, or at the very least, as cases closely related to 
the alternation discussed in the present section (cf. McIntyre 2003a: 6; 
2004a: 539). 
 
(567) a. She read through the report. 

b. She read the report through. 
 
(568) a. She has sailed (a)round the world.   

b. She has sailed the world (a)round. 
 
(569) a. He passed by the house.   

b. He passed the house by. 
 
(570) a. The dog licked all over my face. 
  b. The dog licked my face all over. 
 
However, these pairs differ from the alternating pairs given at the beginning 
of this section, where the (a)-examples have a direct object referring to a 
theme argument (e.g. lint, mud, etc.), which is then left unexpressed in the 
(b)-examples.  
 

(v) Similarity with the locative alternation  

As McIntyre (sine anno: 6) remarks, reference object promotion is “strongly 
reminiscent of the locative alternation found in simplex verbs (stuff paper 
into the tube vs. stuff the tube with paper)”; see the pairs (474) and (475) 
given in the introductory section to this chapter, repeated here as (571) and 
(572): 
 
(571) a. Pat sprayed paint onto the statue. 

b. Pat sprayed the statue with paint. 
 
(572) a. She loaded the hay onto the wagon. 

b. She loaded the wagon with hay. 
 
This resemblance had already been observed by Bolinger (1971: 24-25), who 
talked of  
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“an extension of meaning (or a shift in the case relationships) that paral-
lels exactly what happens with simple verbs like provide, present, steril-
ize, etc.: 

  We provided the goods. We provided the people with the goods. 
  They presented the prize. They presented the winner with the prize. 

 They sterilized the germs. They sterilized the instruments of their 
germs. 

(The exchange between the object and the thing or person affected works 
both ways, as witness 

  I believe the man. I believe the man’s word.)” (Bolinger 1971: 24-25) 
 
What Bolinger seems to suggest, without actually using that term, is that the 
alternation may ultimately be best described as a case of metonymy. I leave 
this possibility open for future research. 
 
 
7.7 Empty or general it 

A final argument structure phenomenon is the use of an expletive object, as 
in the following examples (italics added): 
 
(573) a. He really lived it up! He gambled, wined, dined, slept with pretty 

women, and had a gay old time! 
(www.triumphpro.com/the_peril_of_false_repentance2.htm, accessed 16 
November 2004) 

b. Send a private investigator to make sure that she’s not gettin’ it on 
with the milkman. 
(www.cherieroberts.com/quiz/soulmate.html, accessed 16 November 
2004) 

c. The two great champions of F1 were battling it out again today 
with both drivers holding provisional pole during the session. 
(www.hakkinen.net/news/september30.html, accessed 16 November 
2004) 

d. Would you cut it out, you two? Mommy needs some quiet right 
now. 

   (www.snpp.com/episodes/CABF03.html, accessed 17 November 2004) 
  e. Back it up, slow it down, let it breathe 

’Cause too much of a good thing can be bad 
See we don’t wanna go out like that  
Less is more 
Pull it back, hold it down, chill it out 
If you want me to still be around 

   (from Joss Stone’s song Less is more) 
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In these examples, the object pronoun it does not (clearly) refer to a previ-
ously mentioned entity. Although the use of non-referential (sometimes 
called ‘empty’) or vaguely referential (sometimes called ‘general’) it as ob-
ject is again not restricted to verb-particle combinations but occurs with sim-
plex verbs too (e.g. Beat it! I blew it, I’ve had it, Don’t push it, Stick it to 
’em!), its use in verb-particle combinations seems to be especially fre-
quent—see (573)e.24 This may be due to the fact that empty/general it and 
the verb-particle construction are both situated towards the colloquial, in-
formal end of the register scale.25  

A few linguists have cursorily remarked on the use of empty it with verb-
particle combinations: Live (1965: 440), Bolinger (1971: 131), Fraser (1976: 
34-35), McIntyre (sine anno: 4, note 7) and Lipka (1972: 154; note 163 for 
some further references). The general drift we get from the few passages that 
are available is that we are dealing here with a rather marginal, idiosyncratic 
phenomenon. I do not completely share this view, though. This is why I 
devote a separate (though brief) section to empty/general it, rather than tuck 
its treatment away in a small note, say, to the section on unselected direct 
objects (Section 7.2). (Observe, indeed, that the related simplex verb is 
sometimes, but not always, intransitive.) 
 There are a large number of stereotyped (and often idiomatic) verb-
particle combinations with this it, many of them clustering in semantic 
classes: 
 
(574) a. settling something (by arguing, fighting, shooting, etc.): 

argue it out, battle it out, duke it out, fight it out, shoot it out, slog 
it out, slug it out, talk it out, thrash it out 

  b. stopping doing something: 

                                                      
24 See Postal and Pullum (1988: 649-53) for a general discussion and literature over-
view of empty/general it. It is significant that they begin their description of this 
kind of it with a verb-particle combination: 

“One example in which the expletive seems to cooccur with an unspecified ob-
ject interpretation of the verb is [i]. 

[i] You two are going to have to battle it out when things go wrong between 
you. 

Here, battle it out means ‘settle unspecified differences by battling’.” (Postal and 
Pullum 1988: 650) 

25 As regards the informality of verb-particle combinations, see, e.g., McArthur’s 
(1992: 774) statement that they “are often informal, emotive, and slangy, and may 
often contrast with Latinate verbs, as in They used up/consumed all the fuel; They 
gathered together/assembled/congregated in the hall; The soldiers moved for-
ward/advanced” or McCarthy and O’Dell’s (2004: 14) statement that they “are typi-
cal of spoken English or informal writing, e.g. letters to friends and articles in popu-
lar journalism. There are often one-word equivalents, or synonyms, for use in a more 
formal spoken or written style. For example: miss out a question or omit a question.”  
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break it up (usually imperative), chuck it (all) in, chuck it (all) up, 
cut it out (usually imperative), pack it in, pack it up, knock it off 
(usually imperative), leave it out (usually imperative), turn it in, 
turn it up, wrap it up (usually imperative) 

  c. courage and endurance: 
bluff it out, brave it out, gut it out, keep it up, stick it out, sweat it 
out 

  d. social relationships (including love-making): 
get it on (with…), have it away (with…), have it off (with…), hit it 
off (with…), hug it up, make it up (to…), mix it up (with…), patch it 
up (with…), try it on (with…) 

  e. miscellaneous: 
bring it off, bring it on, camp it up, carry it off, cough it up, dish it 
out, (let’s) give it up for (somebody), ham it up, have (got) it in 
for…, live it up, pig it up, pile it on, pump it up, be putting it on, 
take it out in (something), take {it / a lot} out of (someone), whack 
it up, whoop it up, yu(c)k it up 

 
The pattern with empty/general it is not restricted to the above conventional-
ized expressions, however. The following example illustrates the productiv-
ity of this complementation pattern: 
 
(575) [Lisa Simpson has become friends with some older girls who have no 

idea of her real age.] 
—Lisa [to herself]: I’m actually passing as a college student and they 
don’t have a blue’s clue! Whoops, gotta age it up... [Blue’s Clues is a 
children’s show on TV—B. C.] 
[louder] Life sucks. 
—College Girl: Totally. 
(www.lardlad.com/assets/quotes/season13/ten.shtml, accessed 9 February 
2005) 

 
In the next chapter (Subsection 8.5.7), we will take a closer look at produc-
tively formed combinations of (often denominal) verbs with it up, such as 
booze it up, rave it up, barbecue it up, etc. These combinations provide the 
clearest evidence that this complementation pattern is not restricted to a 
small number of items that have to be stored in long-term memory.  
 
 
7.8 Summary  

In this chapter we have seen that when a verb is used—either conventionally 
or creatively—with a particle, it may lose its own argument structure. This is 
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because argument-structural slots are provided by the overall pattern in a 
‘top-down’ fashion. Several possibilities can be distinguished: 

(i) The particle pattern contains a slot for a direct object. This is the case, 
notably, in combinations referring to caused motion. The ‘theme’ (moving 
entity) is then coded as a direct object. The verb referring to the causing 
event may be intransitive (e.g. bark the postman away), but even when the 
verb can take an object of its own, the object present in the combination 
usually only makes sense semantically as one that is furnished by the pattern 
rather than by the verb (e.g. lock somebody in). Many verb-particle combina-
tions can also be observed to take an expletive it as object (e.g. cut it out, 
booze it up). Some of these combinations are lexicalized and fall into seman-
tic classes. Others are instances of the productive ‘V it up’ pattern. 

(ii) A verb-particle combination can be slotted into the ditransitive pattern, 
which provides a slot for an indirect object (e.g. heat somebody up some 
soup).26 

(iii) The verb may be plugged into a particle pattern whose direct object slot 
can be left unfilled (e.g. light up (a cigarette)). The omission of the object is 
largely dependent on the prominence of the object vis-à-vis the action: the 
lower its relative prominence, the more easily it is omissible (cf. Goldberg 
2001). The presence of a particle may heighten the prominence of the action 
and, hence, facilitate object omission. 

(iv) A transitive verb that allows its object to be realized as the subject of an 
intransitive clause (e.g. I tore my shirt / My shirt tore) may lose this possibil-
ity when it is part of a verb-particle combination (e.g. They tore down my 
house / *My house tore down); cf. Lemmens (1998). However, the reverse 
situation can hold as well: the particle pattern allows this alternation even 
though the verb slotted in it does not. Although the ability to allow this 
causative (‘ergative’) alternation, which we call ‘object promotion’, has to 
be specified for individual combinations, one can also discern small-scale 
patterns (e.g. {rub / scrub / scrape / scratch / …} off). Moreover, we must 
allow for some amount of linguistic creativity as well, as we illustrated with 
the example The plate … kicked over, where the plate is not a kicker but a 
moving entity. 

(v) Not only can a direct object be ‘promoted’ to object, but the object of a 
preposition can be ‘promoted’ to direct object (e.g. squeeze the juice out of 
the orange / squeeze the orange out). This phenomenon is still poorly under-
stood, but we might look for an explanation is terms of metonymy. 
 

                                                      
26 Whether the direct object is provided by the verb-particle combination or by the 
ditransitive pattern is open to debate. 



 

8  Event structure: particles and their aspectual 
impact 

“Two weeks ago he was in a classroom explaining to the bored youth of the country 
the distinction between drink and drink up, burned and burnt. The perfective, signi-
fying an action carried through to its conclusion. How far away it all seems!”  

J. M. Coetzee 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In this penultimate chapter—by far the longest one in this study—we will take a 
close look at the various ways in which a particle can influence the aspectual prop-
erties of the verb to which it is added. After introducing and clarifying some essen-
tial event-structural concepts, such as ‘aspect’, ‘telicity’, and, of course, ‘event 
structure’ itself (Section 8.1), and after setting the stage with an oft-used example of 
a particle changing the telicity of the verb (Section 8.2), we will turn to some falla-
cies about particles and their role in event structure (Section 8.3). Armed with an 
awareness of these multiple misconceptions, we will first discuss the ways in which 
directional particles may or may not alter the event-structural make-up of the event 
referred to by the simplex verb (Section 8.4). We will then carry out a detailed de-
scription of particles, most notably up, whose semantic function is primarily to con-
vey an aspectual or aspect-related meaning (Section 8.5). In Section 8.6 we will 
briefly survey some productive uses of particles that, though clearly not directional, 
are less obviously aspectual, such as ‘reciprocal’ back or ‘exasperation’ off. They 
are subsumed under the cover term ‘semi-aspectual particles’. Section 8.7 will be 
reserved for aspectual(-like) patterns in which more than the particle is lexically 
specified, including the one’s ass off family of idioms, which we used as a recurring 
example in Chapter 2. The main issues are briefly recapitulated in Section 8.8. 
 
 
8.1 Essentials of event structure 

‘Event structure’ is an area of grammar that falls, by and large, within the 
wider scope of linguistic ‘aspect’, which is beyond question a more common 
term. Before we define the term ‘event structure’, it is therefore best to clar-
ify what is understood by ‘aspect’ first. 
 As indicated by its etymology (from Latin aspectus, a noun derived from 
the verb aspicere, which is a contraction of ad + specere, i.e. ‘look at’), as-
pect relates to the way a speaker views (i.e. conceives of, or as cognitive 
linguists put it, ‘construes’) a situation’s unfolding through time. Unlike 
tense, which pertains to a situation’s location in time, aspect has to do with 
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its distribution in time, irrespective of whether that situation lies in the past, 
present or future.  

The term ‘aspect’ is used in at least two different senses in the linguistic 
literature.1 For some linguists, especially those raised in the grammatical 
tradition of mainland Europe, aspect is an inflectional category that is 
marked on the verb and that is used to take a particular view on the temporal 
development of a situation.2 Applied to English, aspect then reduces to the 
distinction between simple and progressive verb forms, although the past 
participle is often (mistakenly) considered to express aspect, too, witness the 
above quote from a novel by Coetzee. Thus, a speaker may say I wrote a 
poem to refer to the situation of writing a poem in its entirety—as a complete 
‘Gestalt’—or, alternatively, I was writing a poem, to refer to the same situa-
tion as ongoing—viewed as it were ‘from within’. Simple verb forms ex-
press ‘perfective’ aspect, while progressive verb forms express ‘imperfec-
tive’ aspect, which is sometimes also called ‘progressive’, ‘durative’ or ‘con-
tinuous’ aspect. (Other interpretations of ‘perfective’ aspect can also be 
found, such as the aspectual information conveyed by certain verb-particle 
combinations in comparison with their related simplex verbs—see again 
Coetzee’s quote. As we will argue below, this practice should not be fol-
lowed.) 

For most linguists familiar with the Anglo-Saxon aspectual literature, as-
pect is a much broader category, not just dealing with aspectual information 
marked by affixes on the verb but also including ‘lexical aspect’, as opposed 
to ‘grammatical aspect’ (or ‘viewpoint aspect’). Lexical aspect corresponds 
to what is referred to by the German term ‘Aktionsart’ (or by its plural form 
‘Aktionsarten’).3 Issues of interest in this domain are whether the lexical 
material in the VP represents a situation as having some duration or as taking 
up only a short moment in time; whether the situation is represented as con-
sisting of a single occurrence or as being made up of sub-situations that re-
peat themselves; whether the VP refers to a situation that, by itself, tends to a 
natural endpoint or to a situation that can, in principle, go on for ever; 
whether the VP refers to a static or a dynamic situation; and so on. Research 
into lexical aspect has led to a number of classifications of situations into 
different ‘aspectual classes’, also known as ‘eventuality types’ or ‘modes of 
action’ (the translation of ‘Aktionsarten’). A well-known typology is 
Vendler’s (1967: 97-121) four-way distinction between ‘states’, ‘activities’, 
‘accomplishments’ and ‘achievements’.  

                                                      
1 For a brief overview of the main issues associated with this category, see Dahl 
(1999) and Miller (1999). 
2 For linguists working on Slavic languages, the study of aspect also includes deriva-
tional rather than just inflectional morphemes on the verb. 
3 Lexical aspect is also known variously as ‘inherent aspect’, ‘objective aspect’, 
‘situation aspect’, ‘ontological aspect’ or ‘actionality’.  
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 In this chapter, the term ‘event structure’ is used to refer primarily, but 
not exclusively, to what is usually subsumed under ‘lexical aspect’. How-
ever, the reader should be aware that grammatical aspect and lexical aspect 
cannot always be clearly separated. For example, what can be conveyed 
through an inflectional affix in one language may have to be expressed by 
means of free lexical items in another. Furthermore, in view of the collapse 
of a firm border between grammar and lexicon advocated in this study, hold-
ing on to a distinction between grammatical and lexical aspect must seem 
quite inappropriate.  

Note, also, that ‘event’ in ‘event structure’ is used in a broad sense here, 
covering all sorts of situations. This contrasts with some other definitions in 
the literature, where ‘event’ may be restricted to denote only non-states or 
may even be restricted further to denote non-states that have an inherent 
endpoint, or alternatively, situations that are at once dynamic, non-agentive 
and non-evolving.  

The focus in this chapter is on how a particle may change the event-
structural properties of a VP that does not contain the particle in question. In 
this sense, the main question asked in this chapter is parallel to the main 
question asked in the previous chapter, where we looked at the argument-
structural impact of particles on their base verbs. What we are particularly 
concerned with in this chapter is whether the particle may alter the telicity of 
the VP without it.4 A telic VP refers to a telic event, i.e. an event that tends 
towards an inherent or intended endpoint—see, e.g., Depraetere (1995). An 
atelic VP, then, refers to an event that can only be stopped arbitrarily. A 
classic diagnostic to test the telicity of an event hinges on its compatibility 
with temporal adverbials of the ‘{in / for} X time’ type.5 Telic events can 
combine with an ‘in X time’ adverbial, but not with a ‘for X time’ adverbial; 
for atelic events, this is the other way round. For example, the test can be 
used to show that the VP swim to the other side is telic and the VP swim in 
the lake is atelic: 

 
(576) a. Jill swam to the other side {in an hour / *for an hour}. 

b. Jill swam in the lake {*in an hour / for an hour}. 
 
The test is not without complications; see Cappelle and Declerck (2005: note 
5) and Declerck and Cappelle (in preparation). To use it correctly, all read-
ings in which the temporal adverbial measures something other than the 
duration of a single occurrence of the actual event should be ignored. This 
means, for example, that possible readings in which the temporal adverbial 

                                                      
4 ‘Telicity’ is used as a neutral term here, that is, it can refer to atelicity as well. 
5 This test is also used to measure temporal boundedness. For the subtle but neces-
sary distinction between (a)telicity and (non)boundedness, see the references given 
in note 16 of Chapter 3. 
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applies to the leading-up phase or to a resultant condition should be left out 
of consideration when we judge the acceptability of the added adverbial.  

Beside a particle’s potential effect on telicity, the presence of a particle 
may also yield an iterative reading, that is, one which involves multiple repe-
titions of the event expressed by the VP without the particle. Or the particle 
may express inchoative aspect, that is, it may have the effect of focussing on 
the initial stage of the event expressed by the particle-less VP. In fact, itera-
tive and inchoative aspect have been considered to be kinds of viewpoint 
aspect (cf. the perfective/imperfective distinction), since the speaker does not 
conceive of the event as an indivisible whole, seen from the outside, but 
looks at it from within, where repeating subevents or an initial stage can be 
distinguished. True though this may be, this does not deter us from studying 
these phenomena as part of ‘event structure’, broadly conceived.  
  
 
8.2 A classic example 

The difference between drink (or eat) and drink up (or eat up) has become a 
classic and oft-used example of the impact that a particle can have on the 
aspectual make-up of events (see, e.g., Dehé 2002: 7; Fernando and Flavell 
1981: 25; Jeschull 2003; Quirk et al. 1985: 1162; Sawin 1999: 4, among 
many others). The following pair of sentences brings out this difference (the 
‘!’ sign indicates semantic unacceptability): 
 
(577) a. John drank the beer, but he did not finish drinking it. 

b. !John drank up the beer, but he did not finish drinking it. 
 
In the first example, John’s drinking the beer is not necessarily directed to 
exhaustion of the liquid referred to by “the beer”. The words John drank the 
beer could perfectly refer to an event in which John had been offered a pint 
of a rather suspicious-looking brew and then took one or a couple of sips of 
it without intending to finish the drink. John drank the beer is then more or 
less equivalent to John didn’t leave the beer untouched.6 By contrast, it is 
not possible to report the event just sketched with the words John drank up 

                                                      
6 The standard interpretation, however, of John {drank / ate} the N is that he drank 
or ate all of whatever is referred to the by the noun. Cf. Hopper and Thompson 
(1980: 253): “In Fritz drank the beer, there is a possible or even probable implica-
tion that he finished the (available) beer.” Still, this interpretation is merely an im-
plicature, cancellable in a suitable context. Here is an authentic example (italics 
added): 
(i) I believe it was the milk because both of them drank it but didn’t finish it be-

cause they didn’t like it.  (from an answer to the question what caused a case of 
hemorrhagic disease) 
(www.accessexcellence.org/tbs/winners/winners1.html, accessed 17 June 2003) 
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the beer, because they entail that John actually finished his drink. Conse-
quently, a denial of this entailment, as in the second example, leads to se-
mantic inconsistency. For the same reason, it is impossible to add up in the 
following authentic example: 
  
(578) One evening Ringo smoked a cigar, but Paul started coughing and 

made him put it out!  
(www.angelfire.com/pa2/stella/photoplay.html, accessed 3 July 2003) 

 
 It is clear that the particle up in drink up (and in smoke up) is used with-
out reference to upward direction—as it happens, when you drink your beer 
up, you literally down it: the beer goes essentially down your throat and, as a 
corollary, the level of beer in your glass also goes down, all the way to the 
bottom of the glass (‘ad fundum’). Instead, the particle up in drink up means 
as much as ‘completely’, ‘until there is nothing left’. (We will see in Subsec-
tion 8.5.7, however, that this is certainly not the most productive aspectual 
use of up.) The use of basically spatial terms for aspectual purposes is a 
well-documented cross-linguistic phenomenon. Verb particles, like around, 
away, back, down, off, on, through, out, up, etc., seem to form a prime ex-
ample of this universal parallelism between directionality and temporal un-
folding. Bolinger, in his monograph of verb-particle combinations formu-
lates it thus:  
 

“There is a deep-seated relationship between notions of action, state, pro-
gression, inception, completion, and the like, on the one hand and notions 
of direction and position on the other—a kind of geometry of semantics.” 
(Bolinger 1971:110) 

 
 
8.3 Some misconceptions of particles’ aspectual properties 

Before we present a detailed description of the role of particles in event 
structure I would like to clear the coast by discussing some fallacies that 
exist in the literature. Some of these faulty conceptions are so firmly rooted 
in people’s minds that they spill over beyond the confines of linguistic litera-
ture proper into the more public domain of Literature with a capital ‘L’, as is 
testified by the motto for this Chapter. The following misconceptions will be 
discussed in turn in the subsequent subsections: 

(i) Directional particles have no aspectual impact on verbs. 
(ii) Directional particles, and only directional particles, are resultative. 
(iii) Particles can express perfective aspect. 
(iv) Particles are markers of telicity. 
(v) A particle’s aspectual use is metaphorically linked to its directional use. 
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8.3.1 Misconception 1. Directional particles have no aspectual impact 
on verbs 

In Chapter 3, we frequently referred to two classes of particles: directional 
ones and non-directional ones. At the end of that chapter, we refined the 
distinction slightly, and spoke of literal particles as opposed to idiomatic 
ones. Another classification that can be found in the literature is the three-
way distinction between (a) directional particles, (b) aspectual particles and 
(c) idiomatic particles (Jackendoff 1997b, 2002a), or, correspondingly, be-
tween (a) compositional particle verbs (e.g. She carried in the tray; She 
turned away her eyes), (b) aspectual particle verbs (e.g. She drank up her 
beer; She chopped up the cucumber) and (c) idiomatic particle verbs (e.g. 
She showed off her car; She polished off the meal) (Dehé 2002: 93). We will 
leave idiomatic particles/combinations out of our discussion here, and con-
centrate on directional versus aspectual particles. 
 One and the same particle can be used either as a directional particle or as 
an aspectual one. Compare, for example, the verb-particle combinations in 
the following sentences: 
 
(579) a. I ran out and slammed the door.  

b. The soil dried out and got as hard as brick. 
 

In the first sentence, the referent of the subject follows a path from within a 
room or building to outside that room or building. In the second sentence, 
the referent of the subject does not follow such a trajectory in physical space. 
Since the particle does not denote a path here it is considered to contribute a 
more abstract sense. In particular, the particle out in the second sentence is 
claimed to convey a sense of “completion” (or “completeness”, “thorough-
ness”, “finality”, “telicity”, “perfectivity”, an “effected sense”, etc.). The 
exact nature of its aspectual import does not matter for now, but that there is 
an aspectual import cannot be denied. 
 Given that non-directional particles typically express something aspec-
tual, it is tempting to conclude, erroneously, that particles do not make any 
aspectual contribution when they have their literal, directional meaning, as in 
the first sentence above. For example, Diensberg (1990:190) states that “a 
considerable part of all Verb-Particle Combinations, consisting of verb + 
locative/spatial adverb, can neither be explained as expressing “Aktionsart” 
nor as aspect-markers.” Similarly, Giddings (2001: 170) suggests the possi-
bility that “particles that combine with directed motion events are spatial in 
nature and neutral with regard to aspect. Therefore there is no change in 
aspect when the particle is added as particles which are spatial in nature do 
not add aspectual features to the verb.”  
 However, it is clear that the difference between, say, I ran and I ran out 
does not just lie in the presence or absence of an expression of direction; 
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there is also an aspectual difference. The addition of out renders the event of 
running, which is a durative kind of action, into an essentially nondurative 
kind of action: 
 
(580) a. I ran for hours. 

b. *I ran out for hours.  (acceptable only under a coerced repetitive 
interpretation, which we disregard here, since it involves multiple 
events) 

 
This pair shows that, even if out is used as a directional particle, it bears on 
the aspectual outlook of the event. Of course, run out does not mean any-
thing like ‘run completely’, so this out is not aspectual in the same sense as 
out in dry out is. Its aspectual impact is epiphenomal, that is, it arises as a 
side-effect of the fact that the path expressed by out does not have any length 
to speak of: either you are inside a place or you are outside it, and we nor-
mally disregard any possible intermediate positions. But clearly, even if 
directional out in I ran out does not uniquely code an aspectual meaning, it is 
not devoid of any aspectual influence on the event expressed by the simplex 
verb.  
 In Section 8.4, the aspectual impact of certain directional particles will be 
looked at in some more detail. 
 
 
8.3.2 Misconception 2. Directional particles, and only directional parti-

cles, are ‘resultative’ 

It is often assumed that directional particles, in contrast to aspectual or idio-
matic ones, have a resultative function (e.g. Bolinger 1971: 85; Visser 1963: 
597; Bame 1999; quoted in Villavicencio and Copestake 2003: 362; 
Toivonen 2002: 196). By this is usually meant that they function in much the 
same way as so-called resultative predicates in the resultative construction 
(e.g. as flat in He hammered the metal flat). This becomes evident if we ap-
ply the commonly used test involving the verb be, in which case a resultative 
interpretation seems to hold when the particle has a concrete, directional 
meaning, but not when it has an ‘abstract’, aspectual meaning. Compare the 
following sentences:   
 
(581) a. She {put her hat on / sent the books back / ran the flag up}, so {her 

hat was on / the books were back / the flag was up}.  
b. He {cleaned the room up / talked the problem through / typed the 

paper over}, so !{the room was up / the problem was through / the 
paper was over}. 
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If a particle has a directional meaning, it “may be seen as referring to the 
state or condition of the person or thing denoted by the object after or in 
consequence of the action” (Visser 1963: 597). If, however, a particle is not 
used in its directional sense, it cannot be analysed this way. The second 
clause introduced by so, in which a non-directional particle is used predica-
tively (i.e. as a complement to the subject), is a non sequitur.  

Let us take a closer look at each of the two components of the claim for-
mulated in the title of this section: (i) (all) directional particles are resulta-
tive, in the sense that they have a sort of adjectival relation to the object of a 
transitive verb-particle relation (e.g. She put her hat on) or to the subject of 
an intransitive verb-particle combination (e.g. She went back); (ii) no non-
directional particle can be analysed as resultative. Neither component is cor-
rect. 
 First, quite a few—indeed most—directional particles do not pass the be 
+ particle test. For example, if a convoy of trucks roars by, the trucks cannot 
be said to be by as a result. Nor does beckoning someone over result in that 
person being over, walking round in being round, driving on in being on, 
and so on (see also Chapter 1, Subsection 1.2.3). In short, the above-
mentioned test for resultativeness, involving be + particle, diagnoses some 
directional particles as resultative, but not all of them. The test is also too 
strict to make a satisfying analysis of the italicised verb-particle combina-
tions in the following, authentic example: 
 
(582) You know how they get this – get this…” Tony was holding up his 

cup. 
 “N-no.” 

“They take those teenage girls out back, strip them down, then they 
sponge them off and squeeze the sponges out into a vat. Then they re-
bottle it.” (= (564)) 
(Will Self, Great Apes, New York: Grove Press, 1997, p. 59) 

 
If we apply the test, then none of the italicised verb-particle combinations is 
analysed as making use of a literal particle: the girls are not literally down as 
a result of the stripping, they are not off after the sponging, nor are the 
sponges out after they are squeezed. By consequence, it would seem that 
these particles can only be analysed as either idiomatic or as sheer aspectual 
markers adding a sense of what is sometimes called “perfectivity” or “telic-
ity” (see below; I do not myself endorse the identity of these aspectual no-
tions). Yet, the choice of the italicised particles in the example is not com-
pletely unmotivated spatially. The use of down could be said to make some 
sense in that the girls’ clothes might end up lying down on the ground after 
the stripping. Similarly, and perhaps more convincingly, the use of off is 
motivated because the girls’ sweat is removed off of their bodies. The use of 
out can be accounted for, too, by the fact that the sweat that is contained in 
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the sponge goes out of it by squeezing the sponge. The be + particle test 
apparently fails to analyse particles as directional in cases in which the mov-
ing entity is not realised as the direct object of the verb-particle combination 
(see also Chapter 7, Section 7.6). 
  Let us go on to the second component of the claim now, which is that if a 
particle is non-directional, it will not be able to appear after the verb be and 
hence cannot pass as a resultative predicate.7 It is precisely for this reason 
that Brinton (1988: 179) rejects the notion of resultativeness as a characteris-
tic of particles altogether, in favour of telicity as the one crucial notion for all 
particles (apart from aspectual on, along and away; see Subsection 8.3.4 
below). However, I would like to cite the objection raised in Declerck (1990) 
that the non-directional particle in clean up, talk through, etc. may refer to a 
resultant state all the same. If, after cleaning one’s room up, we cannot con-
clude that the room was up, this “proves no more than that the resultant state 
implied by the phrasal verb cannot always be expressed in terms of be plus 
the adverbial particle; it does not prove that there is no implication of resul-
tant state” (Declerck 1990: 592). So, the result of cleaning one’s room up is 
simply that the room is in a state of order and tidiness. Likewise, the result of 
talking the problem through is that the problem has been discussed thor-
oughly and maybe also that some sort of agreement has been reached.8  
 The point that be + particle is unreliable as a test for resultativeness is 
also made by McIntyre (2002: 101; 2004a: 545-47). Among other things, he 
highlights the quirkiness of this pattern, which (as we have seen) disallows 
some directional particles but at the same time does allow some (rather) idio-
matic ones. For example, it is possible to say She was down, whereby the 

                                                      
7 I leave out of the discussion non-directional but literal particles like on or off in 
switch the light {on / off}. 
8 Declerck (1990) argues that causativity/resultativeness, that is, the sense that 
“something is done which is the cause of a transition into a state” (Declerck 1990: 
593), is in fact fully compatible with Brinton’s (1988) account in terms of telic ak-
tionsart:  

“The features CAUSE and BECOME clearly correspond with what Brinton calls 
telic Aktionsart … This means that, apart from the terminology and the frame-
work, there is no basic difference between Brinton’s (1988) analysis and the 
analysis argued in Declerck (1977).” (Declerck 1990: 593) 

I would like to point out that the correspondence is not quite complete. Some verb-
particle combinations are arguably resultative without being telic. For example, 
warm up as in Planet Earth is warming up may be said to refer to a transition into a 
different state: as a result of certain (hotly debated) factors the global temperature is 
getting markedly higher than before, thus drastically changing the state of our 
planet. However, if the Earth has warmed up (in other words, if a result has been 
reached), this does not mean that the Earth cannot warm up even more. In other 
words, the result is probably only an intermediate one, not a necessary endpoint 
beyond which the same event cannot continue—see Subsection 8.5.7 below. 
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particle down means ‘depressed’ instead of literally ‘in a low position’. If 
you say that someone’s behaviour is (just) not on, it means that you find it 
unacceptable, wrong or impossible. Be off has a similar meaning, but if a 
deal or sporting event is off, it means it is cancelled and if you are well off it 
means you are rich. Be around means ‘be near’, be over means ‘be finished’. 
If a pub owner throws a drunkard out, the drunkard cannot, unless jocularly, 
be said to be out as a result, since if someone is out (or away) this actually 
means that he or she is ‘not at home’ or ‘out of office’. To conclude with 
McIntyre (2002: 101): “Further such examples can be found in the entries 
for particles in dictionaries, but the above evidence allows us to conclude 
that the ability of a particle in a particular reading to occur as a copula predi-
cate is licensed by lexical stipulation, making it unwarranted to draw any 
conclusions from its impossibility in some cases.”9, 10  

To conclude this entire subsection, if we want to maintain the claim that 
all directional particles can be interpreted resultatively, we have to abandon 
the requirement that an element is resultative only if it stands in a predicative 
be-relation to the verb’s object or subject (in the case of transitive and in-
transitive combinations, respectively). But with a less strict test for resulta-
tiveness, it will be hard to avoid that non-directional particles, too, pass as 
resultative expressions, as in fact some non-directional particles already do 
with the current test. In other words, the problem with the notion resultative-
ness is that it cannot be defined in such a way as to distinguish directional 
particles from non-directional ones. Moreover, all verb-particle combina-
tions, telic and atelic ones alike, can be construed as resultative one way or 
another. For example, if you are drinking, something happens to the amount 
of liquid in your glass, for example, as a result of your drinking. Conse-
quently, resultativeness risks becoming a vacuous, unhelpful notion. For this 
reason, we will not be using it in our discussion of the meaning of particles. 
(We will make an exception, however, for aspectual up, where the general, 
vague meaning of resultativeness is exactly what is needed to capture the use 
of this particle in a wide range of combinations.) 

                                                      
9 We also find a few idiomatic combinations of a particle and a preposition after be, 
e.g. be on about something, be through with something, be up on something, etc. 
10 See also Bolinger (1971) for much the same view (posited against the background 
that only idiomatic verb-particle combinations are true “phrasal verbs”): 

“It cannot be argued … that the possibility of predication with be counts against 
viewing the word as a particle and the combination as a phrasal verb. To do so 
would mean that in a sentence like  

In bad weather they let out school early. 
let out is not a phrasal verb because School’s out is a normal sentence.” (Bolin-
ger 1971: 69) 

In other words, Bolinger makes the point that, just because a word under scrutiny 
can be used after be does not mean that it is directional (and therefore not a particle, 
on the conception, which I do not accept, that particles have to be idiomatic).  
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8.3.3 Misconception 3. Particles can express perfective aspect 

The popular idea that particles can be linked to “perfectivity” is present in 
the quote from Coetzee’s novel Disgrace above, where drink is contrasted to 
drink up. In his study of the particle up, Quayle (1994) explicitly speaks of 
perfectivity when the particle has lost its literal, directional meaning. Bolin-
ger (1971: 97) claims that “the notion of perfectivity can be extended to 
cover the bulk of phrasal verbs whose meanings have deviated from the 
more or less literal sum of parts.” In other words, according to Bolinger, it is 
not just non-directional up that can be characterized as perfective, but also 
down, out, and almost all other particles insofar as they do not clearly indi-
cate directions. What is more, Bolinger does not restrict the notion of perfec-
tivity to non-directional particles. As we saw in the previous subsection, 
directional particles are typically thought to code “resultant condition” 
(Bolinger 1971: 96). For example, when someone gets away, this person is 
away as a result. Since “resultant condition implies perfectivity” (Bolinger 
1971: 96), this latter notion should apply to directional particles as well as to 
non-directional particles. Bolinger seems to borrow the term perfectivity 
from Kennedy (1920: 27-28), who cites examples like He chopped down the 
tree. According to Brinton (1985: 158), the idea that particles in modern 
English are markers of perfective aspect has been around ever since Streit-
berg (1891) asserted that verbal prefixes in Germanic are perfectivizing de-
vices.  
 Both Bolinger and Brinton have pointed out the inadequacy of the notion 
perfective aspect. “For the record”, Bolinger remarks (1971: 98), “the term 
aspect should probably be replaced by Aktionsart, to reserve aspect for 
deeper and more systematic phenomena such as the progressive and the per-
fect tenses.” But while Bolinger retains the term aspect for convenience’ 
sake, Brinton (1985: 158) categorically argues that “verb particles in Modern 
English function as markers of ‘telic’ aktionsart, not ‘perfective’ aspect.”  
 What we should keep in mind, indeed, is that particles do not express 
what is called ‘grammatical aspect’ but that they can have an influence on 
the ‘lexical aspect’ of the event as expressed by their corresponding simplex 
verbs. They certainly do not express perfectivity defined as ‘a special man-
ner of viewing an event, namely in its entirety’. For example, in John was 
drinking his beer up, the progressive makes the event of John drinking up his 
beer imperfective, despite the presence of the alleged perfectivity marker up. 
This apparent contradiction can be resolved by saying that the event is im-
perfective (due to the progressive) but telic (due to the particle). However, 
just because we reject the claim that particles are markers of perfective as-
pect does not mean that we should readily accept Brinton’s claim that parti-
cles are markers of telic aktionsart. This latter claim, in turn, is yet to be 
subjected to close scrutiny. We will take up this issue in the next subsection.  
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8.3.4 Misconception 4. Particles are markers of telicity 

While we tackled a terminological problem in the previous question, we will 
now address the more important question whether it is really the case that 
“verb particles in Modern English function as markers of ‘telic’ aktionsart” 
(Brinton 1985: 158), in other words, that “an atelic situation can be made 
telic by means of … verbal particles (in English) such as out, off, about, etc.” 
(Kardela 1997: 1483). After all, ‘telic’ is what Bolinger’s non-technical 
sense of perfective really comes down to: “the phrasal verb pictures the ac-
tion as leading to a conclusion” (Bolinger 1971: 96). The same holds for the 
following statement by Tenny (1994: 148): “The class of verb particles have 
the semantic property of imposing delimitedness on the event described by a 
verb phrase or sentence.” That verb particles “convey a telic interpretation” 
is also claimed by Solà (1996: 227), who uses the functional category Telic-
ity (‘Tel’) in his syntactic trees—a category adopted in Dehé’s (2000) early 
analysis of the verb-particle construction. Vinka (sine anno) also states that 
“it is a well known fact that all [verb-particle constructions] have conse-
quences for the aspectual properties of an event, typically related to telicity” 
and gives some further references. 
 It cannot be denied that there are cases in which a simplex verb refers to 
an atelic event whereas a combination of the same verb and an added particle 
refers to a telic event. We have already cited drink/eat vs. {drink / eat} up. 
Other examples include fade vs. fade out, polish vs. polish down, etc. How-
ever, we would like to argue that the telicizing capacity of particles is not to 
be overemphasized.  
 First of all, Brinton never claimed that all particles are markers of telicity. 
A few (namely, on, along, and away), she said, can express “iterative aspect” 
(e.g. The photographer snapped merrily away) or “continuative aspect” (e.g. 
He just snored on).11 Secondly, some particles that are used in their direc-
tional sense express an unbounded path, in which case the resulting verb-
particle combination does not become telic (e.g. She walked about for a 
while). Thirdly, even some of the particles that are typically professed to be 

                                                      
11 It is surprising that Brinton, who we saw in the previous subsection rejected the 
term ‘perfective aspect’ in favour of ‘telic aktionsart’, emphasizes that “on, along, 
and away make aspectual, not aktionsart, distinctions” (Brinton 1985: 166). Squar-
tini (1998: 67) doubts, quite rightly, that “it is [narrowly defined] aspect that is in-
volved here, since it is not clear what the relation is between the aspectual value of 
these forms and the morphological aspect, based, for instance, on the distinction 
between an English Progressive (he was reading) and a Simple Past (he read)”. 
Brinton’s remark makes sense, though, if aspect is not confined to the use of verbal 
inflections but can be marked by means of, for example, periphrastic units (like 
continue V-ing). Furthermore, if a particle conveys the information that an event 
continues, this does not pertain to the intrinsic properties of the event in the same 
way as saying that the end has or lacks an inherent endpoint. 



Event structure ⋅ 355 

 

 

 

telic (up, down, out and off) do not always yield a telic event, witness the 
possible addition of degree adverbials or adverbials of the ‘for X time’ type: 
 
(583) a. The anticipation had built up for quite a few weeks…  

(www.coventrykid.com/page_1.htm, accessed 3 July 2003)  
b. … the entire world economy has slowed down significantly since 

1973. 
(www.silicon.com/opinion/500015-500001/1/3232.html, accessed 3 July 
2003)  

c. It can be beneficial to let the tree dry out for a day or so as this in-
creases the trees root growth.  
(www.familymoore.freeserve.co.uk/intro.htm, accessed 3 July 2003) 

d. The buzz had worn off a bit.  
(home.earthlink.net/~jsansbury/donnette/dan00.html, accessed 3 July 
2003) 

 
We will show below that the non-directional use of up, down, out, etc. does 
not in the first place have to do with marking telicity. Fourthly, let us turn to 
the (correct) observation, noted by Bolinger (1971: 90), Frazer (1976: 11), 
and repeated by Brinton (1985: 164) and Kardela (1997: 1489), that particles 
cannot occur with stative verbs like believe, hear, hope, know, resemble, etc. 
This fact is then taken to furnish proof of the telic character of particles: 
“denoting states, these verbs imply no change or progress in a situation, 
hence they do not contribute to a goal, a notion which is implicit in particles. 
The sequence V + Prt would, in this case, be simply incompatible” (Kardela 
1997: 1489). This proof is flawed, because stative verbs are also incompati-
ble with particles that do not mark telicity: 
 
(584) a. *Talcum powder or not, my feet will smell away regardless. 

b. *Despite all his misery, he believed on in God.   
 
Since states merely exist and do not involve progress, they simply do not 
allow elements which presuppose the notion of dynamicity, irrespective of 
whether these elements picture an event as tending towards an endpoint or 
not. In other words, the non-occurrence of particles with states neither con-
firms nor disconfirms the telicizing character of particles. 
 For all the above reasons, we should stop professing that particles’ se-
mantic job is to express telicity. Some verb-particle combinations may be 
telic while their corresponding simplex verbs are not, but this difference 
cannot be extended to all ore even most verb-particle combinations. 
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8.3.5 Misconception 5. A particle’s aspectual use is metaphorically 
linked to its directional use 

In the field of lexical semantics, many attempts have been made by cognitive 
linguists to demonstrate that the choice of certain particles, even in seem-
ingly idiomatic combinations, is far from arbitrary and that non-directional 
meanings are metaphorical extensions from the ‘basic image schemata’ (La-
koff and Johnson 1980) expressed by particles (e.g. out makes reference to 
the idea of a ‘container’, up to the idea of ‘positive verticality’, etc.). Most of 
the ideas presented in this plethora of studies (e.g. Lindner 1981; Brugman 
1988; Talmy 1991: 490; Morgan 1997; Hampe 2000, 2005; Lee 2001: 30-
52; Rudzka-Ostyn 2003; Tyler and Evans 2003; see Dirven 2001: 39, note 2 
for more references) seem uncontroversial. To cite Rice (1999): 
 

“Signalling aspect isn’t such a strange or unexpected function for [parti-
cles] to have, considering that their aspectual meanings seem to be natu-
ral extensions of certain spatial meanings. Just as they can modulate the 
location of an entity in space or highlight the relevant contours or topog-
raphy of a landmark object, so too can they modulate or reshape the con-
tours of an event.” (Rice 1999: 228) 

 
Accordingly, the intuition that the directional meanings of particles are the 
source of metaphorical extensions into the aspectual realm can be found in 
basic grammar textbooks: 
 

“The particle out is often added to verbs to denote removal—yank versus 
yank out, pull versus pull out, pry versus pry out, tear versus tear out. But 
out has lost its prepositional [i.e. directional—B. C.] meaning in I can’t 
figure out this problem and I found out her secret. Even when a particle 
loses its literal prepositional meaning, however, it is often possible to see 
a metaphorical connection between the original preposition and the cur-
rent particle.” (Berk 1999: 126; underlining replaced by italics) 

 
The view that the aspectual and directional uses of particles are intercon-
nected (see also the quote from Bolinger [1971] at the end of Section 8.2) is 
of course only a special case of the commonplace theory that time is concep-
tualized in terms of space. The time-as-space (TIME IS SPACE) metaphor has 
been described to be at work cross-linguistically (e.g. Radden 2004), and it is 
so pervasive and entrenched that we hardly notice we are using spatial terms 
when we are talking about things taking place (!) in time. It is precisely be-
cause it has almost become a mantra for (cognitive) linguists to claim that 
we have to rely on our more basic spatial experiences to conceive of time 
that I want to devote some space (and time) to what I believe is something of 
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a misconception, namely that aspectual uses of particles are linked (in the 
lexicon or via pragmatic inferencing) to directional uses. 
 In Subsection 8.3.1 we distinguished two classes of particles: directional 
ones and aspectual ones (leaving aside idiomatic particles). In view of the 
time-as-space metaphor, such a distinction between kinds of particles might 
be judged artificial and be replaced by a distinction between directional and 
aspectual uses of particles. For example, one might ask whether it is legiti-
mate to distinguish two on’s, one expressing an onward path in space (as in 
walk on) and another expressing continuation in time (as in talk on), or 
whether one had better treat spatial and temporal progress as two senses of 
one and the same particle on.  

An important proposal along the latter line is offered by McIntyre 
(2001b, 2004), who argues that the paths expressed by particles can apply 
either to a real moving entity or to an event, which is then metaphorically 
conceptualised as if it were a moving entity. For example, the particle 
around can express a path which lacks an intended goal, whether this path is 
predicated over a entity (as in walk around) or over an event (as in {play / 
joke / experiment} around). In the first case, the entity literally moves in no 
particular direction; in the second case, the event is aimless as well—it 
“‘gets nowhere’, so to speak” (McIntyre 2004a: 531). McIntyre argues that it 
cannot be sheer coincidence that both this purely directional and this aspec-
tual meaning can be expressed by the same word. If it were coincidence, 
why then would the unrelated German word (he)rum display the same 
senses, and why would other particles, too, if you come to think of it, have 
directional and aspectual uses that are equally closely related to each other? 
For example, the notion of ‘parallel path’ can be discerned both in Mary 
walked along the wall and in John played guitar and Mary sang along, the 
sole difference being that in the first sentence, the path followed by Mary is 
parallel to an extended object, while in the second, the path followed by 
Mary’s singing is parallel to an extended event (viz. John’s guitar-playing). 
There seems to be a very compelling case against assuming homonymy (i.e. 
positing two different lexical entries) whenever a particle comes with a di-
rectional and an aspectual meaning. In all these cases, the aspectual meaning 
can be argued to be linked to the directional meaning by a conceptual meta-
phor according to which events can ‘move’. 

However, we should be very cautious not to interpret these semantic 
analyses as mental representations of speakers’ lexical knowledge. This 
point has been made convincingly by Croft (1998) and Sandra (1998) (but 
see Tuggy [1999] for a response). So, just because linguists perceive a meta-
phorical ‘rule’ which derives a particular non-directional usage of a particle 
from the directional usage of this particle, this does not mean that speakers 
have a mental representation of this rule, let alone that they only store the 
basic, directional meaning of the particle in their mental lexicon and simply 
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‘compute’ the senses of other usages by applying (universal or language-
specific) conceptual metaphors. As Croft (1998) puts it: 

 
“Speakers do not necessarily make the relevant generalizations, even if 
clever linguists can. Cognitive linguists, like other theoretical linguists, 
must be aware of this fallacy.” (Croft 1998: 168) 
 

The so-called localist view of language, which tries to illuminate the way our 
conception of time is shaped by our conception of space, may be important 
to show how temporal (including aspectual) expressions historically derive 
from spatial ones (e.g. Brinton 1988), but the historical reality of spatial-
temporal links does not necessarily imply a psychological reality for today’s 
speakers. It is in fact more likely that speakers store spatial and aspectual 
usages of particles separately, without any link between the two. Justifica-
tion for this claim is based on recent findings in psycholinguistic and neurol-
inguistic research.  

First, using a battery of experiments, Rice, Sandra and Vanrespaille 
(1999) tested the strength of the well-known space-to-time mapping that is 
supposed to underlie the temporal uses of many prepositions (e.g. in the 
glass vs. in the weekend; at the supermarket vs. at midnight). They were not 
able to find evidence that present-day speakers of Dutch and English actually 
access a time-as-space metaphor. That is, they found no proof  that there is a 
psychologically real connection between spatial and temporal uses of prepo-
sitions. If this (negative) finding can be extended to particles, then there is no 
reason to assume that speakers of English make use of the space-time paral-
lelism to interpret, for example, the ‘temporal progress’ sense of on (as in 
sing on).  

Second, even more recently, Kemmerer (2005) found that brain damage 
can selectively impair the spatial or the temporal senses of English preposi-
tions, which suggests that “although the spatial and temporal meanings of 
prepositions are historically linked by virtue of the TIME IS SPACE meta-
phor, they can be (and may normally be) represented and processed inde-
pendently of each other in the brains of modern adults” (Kemmerer 2005: 
797). 
 Furthermore, the assumption made here (contra the time-as-space meta-
phor) that directional and aspectual uses are distinct can also be backed up 
by more purely linguistic evidence.  

As a first argument, we can use Jackendoff and Aaron’s (1991) congruity 
test, which measures the degree to which a putatively abstract concept (such 
as temporal progress) is understood in terms of a more concrete concept 
(such as progress in the spatial domain). Insofar as Jackendoff and Aaron’s 
test appeals to the introspection of the linguist, who after all has to judge the 
acceptability of the result, this argument is in fact also of a partly psycholin-
guistic nature. Their diagnostic is a particular sentence template which is 
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used to check whether a metaphorical mapping between two fundamentally 
different concepts (say, relationships on the one hand and moving objects on 
the other) motivates an expression which purportedly draws on such a map-
ping (say, their marriage has really gone off the track). The sentence tem-
plate consists of two parts; in the first part, it is granted that the two poles of 
the assumedly motivating metaphor are not compatible (they should not 
be—otherwise, there would not be any need to invoke a metaphorical map-
ping); in the second part, the two incompatible concepts are mapped all the 
same in order to ‘make sense’ of  the metaphorical expression. For example: 
 
(585) Of course, a relationship isn’t a moving object—but if it were, you 

might say that their marriage has really gone off the track. 
 
The fact that this sentence sounds quite fine indicates that going off the 
track, when said of a relationship, is a genuine piece of imagery that is moti-
vated by the conceptual metaphor A RELATIONSHIP IS A MOVING OBJECT 
(belonging to the more general LOVE IS A JOURNEY group of metaphors). 
Now, can the expression talk on be similarly considered as metaphorical (i.e. 
as depending on a mapping between, specifically, events and moving ob-
jects, or between, more generally, time and space)? In this case, the diagnos-
tic yields a rather awkward result—the head clause of the second half sounds 
as a non sequitur: 
 
(586) !Of course, an event isn’t a moving object—but if it were, you might 

say that John talked on. 
 
This suggests that speakers do not really perceive a metaphorical link be-
tween aspectual and directional on.12  
 A second argument against treating the temporal use of a particle as 
metaphorically derived from its spatial use is more clearly linguistic. Sup-
pose, for example, that there is only one lexical entry for on, which can be 
used for both spatial and temporal progress (leaving it to the hearer’s prag-
matic reasoning to determine which sense is being used in any particular 
instance), why then is it that the temporal (i.e. aspectual) use of on can never 
occur with transitive verbs (e.g. sing (*the song) on; scrub (*the floors) on; 
                                                      
12 By contrast, the following sentence sounds somewhat better: 
(i) Of course, an event isn’t a moving object—but if it were, you might say that 

{John’s speech / John’s talking} {went / dragged} on. 
The reason why this sentence sounds less problematic is probably that John’s speech 
or the event of John talking can more easily be conceived as an object that moves 
along a metaphorical path through time. Even so, go on and drag on are so fre-
quently applied to events that the underlying motion metaphor has become too faint 
to be noticed consciously on each instance of use. Hearers may indeed have to put 
some effort in perceiving this metaphor afresh. 
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cry (*bitter tears) on, …), while spatial on can (e.g. push the cart on)? In the 
absence of an explanation for this unpredictable argument-structural differ-
ence, we are forced to assume that both the spatial and the temporal usage 
have to be stored (cf. Croft 1998: 162) and that the storage of the temporal 
usage contains grammatical information to the effect that a direct object is 
not allowed. The idiosyncractic grammatical difference between on used for 
spatial continuation and on used for temporal continuation excludes the pos-
sibility that spatial on is basic and that aspectual on is merely an expected 
metaphorical extension that need not be stored in the mind. 
 As to this second argument, some linguists might point out that the pat-
tern with aspectual on does not take a direct object because transitive pat-
terns generally have a causative meaning and because causatives are neces-
sarily telic.13 In other words, the aspectual meaning of the transitive gram-
matical structure and the meaning of the particle on (in its aspectual use) 
would clash. However, it has been shown by Jackendoff (1996) and by Van 
Valin and LaPolla (1997) that telicity is largely independent of causality. 
Moreover, the spatial use of on has an aspectual value as well (dispelling the 
misconception discussed in Subsection 8.3.1), and this value is also atelic; 
this would leave us to explain why the atelicity of spatial on is not incom-
patible with the use of a direct object. Without such an explanation, the only 
acceptable stance we can take is that the aspectual use of on has to be stored 
as such and cannot simply be ‘computed’ (with the help of a conceptual 
time-as-space metaphor) from its spatial use.14  

                                                      
13 See Tenny (1992) for an example of the commonly held assumption that telicity 
relates to the presence of an ‘affected’ argument, i.e. an entity undergoing a change 
of state caused by the action performed by the agent argument.   
14 For completeness’ sake, it should be noted that an explanation is actually provided 
by McIntyre (2004a). His explanation is to be understood within the view that a 
structure like She sang on involves the conflation of the activity expressed by the 
verb sing with a so-called predication in which the particle expresses the extended 
path, metaphorically applied to the activity itself. So, She sang on is actually equiva-
lent to ‘She sang, and this singing went on (i.e. went on in time)’. The syntactic 
structure of this sentence is conjectured to contain two ‘light verbs’ (i.e. meaningful 
but phonologically inaudible elements), the first of which (dubbed ‘INIT’) forms a 
morphological compound with the verb root and the second of which (‘CHANGE’) 
takes the particle as its complement. INIT projects a phrase within which the 
CHANGEP is embedded. To use McIntyre’s example and formal notations: 
(i) a. Fred scrubbed (*floors) on. 

b. [DO(FRED, SCRUB(FLOORS))]i &CONTEMP GO([EVENT]i, ON) 
c. [InitP [DP Fred] [Init' [Init scrub+INIT] [ChangeP X [Change' [Change V

GO] [P(P) on]]]]] 
The reason, now, why the verb cannot be used with an object is twofold, according 
to McIntyre. First, the verb cannot retain its arguments because it is not the head of 
the compound. Second, if the object appeared in the specifier position of the second 
light verb, it would be taken to be predicated over by the particle (e.g. Fred 
scrubbed the floors on would inevitably yield the reading in which the floors moved 
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forward, rather than the more likely intended reading in which the scrubbing of the 
floors continued). 
 I cannot go into McIntyre’s proposal too deeply here. Suffice it to say that I see a 
potential problem in each of these proposed reasons for the verb’s inability to con-
tribute a direct object argument. As to the first reason, it is true that nonheads in 
compounds cannot keep their arguments (e.g. *a scrubwoman of floors; *a crybaby 
of bitter tears), but it is equally true that nonheads cannot be inflected (e.g. *a 
scrubbingwoman; *a criedbaby), so an extra explanation is needed to explain why 
inflectional endings can appear on the verb (e.g. talk{-ing / -ed} on). It may be ob-
jected that it is the INIT head (the first light verb) which carries the inflection, but 
this would entail complications for irregular verbs: how does this INIT head ‘know’ 
that, when it is compounded with, say, sing, it does not have to take -ed for the past 
tense but rather has to change the vowel of the nonhead verb root? As to the second 
reason, I can find no reason why the object could not in principle appear higher in 
the tree than within McIntyre’s CHANGEP, so that it would stay out of the domain 
over which the path expressed by on has predicative power. Such a possibility be-
comes available as soon as we give up the already problematic view that the verb is 
a nonhead, because then it can again appear with its arguments.  

If the possibility of an object within the first part of the conflated structure exists 
in principle, the grammar simply has to state that this possibility is ruled out. In fact, 
as pointed out by McIntyre himself (2003: 21-22), German displays this possibility 
for weiter (e.g. ich trank mein Bier weiter, ‘I drank (*my beer) on’), which is other-
wise the exact equivalent of English on. McIntyre admits that this fact is a potential 
problem for his theory. Stipulation, one way or another, cannot be avoided here. 
Without stipulation, it remains a mystery to me how in McIntyre’s analysis, the 
‘empty’ specifier position in the CHANGEP (labelled X in the syntactic structure) gets 
to be linked with the event expressed by the verb in the higher projection. For exam-
ple, in She sang on, there is nothing which guarantees that what goes on is that very 
singing event; it might just as well be something entirely unrelated (e.g. ‘She sang 
and the war went on’). McIntyre seems to solve this problem by coindexing the 
singing event in the first conjunct of the conflation with the ‘event’ that goes on in 
time in the second conjunct in the conceptual structure. But such a coindexing would 
appear to me to be as much of a stipulation as simply saying that if on is used for the 
continuation of an event, the verb referring to this event cannot keep its object, if 
any. 
 Let us suppose, though, that the intransitivity of the verb combined with aspec-
tual on can really be predicted on independent grounds. Even this would provide no 
absolute reason to assume that the obligatory intransitivity of the pattern with aspec-
tual on is not explicitly described in the mental grammar of speakers of English. Just 
because something can be predicted does not mean that it cannot be stored in a sepa-
rate entry as well (cf. the rule/list fallacy mentioned in note 7 of Chapter 1). To use a 
simpler example, even if the past tense form of the verb look can be predicted, it is 
very likely that this form is nonetheless stored as a ready-made chunk in the heads 
of native speakers. Likewise, given the frequency of occurrences corresponding to 
the pattern [VP V on] with the meaning ‘keep on V-ing’, it seems reasonable to as-
sume that this pattern is stored as such, ready for retrieval, in which case the intran-
sitivity requirement is met directly. 
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I take the case of on to be exemplary of all particles that have spatial and 
aspectual meanings. We should not try to reduce the aspectual meanings as 
metaphorical extensions from the spatial meanings. It is safer to assume that 
speakers and hearers have direct access to the aspectual meanings, which 
may well be stored quite separately from the spatial meanings.  
 

 

8.4 Directional particles 

As we pointed out in Subsection 8.3.1, directional particles are not irrelevant 
to the study of event structure. Cappelle and Declerck (2005) show that dif-
ferent directional particles may have different kinds of impact on the aspec-
tual properties of motion events.  

We can distinguish four sorts of directional particles:15 

(i) those that are basically locative but that are interpreted as expressing a 
nonextended path in a motion construction: apart, aside, away, back, in, off, 
on (surface support), out, together; 

(ii) those that express a bounded path: about (180° rotation around one’s 
axis, i.e. ‘to a reversed position’; 360° rotation around one’s axis), across, 
(a)round (encirclement; 180° rotation around one’s axis, i.e. ‘to a reversed 
position’; 360° rotation around one’s axis), over; 

(iii) those that express a non-bounded path: about (random directions), 
ahead, along, (a)round (random directions), on (continuation); 

(iv) those that express a path that may or may not be bounded: by, down, 
home, up (‘to a higher position’; ‘towards a contextually salient point’). 

 Motion events involving particles of the first group are non-durative. 
(Using Vendler’s terminology, they are achievements.) For example, an 
event like jump aside or run out has no duration to speak of, and accordingly 
cannot combine with a durational adverbial phrase, whether of the ‘in X 
time’ or of the ‘for X time’ type (e.g. I jumped aside {?*in a second / *for a 
few minutes}), at least not when such a phrase is used to measure the dura-
tion of the motion event itself rather than the run-up period, the resultant 
state or a series of repetitions of the event.16 

                                                      
15 Cappelle and Declerck (2005) also included directional adverbs (e.g. downhill, 
forward(s), inside) as well as pure prepositions (e.g. at, to(wards), into). In Figure 1 
of our study, against was erroneously represented as a pure particle rather than a 
pure preposition. We also failed to represent the rotation senses of round (i.e. half 
circle and full circle rotations). 
16 Exceptions are motion events with away and back, which can occasionally be 
found with a ‘for X time’ phrase measuring the duration of the motion event itself: 
(i) a. The dogs ran away for a few seconds and I jumped out and grabbed Gruff. 
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 Motion events involving particles of the second group are telic. (They are 
accomplishments in Vendler’s classification.) For example, walk across and 
crawl through can successfully combine with an ‘in X time’ but not with a 
‘for X time’ temporal adverbial. This is not the case when across and 
through are used as prepositions; see Chapter 3, Subsection 3.3.3. In that 
case, the way the object NP is conceptualized (either as a delimited landmark 
or not) determines the (a)telicity of the motion event. Compare, for example: 
 
(587) a. She walked across {in / *for} seven days.   

b. She walked across the desert {in / for} seven days.  
c. She walked across the entire desert {in / *for} seven days. 
d. She walked across desert land (*in / for} seven days.   

 
In (587)a, across is a particle, and this leaves us without a choice as to the 
telicity of the event: the event is necessarily telic. In (587)b, across is a 
preposition followed by an NP that can be thought of either as something 
spatially delimited or as something spatially extended (in which case its spa-
tial boundaries are left outside the focus of attention). This means that the 
motion event can be either telic or atelic. In (587)c, the adjective entire pre-
ceding the object of the preposition across automatically brings the desert’s 
spatial boundaries within the focus of attention, causing a telic construal on 
the event. In (587)d, finally, across is a preposition followed by an NP that 
can only be conceived as something lacking clear boundaries. Hence, the 
event is necessarily atelic here. 
 Motion events involving particles of the third group, by contrast, are a-
telic. (In Vendler’s terms, they are activities.) So, stroll about or walk on can 
be followed by a ‘for X time’ adverbial but not by an ‘in X time’ adverbial. 
Again, the use of a related preposition may result in a different aspectual 
picture, as the following set of examples with along illustrates: 
 
(588) a. He hiked along {*in / for} five hours. 

b. He hiked along the coast {in / for} five hours. 
c. He hiked along the entire coast {in / *for} five hours. 
d. He hiked along ragged coast {*in / for} five hours. 

 
 Finally, motion events involving particles of the fourth group can be ei-
ther telic or atelic. Accordingly, they are compatible both with ‘in X time’ 
and with ‘for X time’ temporal adverbials. For instance, referring to a moun-
tain and its peak, you can say that you climbed up in five hours; referring to 

                                                                                                                             
  (members.fortunecity.com/ginagale/dogs.htm, accessed 31 January 2005) 

b. They grudgingly walked back for a minute or so, then turned right and con-
tinued on until they hit another stairwell. 
(www.thestudentweekly.com/shadow/swebstory12.htm, accessed 8 May 2002) 
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the upward path itself, you can say that you climbed up for five hours (before 
you headed back or before the path sloped downward again). In the first 
case, the path is conceived of as end-bounded by the peak, whereas in the 
second case, the path is not construed as having a definite end-boundary (or 
in any case, the end-boundary is not included within the focus of attention). 
 Although Cappelle and Declerck (2005) provide a fairly comprehensive 
overview of directional particles and their aspectual properties, one particle 
deserves some closer consideration than it could be given in that study: the 
particle over. Apart from expressing an extended path with an end-boundary 
(as in cross over or swim over), over can also refer to a (virtually) non-
extended path whereby the upper part of the body quickly moves forward 
and/or downward, as in bend over, double over and lean over. The motion 
events referred to by these combinations are non-durative. This use of over is 
productive, taking into account, of course, that this specific meaning puts 
considerable semantic constraints on the range of eligible verbs. Here are 
some non-conventional but perfectly acceptable examples gleaned from my 
reading (with italics added): 
 
(589) a. A deep groan came from Vercueil’s throat. I craned over, but all I 

could see was the stubble on his cheek and a hairy ear.  
(J. M. Coetzee, Age of Iron, London: Penguin, 1990, p. 151) 

b. … he hunched over, his hands on his knees, pulling deep draughts 
of oxygen into his aching lungs…  
(Will Self, Great Apes, New York: Grove Press, 1997, p. 59) 

 
 Another spatial use of the particle over that deserves mentioning is also 
productive. The path is two-dimensional rather than one-dimensional, in that 
the pattern refers to the complete coverage of a plane-shaped landmark. The 
combination often occurs in the passive. Below are some examples (with 
italics added; hyphens occur in the original text). Note that the verb in these 
combinations is usually derived from a noun (but not necessarily so—see the 
last example). This feature makes this pattern particularly productive. 
 
(590) a. There they were, the… first human features he had set eyes on 

since those loved ones had furred-over.  
(Will Self, Great Apes, New York: Grove Press, 1997, p. 247) 

b. Havana is just exotic enough that some of the salacious, misogynist 
material is softened or gauzed-over by a sort of rough-trade magic 
realism.  
(Karl Taro Greenfeld, The New York Times Book Review, March 25, 
2001, p. 13) 
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c. ... Whatever memories we shall have in that blessed place they will 
all be sugared over and honeyed through and through with the love 
of Christ. ...  
(www.banneroftruth.co.uk/Magazine/ 2001/07/no_mere_memory.htm, 
accessed 25 November 2002) 

d. … but hey, beliefs are like donuts, they all taste good when you 
glaze them over and they all have a big hole right in the fuckin’ 
middle. 

 (www.confederatemack.com/carbon14-03.htm, accessed 17 July 2003) 
  e. The harbor clouded over in a matter of minutes. 
   (geotravel.ca/journals/hong_kong-1.htm, accessed 31 January 2005) 
  f. The outer covering of the unit frosted over in a matter of seconds. 

(www.zoomway.com/boards/ubbhtml/Forum5/HTML/001910.html, ac-
cessed 31 January 2005) 

g. Lakes of the area freeze over in a few days to a few weeks, depend-
ing on their size. 
(www.kluweronline.com/article.asp?PIPS=232012&PDF=1, accessed 31 
January 2005) 

 
The motion event here—if we can really speak of a motion event—is telic, 
as can be seen from the use of ‘in X time’ adverbials in the last three exam-
ples. A ‘for X time’ adverbial (on an event-related meaning) would not be 
possible.  
 The syntactic and semantic properties of the pattern exemplified in 
(590)a-g could be represented as follows: 
 
(591) [V-Prt pseudotr; V typically < N; often passive Xi over]  

‘(cause to) become completely covered (with Ni)’ 
 
This pattern has at least two conventionalized instantiations: gloss something 
over and varnish something over, both of which are usually used figura-
tively, in the sense of ‘(try to) conceal (an embarrassing situation, a problem, 
etc.)’.  
 
 
8.5 Aspectual particles 

In this section, I will discuss a number of aspectual particles—short for as-
pectual particle patterns—in considerable detail. The particle patterns that I 
will be concerned with are those containing aspectual about or around, 
along, away, on, out, through or up. The following list of examples is meant 
to give an idea of the kinds of patterns treated in this section: 
 
(592) a. I was just messing about on my guitar. 

b. The tune was so catchy that he couldn’t help humming along. 
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c. The DJ was pleased to see all the heads bobbing away. 
d. Regardless of all the losses, they battled on. 

  e. They had already scheduled out the whole year for us. 
  f. I barely managed to watch the film through without falling asleep. 
  g. He slashed his wrists up with the broken glass. 
 
 
8.5.1 Aspectual {about / around} 

A relatively small number of verb-about or verb-around combinations in-
volve the notion of “inactivity and aimlessness”, as Collins COBUILD Dic-
tionary of Phrasal Verbs puts it (Sinclair 1989: 449). Or to cite McIntyre 
(2001b: 131), the particle in these combinations has “the pejorative, durative 
sense ‘aimlessly, without achieving anything (fast)’”. Here is a list of such 
combinations (mainly drawn from Sinclair 1989 and McIntyre 2002: 111), 
followed by some authentic examples: 
 
(593) {bugger / bitch / bum / dabble / dick / experiment / faff / fiddle / fool / 

fuck / gallivant / hammer / hang /  horse / joke / lark / laze / lie/ loaf / 
loll / lounge / mess / monkey / mope / muck / piddle / piss / play / pot-
ter / sit / slop / slouch / stand / stuff / tinker / wait} {about / around} 

 
(594) a. He fiddled about for ages without doing anything before telling me 

that he thought that it could be anything.  
(www.fizzindi.demon.co.uk/misfire.htm, accessed 3 July 2003)  

b. I enjoy mucking about, improvising and playing around with the 
audience.  
(www.bbc.co.uk/tees/stage/2003/ 02/markthomas/index.shtml, accessed 3 
July 2003) 

c. I just messed around at school and should have got better GCSE 
results.  
(www.shipley.ac.uk/Courses/fndsport.html, accessed 3 July 2003)  

d. Sitting around and being a couch potato is the worst thing you can 
do for your health.  
(news.bbc.co.uk/1/low/health/2332409.stm, accessed 3 July 2003)  

e. The Deutscher Akademische Austauschdienst … gave me a chance 
to dabble around at three German universities, apparently learning 
nothing, but in reality finally realizing that it was time to stop dab-
bling and study seriously. 

   (John Robert Ross, Infinite Syntax, 1986, Norwood: Ablex, p. xiii) 
 
It is clear that {about / around} does not convey a directional meaning in 
these examples, but it is equally clear that it does not convey anything like 
telic aktionsart either, thus providing an illustration of our main point of 
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Subsection 8.3.4., where we countered the claim that particles typically mark 
telicity. On the contrary, the particle underscores the atelic nature of the 
event. As pointed out above, however, its meaning is richer than just 
‘+atelic’; apart from this aspectual sense, it conveys negative appreciations 
like “aimlessness (fiddle around), planlessness (experiment around), inactiv-
ity (sit around) or [or better: in addition to—B. C.] the non-termination of an 
activity (play around, hammer around)” (McIntyre 2002: 105). 
 The use of {about / around} as a sort of aspectual particle has been given 
very scant attention in the literature, with the notable exception of McIntyre 
(sine anno: 2; 2001b: 146-48; 2002: 104-06, 111; 2004a: 531-32). We will 
take his claims as starting points for our exposition. 
 

(i) The use of about, around, and round as spatial versus aspectual particles 

As observed above (Subsection 8.3.5), McIntyre proposes that the aspectual 
use of {about / around} is linked to its spatial sense through a metaphor 
which transfers the meaning of lack of goal from the realm of moving enti-
ties to the realm of ‘moving’ events. In a footnote, McIntyre (2004a: 566), 
admits that the existence of such a metaphor does not obviate the need to list 
the aspectual use in the entry of about and around. The reason is that round 
can be used as an alternative to directional about or around in his dialect, 
which is Australian English, but that it is hardly allowed as an alternative in 
the aspectual sense (compare They wandered {about / around / round} and 
They mucked {about / around / ?*round}). If the aspectual sense merely 
arose as an interpretative, context-dependent ‘adjustment’ to the more basic 
directional meaning, there would be no reason for this restriction in the use 
of round.  

To get a clearer picture of the way these three particles are used in the 
main regional varieties of English, I have conducted a web investigation. As 
a matter of fact, non-directional round is occasionally used in British English 
as an alternative to about or around after verbs of stance, that is, after hang, 
sit and stand.17 This suggests that we should reserve special status for these 
verbs. Table 8 shows that speakers of English, and most markedly speakers 
of British English, seem to distinguish the literal sense of roundaboutness 
from the more abstract, aspectual sense of aimlessness by shifting the pro-
portions of about, around and round after different classes of verbs. The 
verbs of stance are included in the table as a separate class. 
 

                                                      
17 Curiously, the verb lie, though also a verb of stance, does not pattern like the other 
verbs of stance, in that it hardly ever takes round, even in British English. 
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Table 8. The distribution of about, around and round in three selected environments 
on the Internet (as revealed by a search carried out on Google on 21 June 2003) 

 about around round 

Motion    
Br.E. (UK pages) 10.4% (496) 78.7% (3,749) 10.9% (519) 
Am.E. 4.8% (5,038) 94.0% (97,910) 1.2% (1,252) 
Austr.E. 6.9% (185) 89.9% (2402) 3.2% (86) 
Total 5.1% (5,719) 93.2% (104,061) 1.7% (1,857) 
 
Stance 

   

Br.E. (UK pages) 9.7% (181) 82.1% (1,536) 8.2% (154) 
Am.E. 2.0% (792) 96.6% (37,580) 1.4% (585) 
Austr.E. 4.9% (49) 90.1% (897) 5.0% (50) 
Total 2.4% (1,022) 95.7% (40,013) 1.9% (789) 
 
Inert activity 

   

Br.E. (UK pages) 32.4% (4,997) 66.8% (10,316) 0.8% (127) 
Am.E. 7.0% (16,775) 92.6% (223,587) 0.4% (993) 
Austr.E. 13.1% (939) 85.7% (6,147) 1.2% (88) 
Total 8.6% (22,711) 90.9% (240,050) 0.5% (1208) 

Motion: “{driving / flying / riding / running / travel(l)ing / walking / wandering} X 
with”18 
Stance: “{hanging / sitting / standing} X with” 
Inert activity: “{buggering / dicking / faffing / fiddling / fooling / fucking / joking / 
larking / lazing / lounging / messing / mucking / playing / pottering / tinkering / 
waiting} X with” 
 
The most striking usage fact revealed by these figures is that around is the 
most frequently used particle of the triplet {about / about / round} in all 
three semantic patterns and in all three varieties of English investigated. 
Especially in American English, around is the standard particle, occupying a 
share of more than 90% in all three lexical environments. A more interesting 
finding, however, has to do with how the minority particles about and round 
compete for the remaining usage space. Overall, about is more frequent than 
round in all three environments. Still, after a verb of motion (and, to a lesser 
degree, a verb of stance), round can claim for itself some right of existence 

                                                      
18 This is, of course, a compressed rendering of the different searches I did: “driving 
around with”, “driving round with”, “driving about with”; then “flying around with”, 
“flying round with”, “flying about with”, and so on. The addition of with is intended 
to exclude usages in which about or (a)round is used as a preposition. In the first 
pattern, with also excludes occurrences like driving (a)round and (a)round and oc-
currences like driving (a)round in circles, both of which express circular movement 
rather than movement in random directions.   
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as an non-negligible alternative, even to the extent of reaching the 10% 
threshold and being slightly more frequent than about in British English. By 
contrast, when used as an aspectual particle (to express ‘inert activity’), 
round generally plummets below the one percent rate, whereas in this use, 
about occurs more frequently than when used after motion verbs. Again, this 
is most clearly the case in British English, where aspectual about occupies 
more than thirty percent of the usage space divided by the three particles.  

Importantly, these data do indeed provide some substantiation for the 
claim that the aspectual use of a particle is mentally separated from its direc-
tional use. (We ignore the use after verbs of stance now.) The particle 
around is considered as the default choice for both the directional and the 
aspectual use, but speakers of (especially British) English seem to distin-
guish these two uses by allowing both round and about as possible alterna-
tives for the directional meaning (in Br.E., 10.4% and 10.9% for about and 
round, respectively), while more freely allowing about but virtually exclud-
ing round for the aspectual meaning (in Br.E., 32.4% and 0.8% for about 
and round, respectively).19 If it were really the case that there is only one 
stored entry for these three particles, we would have no way of explaining 
why the preferences for about and round as alternatives to around differ so 
dramatically in different semantic contexts. 

 

(ii) The limited productivity of about and around 

Turning our attention now to the productivity of aspectual about or around, 
how freely can we add these particles to nonmotional verbs so as to express 
the idea that the event referred to by the verb is not directed towards to the 
attainment of a specific objective? McIntyre (2002:104-06) uses around—
but the same applies to about—as a showcase of semi-productivity. This 
means that the combinations and the meanings they express need to be 
learned individually and therefore must be stored in the mental lexicon of 
English speakers. Indeed, the use of aspectual {about / around} seems to be 
arbitrarily restricted to a limited set of verbs, most of which have been listed 
in (593). Among these, we find a few idiomatic combinations (e.g. {bugger / 
dick / fuck / mess / monkey / muck / etc.} {about / around}), where the verb, 
which may be converted from a noun, is very informal and may have a taboo 
value. These verbs do not convey their most literal meaning, if they have a 
clear meaning at all, and their primary role almost seems to be to provide 
phonological rather than semantic content to the verb position within the 
combination. However, most of these verbs can also have a non-literal mean-

                                                      
19 Almost needless to say, observed frequencies differ highly significantly from 
expected frequencies, both for British English (χ2 = 1874.17; p < 0.001) and for 
English in general (χ2 = 2698.10; p < 0.001). 
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ing when used on their own, i.e. without {about / around}, calling into doubt 
the non-compositionality of the verb-particle combination. For example: 
 
(595) a. … i’ve just spent the past several hours dicking with my dead pc, 

with the end result being that the motherboard somehow spontane-
ously killed itself on a reboot.  
(www.b3ta.com/board/archive/3217/, accessed 3 July 2003) 

b. As a way to fight boredom, I have been messing a bit with web de-
sign and various other things.  
(groups.yahoo.com/group/polyamorypdx/message/8887, accessed 3 July 
2003) 

  c. They monkeyed with his nose a lot in the hospital.  
(members.tripod.com/jeffslife/PARENTING.HTM, accessed 3 July 2003) 
 

Other combinations are clearly more transparent (e.g. play {about / around}, 
wait {about / around}) and we should therefore expect about and around to 
be able to occur with a larger range of verbs. The fact that they do not 
means, according to McIntyre, that the existing combinations, even if they 
are fully compositional, have to be lexically listed. Still, the output of about 
and around is not entirely fixed. Occasionally, novel combinations crop up. 
Below are some authentic examples in context (with italics added); it is to be 
doubted, pace McIntyre, that all these combinations are lexicalized (i.e. 
memorized as conventional units): 
 
(596) a. We’re playing for serious? I thought we were just gonna fartass 

around and kick the ball anywhere. 
(www.cse.unsw.edu.au/~jwan584/2002_08_01_archive.html, accessed 29 
January 2004) 

b. All of us were getting a little tipsy and laughing and kidding 
around with each other.  
(www.wackywet.com/wackywet/chat/s/3491.htm, accessed 3 July 2003)  

c. There is some good stuff here, but far too much aimless noodling 
around with no rhyme or reason.  (to noodle = ‘to improvise or 
play casually on a musical instrument’ [OED]) 
(www.rastus.force9.co.uk/Jukebox4.html, accessed 3 July 2003)   

d. I just started sketching around in Photoshop and at a certain point I 
said, “Hmmm...that kinda looks like Daredevil.” So I added the 
horns and the chest logo.  
(www.optichouse.com/art/daredevil.html, accessed 3 July 2003) 

e. His assistant, who I like to think of as his wife, just kept stammer-
ing about, not really able to help anyone.  
(tiki-lounge.com/~josh/status/archive/1999/june.html, accessed 3 July 
2003) 
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f. You didn’t have a chance to talk – or time. You had a job to do be-
cause if you were just talking around, you wouldn’t be doing your 
job.  
(www.pbs.org/wgbh/peoplescentury/episodes/ ont-
heline/jellytranscript.html, accessed 3 July 2003) 

g. Then comes a step I could call ‘trial and error’, basically just trying 
around and hoping I won’t completely destroy everything and 
format my hard disk ;).  
(www.webmasterworld.com/forum10009/3122.htm, accessed 3 July 
2003) 

h. I am still working around with my new page layout, I really have 
no idea what I’m going towards, what happens will happen.  
(www.geocities.com/Paris/LeftBank/9578/thoughts.html, accessed 3 July 
2003) 

 
Despite this appearance of productivity, McIntyre (2002: 105; 2004a: 531) 
points out that {about / around} is far less productive than its German coun-
terpart (he)rum-, which occurs in such combinations like “rumflicken ‘do 
minor repairs’, rumkritisieren ‘criticise pettily’, rumdiskutieren ‘discuss (in 
place of action)’, ruminstallieren ‘install useless programmes’, rumstipul-
ieren ‘stipulate rather than explain’, rumerklären ‘explain away unconvinc-
ingly’, rumformulieren ‘do minor formulating’”, etc.  

It does not seem unreasonable to conclude that, on the one hand, the as-
pectual pattern with {about / around} is predominantly restricted to a fairly 
small number of conventionalized combinations, but that, on the other hand, 
it is not entirely unproductive—though not as productive as could be ex-
pected on the basis of its equivalent in German. 
 

(iii) The argument structure of the pattern(s) with aspectual {about / around} 

McIntyre (sine anno: 2; 2001b: 136; 2004a: 528) points out that verb-particle 
combinations with around are always intransitive (e.g. play (*a silly game) 
around, hammer (*the metal) around) and that, as a concomitant, inherently 
transitive verbs are realized with an unexpressed object in the presence of 
{about / around}. We have not found evidence, however, that {about / 
around} can combine with verbs that are otherwise always transitive. While 
{about / around} can occur with verbs that have transitive uses (e.g. play, 
hammer, sketch), these verbs also have intransitive uses which are independ-
ently attested, that is, uses not involving the combination with {about / 
around}. As a consequence, there is no reason to assume that it is the pres-
ence of the particle that causes the verb to be realized intransitively. Put dif-
ferently, the verb-{about / around} combination discussed here seems to 
require that the verb be intransitive or that it have at least an intransitive 
variant (i.e. that it be pseudotransitive). German (he)rum lacks this require-
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ment (cp., e.g., rumformulieren), which might explain its higher productiv-
ity. 
 This said, some of the verb-{about / around} combinations listed above 
can be used transitively (McIntyre 2001b: 132-33). This possibility is largely 
restricted to the verbs with a taboo status, some of which are denominal, and 
which do not carry their most literal meaning: {bugger / dick / fuck / mess / 
monkey / muck / piss / stuff} somebody {about / around}. This transitive us-
age refers to an event in which the object referent is treated disrespectfully 
because of the subject referent’s careless behaviour. Related to this pattern is 
{boss / bully / command / order / push / shove} somebody {about / around}, 
which refers to the object referent’s suffering from the subject referent’s 
lordly or aggressive attitude.20 Although this latter pattern may seem quite 
compositional (since most of the verbs in this pattern retain their literal 
meaning), there are some theoretically possible combinations that apparently 
do not occur in this usage: we cannot have {*shout / *yell / *lord} somebody 
{about / around}, unless (with around) in the sense of ‘tell somebody to 
come around (i.e. ‘near’) by shouting (etc.) at them’. 
 

(iv) Bash something {about / around} and other combinations with a verb of 
hitting or jerky movement 

McIntyre (2004a: 556) notes that a transitive VP like bash the piano about is 
only used felicitously if it has an interpretation on a par with push the piano 
about, in other words, with the object the piano as a true moving entity. Ac-
cording to McIntyre, we are forced to interpret the path expressed by about 
as applying to the object; the reading ‘bash about on the piano’ (i.e. ‘mess 
about on the piano by bashing the keys’), though obviously more likely, can 
therefore not be accessed.  
 I do not agree with this view. Bash the piano about is possible on another  
reading than one in which the piano moves in various directions (or in the 
opposite direction, as in turn the ship about). Here are some authentic exam-
ples (with italics added) in which bash {about / around} occurs with an ob-
ject that stays more or less on the spot: 
 
(597) a. John: I think honeysuckle, you might get away with that in sum-

mertime because quite honestly the more he bashes it about the 
more good it’ll do – it’ll sort of prune it for you!  (Answer to the 
question “My son enjoys playing football against a west-facing 

                                                      
20 For these transitive cases, too, McIntyre (2002: 133) adopts a localist stance: “it 
appears that the people appearing as object are metaphorically caused to go ‘around’ 
(i.e. along a path characterised as lacking a specific goal, with concomitant pejora-
tive nuances) because of the negligent or imperious behaviour of the subject.” 
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wall. What plants would you recommend to withstand the pound-
ing of a football?”) 
(www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/gqt/fsheets/ 02_12_01/fsheetsq2.shtml, accessed 
4 July 2003)  

b. When the dough has doubled in size, you need to knock the air out 
of it by bashing it around for a minute.  
(www.jamieoliver.co.uk/recipes/recipes/right01.htm, accessed 4 July 
2003)  

c. If you see the building now they are bashing it around putting air 
conditioning units into our offices because the place is unbearable. 
(image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Society/ docu-
ments/2003/04/03/13383.pdf, accessed 4 July 2003) 

 
While the interpretation is not as in push it {about / around}, there is not a 
sense of aimlessness or ineffectiveness (as in bash about on the piano)—
especially in the second example above, the bashing has a real purpose and 
is an efficient means to achieve this purpose. The meaning is rather of bash-
ing repetitively and/or intensely. This sort of aspectual (or intensifying) 
{about / around}, which has hitherto been left undescribed in the literature 
that I know of, combines productively with transitive verbs of hitting (bang, 
bash, biff, hit, slap, smack, smash, thwack, etc.) or with transitive or intransi-
tive verbs referring to ‘jerky’ movement (e.g. joggle, rock, shake, shiver, 
etc.). Being restricted to such specific semantic verb classes and being pro-
ductive is not a contradiction: the combinations do not have to be stored 
individually and (or, because) any verb that qualifies as a verb of hitting or a 
verb of jerky movement can be combined with frequentative or intensifying 
{about / around}. Here are some authentic examples, with italics added: 
 
(598) a. I love looking at the leaves on the trees blowing around with the 

wind.  
(www.adrianjauk.com/emmasworld/secondmonth.htm, accessed 4 July 
2003) 

b. Euro tunnel was quite an interesting experience with the bus rock-
ing about in the carriage.  
(www.rfdc.ac.uk/disneyland/tuesday_5th.htm, accessed 4 July 2003) 

c. Although the cable car looked quite sturdy from the ground, it 
jolted and swung about a lot as it left the station, and the door did 
not look too firmly fastened.  
(www.cs.bris.ac.uk/~towner/india.html, accessed 4 July 2003)  

d. It was quite scary being up the scaffolding, which seemed to be 
wavering about quite a bit…  
(www.berkshire.nhs.uk/rbat/public_relations/2002/ paramed-
ics%20rescue%20seriously%20ill%20patient.pdf, accessed 4 July 2003) 

e. … so I offered this guy a box of Tic Tacs. He had no clue what it 
was, so he shook it around a little bit, and then he shoved the entire 
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box into that big hole they have in their ears and started to shake 
his head around like it was a rattle. 

 (www.maximonline.com/world_o_sex/ articles/article_512.html, accessed 
4 July 2003) 

f. They poured some water on me, slapped me around a little and 
that brought me back.  
(www.danielamos.com/articles/terrytay1.html, accessed 4 July 2003) 

g. With two confident steps, Buffy was behind him, grabbing his arm 
and whipping him around.  
(www.loveslastglimpse.com/Prey.htm, accessed 4 July) 

h. The loud crashing and banging of the small woman being smashed 
around by her much larger husband had woken the couple’s seven-
year old daughter.  
(www.thevalkyrie.com/stories/1misc15/michelle2.txt, accessed 4 July 
2003) 

 
It is important to realize that the meaning of the particle in these examples is 
not directional, although the meaning of the verb, which involves movement, 
might lead us to believe that it is. For example, the leaves in the first exam-
ple do not get blown away in various directions, since they are still attached 
to the tree; they essentially stay where they are but make unpredictable flap-
ping movements. Note, by the way, that around cannot be replaced by 
round. If the leaves were really dispersed in various directions, such a re-
placement would have been possible. Similarly, unless there were a very 
strong tornado, trees that are said to be blowing about are not uprooted but 
merely make repeated (though vigorous) back-and-forth movements. And in 
the example in which the subject referent gained consciousness by being 
slapped around, the blows were not so hard that the subject referent moved 
in various directions, nor is it likely that the blows were directed on many 
different parts of the body rather than on just the face. Collins COBUILD 
Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs correctly phrases it thus, capturing both the 
repetitive and the intensifying sense (boldface replaced by italics):  
 

“If someone slaps you around, they hit you a few times… Rough up 
means almost the same as slap around.” (Sinclair 1989: 341-42) 

 

(v) Summary 

Let us now try to formalize the patterns with aspectual {about / around} that 
must be listed in the mental lexico-grammar of competent speakers of Eng-
lish: 21 
                                                      
21 Not included here are transitive combinations like bugger somebody {about / 
around}, which we discussed in point (iii). Such combinations seem to express nei-
ther a sense of aimlessness (and hence of atelicity) nor a sense of iteration. 
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(599) a. [VP [V bugger] [Prt {about / aroundless frequent}]]esp. Br.E. ; rude and offensive 
‘behave in a foolish irresponsible way doing unnecessary things’ 
[VP [V bum] [Prt {aboutnot  frequent / around}]]infml 

‘try to defeat boredom, going idly from place to place, usually with 
little money, or spending time in or around a place’ 

 etc. 
b. [VP Vintr or pseudotr; often taboo; often < N [Prt {about / aroundmore frequent}]]often 

infml & slang 
   ‘V (or do things) aimlessly and without achieving much’ 

c. [VP [V hang] [Prt  {about / aroundfar more frequent / roundesp. Br.E.}]]infml 
‘stay rather aimlessly in the same place, waiting idly for something 
to happen’  
[VPinformal [V {sit / stand}] [Prt {about / aroundfar more frequent / roundesp. 

Br.E.}]] 
‘V rather aimlessly in the same place, waiting idly for something to 
happen’ 

d. [VP Vhitting  NPi [Prt {about / aroundmore frequent}]] 
‘V someonei or somethingi repeatedly and usually also rather inten-
sively’ 
[VP Vjerky movement  (NPi) [Prt {about / aroundmore frequent}]] 
‘V (someonei or somethingi) repeatedly and usually also rather in-
tensively’ 

    
The patterns in (599)a are fully lexically specified verb-particle combina-
tions. Only two combinations have been formally represented here, namely 
one with bugger as the verb and one with bum as a verb. They serve as ex-
amples of how other combinations, with dick, faff, etc. might be stored. Each 
entry is provided with stylistic information (as attached by the language 
community at large) and also comes with some frequency information about 
which particle (about or around) is most likely to be chosen.22 Bugger, for 
example, collocates strongly with about, whereas bum prefers around. It is 
likely that the mental representation of this frequency information is not as 
declarative as is given here. Indeed, speakers may not actually be aware that 
bugger collocates more strongly with about than with around, and that the 
reverse situation holds for bum. Rather, the combinations of each verb with 
about and with around (bugger about, bugger around, bum about, bum 
around, etc.) may be merely entrenched to different strengths, that is, the 

                                                      
22 Speakers of British English and speakers of American English probably have 
slightly different versions of these combinations in their minds, and these versions 
may of course also differ from those of speakers of Australian English, South Afri-
can English, and so on. In fact, there may be many more minutely diverging entries 
needed to reflect the language of the different sexes, of different social strata, of 
different age groups, not to speak of each different individual. 
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frequency information may ultimately reduce to stronger or weaker stereo-
typing effects. The same goes for regional information attached to the com-
binations as a whole. For example, the combination with bugger as a verb is 
somewhat of a Britishism. The fact that American speakers do not use it as 
often may not be because they consciously ‘know’ that bugger {about / 
around} would make them sound like Britons but simply because the com-
bination bugger {about / around} is heard by them on fewer occasions and 
therefore does not get the chance to become part of their active vocabulary.   
 The pattern in (599)b is an abstraction from the fully lexicalized patterns 
in (599)a. English language users need this pattern to be able to create new 
combinations like experiment around as well as to make sense of little-used 
combinations like dick around, fartass around, which they may not have 
previously encountered. There is a possibility that not all speakers of English 
have such an abstract pattern constantly residing in their minds. A schematic 
pattern may be extracted from more concrete ones on an as-needed basis, 
that is, when the speech situation calls for it (cf. Chapter 2, Subsection 
2.2.6). 
 In (599)c we find the combinations with verbs of stance. Some speakers 
might extract a more abstract pattern here, but since there are no signs of 
productivity in this semantic field, such a pattern is not needed. One thing 
sets these combinations apart from the ones in (599)a, at least in British Eng-
lish: the relative acceptability of the particle round. 
 In (599)d, then, we find the patterns in which about or around produc-
tively combines with verbs of hitting or with verbs referring to jerky move-
ment. Only the abstract patterns are listed here. Apart from these abstract, 
partly unspecified patterns, speakers may also have a couple of ready-made 
instantiations for quick retrieval, such as bash NP about or shake around. 
 Note, finally, that all the patterns in (599) are syntactically rather explicit. 
They are listed as VPs that do not further depend on realization rules for 
object placement and particle projection. This also implies that the use of the 
symbol ‘Prt’ (instead of ‘PrtP’) is intended to mean just that: it formally 
represents the fact that there is no place for modification of the particle (e.g. 
*muck right around; *play back around). 
 

 

8.5.2 Aspectual along 

(i) Along in motion events: not an aspectual particle 

Brinton (1985: 166) claims that the particles along and on as in The runners 
jogged {along / on} at a good pace or We drove {along / on} for miles “mark 
… continuative … aspect; that is, they portray a situation which might have 
or should have stopped as continuing”. Likewise, Bolinger (1971: 106-08) 
argues that along and on exhibit important “literal and aspectual similari-
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ties”, the latter of which he characterizes as the expression of “‘continua-
tion’, or durative aspect”. 
 I do not think that this is a good characterization of this use of along. In 
my opinion, the impression that along after motion verbs adds the aspectual 
notion of temporal continuation is a kind of illusion. In motion contexts, 
along merely expresses the spatial idea ‘further in the same direction’, and 
this, of course, inevitably gives rise to the idea of continuation in time. For 
example, if you walk along, this simply means that you walk further down a 
real or imaginary path; naturally, this can only happen if the walking also 
extends further in time, but this is not what is expressed by along in itself. 

How do we know that ‘continuation’ in time is not what along expresses 
per se? In fact, we cannot be entirely sure, but a good indication is that this 
interpretation only crops up when along is used after verbs of movement 
(e.g. move, go, walk, dance, push, etc.) but not after other verbs that refer to 
events that can be extended in time (e.g. sing along).23 As a consequence, we 
would need an explanation for why the aspectual sense of ‘continuation’ 
only appears in combination with verbs that belong to such a restricted se-
mantic field.24 Such a restriction is perfectly natural if along expresses spa-
tial continuation rather than temporal continuation. This is not to say that a 
combination with directional along has no aspectual value. The point is that 
the atelic, continuative value is epiphenomenal and not what is conveyed as 
such (cf. Subsection 8.3.1 above).  

Finally, it should be noted that along can also be used in motion construc-
tions not to denote movement ‘in the same (if possibly unspecified) direc-
tion’ but to denote (non-stationary, i.e. translocational) movement tout court, 
as long as it is away from the deictic centre, as in Please move along folks, 
there is nothing to see here or I must be getting along now, it’s getting late. 
In such cases, we get the impression that along has an inchoative (i.e. ingres-
sive) rather than continuative aspectual value. 

 

(ii) Along in non-motion contexts: a marker of synchronized temporal devel-
opment 

Along can also occur after verbs that do not refer to motion (or that do not 
receive a motion-related interpretation). For example: 
 

                                                      
23 We ignore verbs of sound emission, which do not in themselves refer to move-
ment but which can be interpreted as being the result of movement, as in The train 
rumbled and screeched along. 
24 As an exception, one could mention continue along, which can be used in a non-
spatial sense. 
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(600) a. The band played, and the audience {clapped / stomped} along.  
b. The lecturer spoke freely, and students followed along on their 

handouts. 
c. Robert sang, and Jimmy played along on guitar. 

   (McIntyre 2001b: 150) 
 
Along in combinations like sing along indicates that the event referred to by 
the verb is, as McIntyre (2001b: 150) puts it, “metaphorically ‘parallel to’ 
(i.e. contemporaneous with) another event, and occurs in close proximity to 
the other event. This captures the pretheoretic idea that Stan sang and Fran 
sang along means something like Fran sang with Stan.”25 McIntyre calls 
along in this use “event-modifying”, though not “aspectual”. However, inso-
far as this use of along informs us that the event referred to by the verb tem-
porally unfolds itself ‘in sync’ with another event, it could be argued that it 
really does convey something aspectual.  
 In any case, that along expresses something different from continuation 
here is clear from examples like the following, where the event is restricted 
in duration: 
 
(601) a. “Contagious yawning seems to be a kind of human herd behavior. 

You see someone yawn and you yawn along without thinking,” he 
said. 
(www.quantumbalancing.com/yawning_explained.htm, accessed 5 Au-
gust 2003) 

b. Someone’s jumping from a bridge You don’t jump along do ya 
(salad.2ch.net/charaneta/kako/ 1014/10144/1014470011.html, accessed 5 
August 2003) 

 
Incidentally, these examples also show that the temporal simultaneity of the 
two events is not always perfect: they can also occur with partial overlap or 
in immediate succession. Furthermore, as McIntyre (2001b: 150) claims, the 
two events “need not be type-identical, but must be able to be related in a 
coherent manner”, hence the acceptability of the examples in (600) as op-
posed to the unacceptability of the following example: 
 
(602) *I did the cleaning and Mary sang along.  (acceptable only in irony) 

(McIntyre 2001b: 150) 
 

                                                      
25 Talmy (1991: 507-8), though, insightfully discusses the conceptual difference 
between playing (or jogging etc.) along with somebody and playing together with 
somebody, the former suggesting that the event is only perceived as additional to a 
more basic, independently occurring event, the latter evoking the concept of one 
single event with two equivalent agents acting in concert. 
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The observation that the two events “need only be in the same category” is 
also made by Talmy (1991: 506), who illustrates his point as follows: “For 
instance, in Mary sang along with John, John could be playing an instrument 
while Mary sings, and rendering a different harmonic part than she.” Exactly 
when two given events can be felt as coherently relating to each other or 
belonging to the same conceptual category is something that cannot be stated 
in purely linguistic terms, however, since it depends largely on our knowl-
edge of the world. In any case, the aspectual impact of along is such that 
when a simplex verb refers to a punctual event (i.e. one that takes up only a 
very short period of time), it will be given a repetitive reading if the refer-
ence event is durative. For example: 
 
(603) Howard asked him to do the Addams Family theme song. Bobby 

snapped along to that while Howard sang the theme. 
(www.marksfriggin.com/news03/2-10.htm, accessed 8 August 2003) 
 

Since this aspectual use of along appears to be fully productive, we can pro-
pose the following general pattern. The semantic gloss is based on Talmy 
(1991: 507). 
 
(604) [VP Vintr or pseudotr [PrtP Ø [Prt along] [PP P usually with NP)]] 

‘{act {in accompaniment of / as an adjunct to} / accompany / join (in 
with)} somebody at V-ing (something or somebody)’ 

 
This pattern may require some comment. Let me begin with two side re-
marks before commenting on the argument structure of the pattern.  

Firstly, observe that the object of the preposition in the syntactic and 
phonological pole of the pattern is not coindexed with ‘somebody’ in the 
semantic pole. The reason is that, as pointed out by Talmy (1991: 506), the 
object of the preposition need not be animate (see also example (603) 
above): 
 
(605) I played along with the phonograph record. 

(Talmy 1991: 506) 
 

Secondly, the particle can be combined with a complement PP (which has 
to be headed by with) but not with a specifier: 
 
(606) During the Radetzky March, the conductor invited the audience to 

clap along (with the orchestra), he then skilfully hushed the audience 
during the quieter passages but urged them to clap (*back) along to-
wards the end. 
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Still, since the particle can project a phrase, it can be combined with a pre-
specifier (See Chapter 4, Section 4.6): 
 
(607) Everyone was on their feet clapping emphatically. Jean-Luc clapped 

right along with them even though he really had no idea if the per-
formance was any good. 
(www.geocities.com/TelevisionCity/ Stage/8486/Some4-5.html, accessed 6 
August 2003) 

 
Thirdly, although the pattern can be applied unrestrictedly to form new 

combinations, all of which are intransitive, the verb in it has to be itself in-
transitive or has to be able to be used so outside the combination. This re-
striction on the verb—not on the productivity of the pattern—is important in 
that it diverges from McIntyre’s (sine anno, 2001b, 2003a, 2004) repeatedly 
made claim that this ‘comitative’ use of along “blocks” the realization of the 
verb’s direct object argument. In all of the examples he gives, however, the 
verb is independently attested as one that can be used without a direct object: 
 
(608) a. He played (*his guitar) along. (‘he played his guitar with the oth-

ers’) 
b.  He sang (*the song) along.  
c.  She read (*the text) along. 
d.  The audience clapped (*their hands) along while the band played. 
 (McIntyre 2001b: 132) 

 
The pattern as formalized in (604) correctly rules out obligatorily transitive 
verbs, as in the following examples, whereas McIntyre’s account seems to 
predict their possible occurrence: 
 
(609) a. *The dominant male started literally wolfing down the prey and the 

rest of the pack soon devoured along.  
b. *My parents wanted a new car and I wanted along. 
c. *Fred used the bathroom and John used along. 

 

(iii) ‘Along with NP’ as an adverbial adjunct 

Interestingly, along does sometimes allow the overt expression of a direct 
object, but apparently only in the presence of a with-PP. Compare the sen-
tences in the following pairs, one with a pseudotransitive verb (play) and one 
with an obligatorily transitive verb (see). 
 
(610) a. I played the melody along with him.  

(Talmy 1991: 507) 
b. *I played the melody along. 
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(611) a. In 1974 I saw a UFO along with 5 other people. 
(www.geocities.com/twokatz1/experien.htm, accessed 6 August 2003) 

  b. *In 1974 I saw a UFO along. 
 
We might be tempted to capture this observation as follows: 
 
(612) [VP V(pseudo)tr NPi [PrtP Ø [Prt along] [PP with NP]]] 

‘{act {in accompaniment of / as an adjunct to} / accompany / join (in 
with)} somebody at V-ing somethingi or somebodyi’ 

 
However, the same contrast can be seen after a verb-particle combination, 
whether it is a transitive one or not: 
 
(613) a. Porteus leaned his head back and laughed appreciatively. The rest 

of us yukked it up right along with him. 
(www.systemsguild.com/pdfs/LtAmericaSample.pdf, accessed 6 August 
2003) 

b. *… The rest of us yukked it up right along. 
 
(614) a. Von Aulock gave up along with 400 officers and men. 

(www.angelfire.com/va2/worldwar2family/rolland2.html, accessed 6 Au-
gust 2002) 

  b. *Von Aulock gave up along. 
 
Given that verb-particle combinations are VPs (in our view, at least), the 
along-PrtP cannot simply be a sister to a V in this pattern. What we are deal-
ing with here is a true adverbial phrase modifying a VP (cf. Chapter 5, Sec-
tion 5.6):  
 
(615) [VP VP [PrtP Ø [Prt along] [PP with NPi]]] 

≈ ‘VP {together with NPi / with NPi also being involved in the event}’ 
 
The fact that there also exists a ‘VP along with NP’ pattern apart from V-
along combinations seems intuitively correct, especially when we look at 
cases in which the verb is a copula or is passivized: 
 
(616) a. I want to grow old along with you. 

b. Ten policemen were killed along with at least twenty-five civilians. 
 
These sentences clearly do not contain V-along combinations (like grow 
along or *kill along) as such. 
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8.5.3 Aspectual away 

(i) Continuative/iterative away 

The aspectual use of away with verbs that do not refer to translocational 
motion has been touched upon by Bolinger (1971: 104-5), Brinton (1985: 
165-67), Jackendoff (1997b: 539-40; 2002a: 77-78), Kay (sine anno: 34-35), 
Live (1965: 437), McIntyre (sine anno: 2; 2001b: 132) and Rice (1999: 237-
39). Here are some authentic examples (with italics added): 
 
(617) a. Are you all knitting away furiously for Christmas? 

(groups.yahoo.com/group/thebeadedknittingclub/ message/2182?source, 
accessed 8 August 2003)  

  b. … a traditional fairground music organ playing merrily away. 
   (www.hippy.freeserve.co.uk/ams.htm, accessed 8 August 2003) 

c. So, here I sit, laboring away like the dutiful little web designer I 
am. 

 (wildrose.rpgraphics.net/archives/2001/070201.htm, accessed 8 August 
2003) 

d. I realised he was actually Tony Blair – with the camera-rats still 
filming away at him – … 

 (www.leemac.freeserve.co.uk/bulletin2.htm, accessed 8 August 2003) 
e. … and the only sounds Sam could hear was the rain, her latest fa-

vourite album beating away casually on her mini-hi-fi, and a gin-
ger cat purring away, … 

 (www.silveragebooks.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/ history/nw5/love.htm, ac-
cessed 8 August 2003) 

 
What this highly productive usage of away conveys has been described by 
(Rice 1999: 236) as “a sense that some event is ongoing and continuing 
along as planned or expected, but without any real endpoint or goal”. This 
means that the particle away certainly does not mark telic Aktionsart. Rather, 
“aspectual away emphasizes atelicity” (Jackendoff 1997b: 541). Brinton 
(1985: 166) more specifically claims that away expresses continuation in 
those cases where the verb refers to an atelic event (“durative situations, 
which can be continued”) but iteration in those cases where the verb refers to 
a punctual (instantaneous) or telic event (“which cannot be continued”). This 
is largely correct. For example, snore is an atelic verb and therefore yields a 
continuative reading when combined with aspectual away, whereas sneeze is 
in itself a punctual verb (for it refers to an essentially instantaneous event), 
and hence receives an iterative reading through the addition of aspectual 
away: 
 
(618) a. She was snoring away.  

b. She was sneezing away. 
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However, Brinton’s claim is inadequate when it comes to (durative) telic 
verbs (so-called accomplishment verbs in Vendler’s classification), which 
she claims ought to yield an iterative reading, just like punctual ones. Brin-
ton herself does not give an example of away combining with such a verb. In 
fact, it is hard to find such examples, since accomplishments are typically 
expressed by means of a verb combined with a direct object (e.g. build a 
house, paint a picture, write a book) or, indeed, by means of a verb-particle 
combination (e.g. burn down, doze off, dry up). As will be pointed out fur-
ther down, aspectual away does not normally allow a direct object, nor can it 
host a verb-particle combination: 
 
(619) a. They were {*building the house away / building away (at the 

house)}. 
b. I returned home from work to find my house {*burning down mer-

rily away / burning merrily away}.  
 
These examples show that accomplishment expressions like build something 
and burn down can occur in the aspectual away pattern without a direct ob-
ject or a particle, in which case, though, they lose their telic value. Since the 
remaining simplex verbs are not punctual, the resulting aspectual reading is 
continuative, not iterative. The few one-word accomplishments that are 
available in English (die, drown, faint, and perhaps dry, freeze, melt, recover 
and a handful more) do not combine with aspectual away:  
 
(620) a. *He was dying away.  (acceptable only on the reading ‘he was 

gradually becoming weaker or more unhappy’) 
b. *She was fainting away.  (acceptable only on the reading ‘she 

gradually lost consciousness’) 
c. *She was recovering away.26 

 

(ii) Inchoative away: a different use? 

Apart from continuative or iterative readings, aspectual away can also im-
pose an inchoative reading on the event expressed by the verb, namely when 
the verb appears in the imperative. This has been noted by Bolinger (1971: 
103; e.g. “Fire away!”), Jackendoff (1997b: 539, note 3; e.g. “Jump away!”), 
Live (1965: 437; e.g. “Fire away! Talk away! Sing away!”), and Rice (1999: 

                                                      
26 Given that particles in general tend to be combined only with monosyllabic or 
trochaic (i.e. initially stressed) bi-syllabic verbs, the unacceptability of recover away 
might be thought to be partly phonological. However, aspectual away appears to be 
productive enough to combine with such multi-syllabic verbs as compete, dictate, 
experiment, karaoke, perspire, etc. 
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236; e.g. “You want to use my computer? Use it away!”). Below are some 
authentic examples (with italics added):27  
 
(621) a. You can also check out Funny & Wacky Nsync Pictures so go 

ahead and laugh away.  
 (groups.msn.com/nsynclovers4ever, accessed 6 August 2003) 
b. If you have all that extra money that you want to throw down the 

rat hole... then by all means spend away. 
(www.ford-trucks.com/forums/archive/topic/105260.html, accessed 6 
August 2003)  

  c. “Thank you so much.” Thea raved. 
“No thanks.” Rae smiled. 
“I will thank you if I feel the need!” Thea said adamantly. 
“Well then thank away.” 
(www.amazontrails.com/xena/curtain5.htm, accessed 6 August 2003) 

d. “You can’t fire me. I will sue you for sexual harassment!” 
Gretchen spat nastily.  
“Then sue away.” Ben returned calmly. 
(www.sunsetbeachlibrary.com/fugitives/, accessed June 2003) 

e. “Yes, I am Roman,” the general agreed.  “And I do have honor.” 
“And killing a woman in cold blood is part of that, right?” she 
laughed ironically. 
“Executing an enemy will be if it must, yes.” … 
“Then kill away,” Desiree dared him. “I don’t fear you.” 
(www.geocities.com/ikebabydoll/tomorrow_1.html, accessed 6 August 
2003) 

  f. ‘I have as much right to prowl this school after dark as you do!’ 
‘Prowl away,’ said Moody, but his voice was full of menace. ‘I 
look forward to meeting you in a dark corridor some time … ’  
(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, London: Blooms-
bury, 2000, p. 410) 

 
In many of these examples, there is a belligerent, sarcastic, or otherwise 
challenging overtone, but this nuance is not always present.  
                                                      
27 In (i) below, we encounter on being used in a similar way. I do not think this use 
of on belongs to the standard language. The example, taken from The Simpsons, 
suggests it may be slang: 
(i) [Bart Simpson goes to snowboarders’ class. For Otto, the instructor, being a 

skilled snowboarder apparently means first and foremost to master snowboard-
ers’ lingo] 
Bart: Can I go to the bathroom? 
Otto: Uh, uh – say it in snowboard. 
Bart: Um, I’ve got to blast a dookie? 
Otto: Dook on! 
(www.snpp.com/episodes/BABF04, accessed 13 October 2003) 
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It is not so clear whether or not this inchoative (or ‘inceptive’, ‘ingres-
sive’) away is really of a different kind from the continuative/iterative away 
we encountered above. Bolinger (1971: 103-4) writes: “One can indulge in 
aspect chopping and distinguish iteratives and inceptives within the more 
general meaning of ‘without restraint’”. In other words, though recognizing 
the existence of two subtypes, Bolinger seems to opt for the view that there 
is a single overarching meaning present in all of the examples in (617) and 
(621). He calls aspectual away “a kind of intensive perhaps definable by the 
legal phrase “without let or hindrance” (Bolinger 1971: 103). For Jackendoff 
(1997b: 540), aspectual away has a meaning that is close to “heedless activ-
ity”.28, 29 According to him, away always summons a continuative/iterative 
reading, a possible inchoative semantic reading occurring merely “in addi-
tion to the desired iterative reading”—or continuative/iterative reading, to be 
precise. So, Jackendoff considers the continuative/iterative meaning an in-
variable semantic aspect, which may sometimes have an inchoative sense as 
overlay. In a similar vein, Rice puts forward the idea of continua-
tion/iteration (though she also speaks of ongoingness; cf. above) as the gen-
eral meaning of aspectual away and remarks that incipience is only excep-
tionally conveyed, namely “in a few imperative forms”.  

It is easy but wrong to assume that all and only imperatives with aspec-
tual away have an inchoative overlay. First of all, it is possible to find im-
perative verb forms combined with aspectual away that do not express in-
cipience. Here is such an example: 
 
(622) “Oh well. His loss.” After saying that, Justin just sat there and stared 

at Amber.  
“Well?” she said, raising her eyebrows. “Aren’t you going to go back 
and sit with Professor Lame Guy down there?” 
“… No, I’m not gonna go back and sit with him.” 
Amber smiled cunningly. “And why not?” 

                                                      
28 This accords with the fact that aspectual away is often found together with phrases 
like indifferent to…, oblivious of…, without regard for…, etc. Note also that aspec-
tual away collocates with blissfully, blithely, happily, merrily and other near-
synonymous adverbs. 
29 McIntyre (2002: 132) proposes that away marks “activities performed industri-
ously for a long time”. It is true that away occurs frequently with verbs referring to 
activities that involve effort, concentration, devotion and the like, such as work, toil, 
labo(u)r, or type, hammer, bash, etc. We may add that beaver, which can only be 
used as a verb in combination with aspectual away, is interpreted as ‘work very hard 
(at something)’ in this combination. Furthermore, aspectual away can often be found 
in the company of manner adverbs like diligently, relentlessly, vigo(u)rously, etc. 
Still, aspectual away is not restricted to verbs referring to demanding activities. For 
example, you can also drink away, laugh away, laze away, snore away, sleep away, 
etc. 
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Justin returned her smile. “Because I’m happy sitting right here.”  
Amber blushed. “Oh…well then, sit away.” 
(www.nsyncpleasure.com/justinvisuals/anightatthemovies.html) 

 
In this example, the addressee’s sitting event has already taken a start prior 
to the speaker telling him to “sit away”, so that an inchoative reading is ruled 
out by the context.30 Secondly, aspectual away may also have an additional 
inchoative reading with verbs that are not in the imperative mood. We are 
not thinking of examples like the following, where there is an imperative 
sense even though the verb is not really an imperative in form: 
 
(623) a. And we’ll answer questions for free, so don’t hesitate to ask away. 

(www.vivtek.com/cybercash.html, accessed 6 August 2003) 
b. ... We welcome any input for new features, so feel free to post 

away! 
 (forum.pocket-innovations.com/, accessed 6 August 2003) 
c. I told her to sue away because the only thing I owed of value was 

my children and she couldn’t take those away. 
   (www.prolifenwa.com/, accessed 6 August 2003) 
 
What we have in mind are examples like the following: 
 
(624) a. Having received an order for twenty yards of silk from Princess 

Lioness, the Silkworm sat down at her loom and worked away with 
zeal. 
(www.pinkmonkey.com/dl/library1/tsas.pdf, accessed 22 August 2003) 

                                                      
30 By the way, this example also proves that aspectual away can occur with the verb 
sit, contra Jackendoff (1997b: 540), who uses the example *Celia sat away to show 
that states (even volitional ones) do not take aspectual away. Jackendoff is right, 
though, to the extent that aspectual away cannot combine with clearly stative verbs 
(those that do not allow the progressive, unless in quite special circumstances): 
*hear away, *know away, *remember away, *resemble away, etc.  

Likewise, Rice (1999: 234) remarks that aspectual away “tends to co-occur with 
verbs denoting some sort of canonical, overt action”. 
(i) a. *?He’s learning/teaching away like crazy this semester. 
 b. *Don’t bother him – let him think away in peace and quiet. 
 c. ?Just look at him dreaming away in there. 
  (Rice 1999: 234) 
Rice (1999: 234) also adds that “it strongly disfavors verbs of motion with which it 
could take on an exclusively directional interpretation”: 
(ii) a. ?You want to drive – drive away! 

b. *He’s such a maniac behind the wheel – he just speeds away no matter what 
the speed limit. 

 c. ?He just went away reading his book. 
  (Rice 1999: 234) 
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b. Well, “Shangri-La” is one of those really cool songs you write 
when you least expect it. I was driving in my car and it just kind of 
hit me. I always carry a tape recorder with me, so I grabbed it and 
sang away. 
(www.angelfire.com/az2/strutter3/ JOHNTAGLIERIINTERVIEW.htm, 
accessed 22 August 2003) 

 
Apparently, an inchoative reading (on top of the constant continu-
ative/iterative reading) is not dependent on the presence of certain formal or 
semantic elements. I think, therefore, that the presence of an inchoative sur-
plus is merely a matter of interpretation based on contextual clues. We can 
nonetheless provide some generalizations. First, an inchoative reading will 
not arise if the verb is in the progressive, which takes an incomplete view (a 
view from within) on the event, hence leaves out the beginning (and end) of 
it.31 Second, if the verb is in the imperative—or is used in an imperative-like 
way, as in the examples in (623)—there will be an implicature of incipience. 
This is because imperatives are normally only uttered felicitously if the event 
referred to has not yet actualized. As example (622) shows, however, this 
implicature, as any implicature, may be cancelled by the context. Apart from 
these two generalizations, the presence of an inchoative overlay is fully con-
text-dependent. This means that aspectual away with simple (i.e. non-
progressive) indicative verb forms may or may not involve an inchoative 
aspect. In the following pair of examples, which both contain the string chat-
ted merrily away, the first sentence is likely to direct our focus to the start of 
the event (as well as to its continuation), whereas such a focus on the start is 
quite irrelevant to the intended interpretation of the second sentence: 
 
(625) a. Only, in the middle of one marvelous aria, her mobile phone rang, 

and she calmly broke off her song and chatted merrily away, quite 
oblivious of the audience of hundreds waiting and tittering and 
rolling in the aisles! 
(www.jang.com.pk/thenews/feb2003-weekly/ nos-16-02-2003/dia.htm, 
accessed 22 August 2003) 

b. At supper that night, Louis sat quietly while Delia and his younger 
brother, Frank, chatted merrily away. 
(www.abenakination.org/download/ Finding%20One's%20Way.pdf, ac-
cessed 22 August 2003) 

                                                      
31 According to Rice (1999: 233-34), aspectual away “shows up most frequently 
with verbs inflected for progressive aspect, thus it nicely resonates semantically with 
overt verbal morphology”. However, I do not think that the distributional claim Rice 
makes can be confirmed (though see Rice and Newman 2004: 318). On the contrary, 
a cursory search in Google done for three verbs that are frequently combined with 
away (viz. chat, work, hammer) reveals that the simple form is used more often than 
the progressive. 
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The first sentence can be paraphrased as ‘…and started chatting merrily 
away’; the second sentence as ‘… while … Frank kept chatting merrily 
away’.  
 Do the above findings mean that there is only one pattern with aspectual 
away? In particular, do they mean that aspectual away combined with an 
imperative verb does not constitute a separate pattern in its own right? It 
could be defended that the answer is no (that is, it does constitute a separate 
pattern), but not, as we have just argued, because the imperative construction 
carries an inchoative meaning that is not present in other environments. The 
reason one may give, instead, is that imperative verb forms (or verbs that are 
used in ‘imperative’ patterns like Feel free to V, tell NP to V, etc.) with 
away have a special semantic-pragmatic effect that imperatives do not oth-
erwise have and that has been described by Kay (sine anno: 34-35) as fol-
lows: “The presuppositional background includes the idea that the addressee 
wishes to perform the action denoted by the verb but requires the speaker’s 
permission to do so and the illocutionary force is that of granting permis-
sion.” This ties in with the observation that ‘imperative’ aspectual away 
combines easily with such phrases like By all means, … or Don’t hesitate to 
… but not with For God’s sake, … .  

We might argue, however, that this “special force with a rich presupposi-
tional background” is not idiosyncratic but follows naturally from the mean-
ing of continuative/iterative away, which conveys the idea of “heedless ac-
tivity” or “without restraint”, as we have seen above. Aspectual away essen-
tially involves the idea of overcoming a hindrance, be it a physical or social 
one. It implies that the activity expressed by the verb would not take place if 
the laws of inertia, least effort, convenience, etc. were respected or if the 
conventional rules of decency, respect, etc. were abided by. In an imperative 
environment, the use of aspectual away is naturally interpreted as the 
speaker removing the hindrance to the free actualization of the addressee’s 
activity, in other words, as the speaker granting permission. Insofar as this 
interpretation is predictable (computable) from the general meaning of as-
pectual away, there is no need for a separate imperative pattern. But this 
does not mean that frequently used combinations like Fire away! Or Ask 
away! cannot be stored anyhow, perhaps along with the more schematic 
pattern in (626) that they are instantiations of.32 

                                                      
32 Note that overcoming a hindrance does not necessarily mean that the subject has 
to be volitional. Jackendoff (1997b: 540) gives the following example: 
(i) The light flashed away (despite all our attempts to turn it off). 
Perhaps, as Jackendoff notes, the subject here is slightly personified and portrayed 
as though it “didn’t care about us” (1997b: 540). However, such a personification is 
not necessary for aspectual away to be felicitously used with an inanimate (and 
hence non-volitional) subject, as appears in the following sentences:  
(ii) a. Behind the counter a large pot of stew was bubbling away on a charcoal fire. 
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(626) [S Vbare stem; – translocational motion [Prt away]!] 
‘(Go ahead and) V (something)!’  

 

(iii) The argument structure of the pattern(s) with aspectual away 

Turning now to the formal side of the aspectual away pattern(s), it has been 
noted in the literature that the verb cannot take a direct object. Bolinger 
(1971: 103) prefers to be on the safe side by writing that aspectual away 
“occurs normally only with intransitives” (my emphasis—B. C.) but he gives 
no examples of transitives with aspectual away. Rice (1999: 234) is probably 
right in saying that imperatives allow a direct object more readily, and she 
gives the following example (cited already above): 
 
(627) You want to use my computer? Use it away!  

(Rice 1999: 234) 
 
The presence of a direct object remains a rarity, however.33 Very often, as-
pectual away is followed by an at-PP whose object NP could be seen as the 
underlying direct object of the verb. For example: 
 
(628) a. He was scrubbing away at the floor.  (cp. He was scrubbing the 

floor) 
b. I was typing away at my report.  (cp. I was typing my report) 
c. She smoked away at her cigarette.  (cp. She smoked her cigarette) 

 

                                                                                                                             
(www.geoffstravelscrapbook.co.uk/ main/reports/gambia3.htm, accessed 25 August 
2003) 

b. When he called it a day and powered down the CrystalMind interface, calcu-
lations still rattled away in the distant recesses of his brain – even during his 
most private moments. 
(www.supermancinema.net/unofficial_superman_novel.rtf, accessed 25 August 2003) 

For a meal to bubble, it must transgress its boiling point, which can be conceived of 
as a natural hindrance that is to be overcome. Similarly, nothing will naturally rattle 
unless it possesses (or is infused with) enough energy to break the law of inertia. We 
do not need to invoke personification. 
33 I have been able to find the following authentic examples: 
(i) a. So now that you have my informed consent, you can use me away. 

(www.dr-bob.org/babble/social/20011025/msgs/12993.html, accessed 11 August 
2003) 

 b. Go for it. Tell it away. Fire away… 
(www.gametalk.com/talk/pc/final_fantasy_vii/ 58150031.htm, accessed 26 August 
2003) 

c. If there are any questions particularly pertinent to Kevin as opposed to ones 
that Trevor could field, ask them away! 
(www.msoworld.com/chat/quizlog.html, accessed 25 August 2003) 
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It should be noted that the object of the at-PP in an aspectual away pattern 
cannot always be reconstructed as a direct object of the simplex verb. For 
example: 
 
(629) a. She worked away at the job.  (cp. *He worked the job) 

b. She stitched away at her needlework.  (cp. !She stitched her nee-
dlework) 

 
Jackendoff (1997b) talks about a “conative” at-PP, since it often refers to the 
object of the subject referent’s effort or endeavour. Instead of an at-PP we 
may also find a PP headed by on or with, as noted by Bolinger (1971: 104).34 
Here are some examples: 
 
(630) a. While I toiled away at my morning radio show and typed away on 

a book I’m writing, Nina spent the first three days of the month 
getting us ready for our journey. 
(www.cincypost.com/living/2000/cloon091300.html, accessed 27 August 
2003) 

  b. Steve typed away at the keyboard and the site loaded. 
(www.xilef.ltd.uk/story_archive/decision/dischear.htm, accessed 27 Au-
gust 2003) 

c. The two contestants feverishly typed away on their keyboards. 
(www.beeker.net/humor/jokearchive/msg00045.html, accessed 27 August 
2003) 

d. The men beavered away with what looked like garden hoes. 
(www.customscores.co.uk/examiningindia/ html/chapter_10.HTM, ac-
cessed 27 August 2003) 

e. The juke box was blasting away with something black and 
bouncy…  
(www.stab.org/faculty/koneil/Anthology.html, accessed 8 February 2005) 

 
At, on and with do not have exactly the same distribution. Both conative at 
and conative on may introduce the object of the subject’s striving, i.e. the 
element that the subject would like to bring about, such as a radio show or a 
book in (630)a. An {at / on}-PP may also denote the location at which the 
persistent activity is concentrated, such as a computer keyboard in (630)b-c. 
A with-PP may denote the instrument that enables the subject referent to 
give rein to his endeavour, as in (630)d. Alternatively, a with-PP may specify 

                                                      
34 Jackendoff (2002a: 77-78) does not mention with, but he does notice that at is not 
the only possible preposition to follow away. One of his examples is Hilary talked 
away about her latest project. As a generalization, we might state that if the simplex 
verb can take a certain prepositional complement, it will retain that possibility in the 
aspectual away pattern, e.g. save (away) for a new guitar, write (away) to a pen pal, 
fight (away) against the enemy, etc. 
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just what it is that the activity manifests itself in, as in Ask away with your 
questions! or He plugged away with the same old routine, or as in (630)e. In 
that case, the meaning is not clearly conative, as can be seen from the fact 
that the subject is not volitional in the last example. If the object of the 
preposition is neither the thing striven for, nor a location, nor an instrument, 
nor the manifestation of the activity, at is the normal preposition: 
 
(631) I kept probing away at their minds, but I couldn’t read anything.  (cp. 

*… probing away {on / with} their minds) 
(www.selenity.net/writing/shadowstar/sorpart2.php, accessed 27 August 
2003) 

 
Bolinger (1971: 104), though, observes that it is “impossible to use away 
with verbs whose meanings do not imply an incisive effect on the object”. In 
fact, what is impossible with such verbs is not the use of away but the ex-
plicit mention of the underlying object in an at-PP. By “incisive” Bolinger 
probably means that the object should be (portrayed as being) clearly af-
fected by the activity. Here are some of his examples: 
 
(632) a. Hazel sat blinking away (*at her eyes). 

b. He’s up there conducting away (*at the orchestra). 
   (Bolinger 1971: 104) 
 
I do not think that the term “incisive” correctly describes the effect on the 
object for all uses of the conative at-PP. For example, it is not clear how it 
could apply to, e.g., study away at one’s Latin and Greek, type away at a 
new book, etc. Bolinger’s term, however, is very apt for those cases, which 
are numerous, in which the object of the preposition at is injured, damaged 
or destroyed:35 
 
(633) I {ate / carved / chipped / chiselled / cut / gnawed / nibbled / picked / 

sawed / scraped / scratched / snipped / whittled / wormed / …} away 
at it. 

 
If the object of the preposition effectively disappears as a result of the activ-
ity, aspectual away comes close in meaning to both directional away and 
(hence) semi-aspectual away (see Subsection 8.6.1). Compare the following 
examples (both extracted from COBUILD Direct): 
 

                                                      
35 Cf. Rice (1999: 235), who writes that in the pattern to V away at NP “the verb 
usually expresses some sort of disintegrating activity”.  
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(634) a. Slowly but surely you can whittle away at the fat stores from all 
over the body.  (aspectual away) 

b. It will help tighten your buttock muscles and whittle away the flab 
around your hips.  (directional and/or semi-aspectual away) 

 
The most significant difference between (634)a and (634)b is one of partial-
ity versus completeness, or more precisely, of atelicity versus telicity: I whit-
tled away at my excessive pounds {for / *in} two months versus I whittled 
away my excessive pounds {in / *for} two months.  
 

(iv) Commonalities with aspectual on 

Aspectual away shares some syntactic characteristics with aspectual on, 
which is somewhat similar in meaning.  

Firstly, just like aspectual on, aspectual away can be preceded by a man-
ner adverb, something which is sometimes claimed (e.g. by Bolinger 1971: 
117-19; Fraser 1976: 4; Huddleston 2002a: 285) to be a prerogative of direc-
tional particles. For example: 
 
(635) a. I’ve been beavering feverishly away at this site for a coupla years 

now, … 
(www.geocities.com/britpunk_nl/flies_on_toast.html, accessed 27 August 
2003) 

  b. I chatted merrily away with this delightful lass for quite a while. 
(www.aoqe42.dsl.pipex.com/bob/bob_lucy.shtml, accessed 28 August 
2003) 

c. A distraught mother arrives with a small child sporting a diminu-
tive vampire firmly affixed to [its] neck, sucking gleefully away. 

 (www.pitt.edu/AFShome/c/r/crippen/public/ 
html/discussion1/Ethics/twins.html, accessed 28 August 2003) 

 
Note that away cannot co-occur with a specifier, though (e.g. I wrote like 
hell last year and here I am writing (*back) away again). As observed by 
Jackendoff (2002a), aspectual away does not allow (what I have called) a 
prespecifier either: “*Bill slept/waltzed completely away is bad, and Bill 
slept/waltzed right away is good only on the unrelated reading of right away 
as ‘immediately’. On the other hand, aspectual on does admit right as a pre-
specifier: Dave danced right on” (Jackendoff 2002a: 77).  

Secondly, aspectual away can be reduplicated, but this occurs much less 
frequently than on-reduplication. Here are some examples: 
 
(636) a. You need to plug away and away at getting jobs. 

(www.freelanceonline.com/messages1/4300.html, accessed 11 February 
2001) 
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b. We work hard every day/ We fight at fires away and away/ We get 
calls all day and night /Then off to the fires to fight, fight, fight. 
(members.aol.com/secojrhigh/poems/kathleen.htm, accessed 11 February 
2001) 

c. Hi: Finally, after toiling away and away... The European Sumo Un-
ion unveils Ozumo ratings.  
(www.banzuke.com/99-3/msg00383.html, accessed 11 February 2001) 

 
Thirdly, aspectual away can also be preposed, but this happens very 

rarely indeed in comparison with on-preposing. 
 
(637) a. And the clever princess took hold of Today’s hand and away they 

danced—stopping now and then to pirouette, hand-in-hand—
together. 
(www.indranet.com/arts/lcds/ecstasy.html, accessed 11 February 2001) 

b. ... Then Bruce went into the whole “Do you Love Me” thing! My 
daughter’s friend started saying I know this song! I know this 
song!!! & away they sang! Awesome! ...    
(www.greasylake.org/circuit/next_generation.htm, accessed 11 February 
2001) 

c. As a climatological sauna baked the nation’s capital, here in our 
own mini seat of power, the air conditioning had gone kaput. But 
away I typed, skittering ever nearer to finishing each speech, even 
as I melted into my cheap, gray chair. 
(www.freeagentnation.com/content.cfm?category=The%20Book&subcate
gory=Free%20Excerpt, accessed 28 August 2003) 

 

(v) Summary 

To conclude, doing injustice to some of the formal and semantic subtleties 
discussed above, let me summarize this section on aspectual away by pro-
posing the following schematic pattern. (Remember that apart from this very 
general pattern, speakers may also have a more specific imperative pattern, 
given in (626) above.) 
 
(638) [VP V– translocational motion [PrtP Ø [Prt away] ({at / on / with} NPi)]] 

‘V (something or somebody)often i persistently and heedlessly’ 
 
 
8.5.4 Aspectual on 

The aspectual use of on has been described, among others, by Bolinger 
(1971: 106-8), Brinton (1985: 165-67), Fraser (1976: 58-59), Jackendoff 
(1997b: 541-42; 2002a: 77-8), McIntyre (sine anno: 2; 2001b: 148; 2002: 
112) and Rice (1999: 236-39). Aspectual on can be added productively to 
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any verb that meets the selectional restrictions to be discussed below. Here 
are some examples to start with. 
 
(639) a. Our hosts went to bed early but the rest of us partied on with Xev 

and Stan and all the others until four in the morning. 
(hem.passagen.se/zappos/lanxx/lanxxcon.htm, accessed 29 August 2003) 

b. Attempts have been made to solve this crisis; yet the war rages on, 
killing innocent people. Why? 
(www.wsu.edu/~honors/courses/spring2003/uh_350_3.htm, accessed 29 
August 2003) 

  c. I then prodded him with my flashlight, but he snored on. 
(hbsecurity.freeyellow.com/070299.html, accessed 29 August 2003) 

 

(i) Semantics 

The function of aspectual on is, in the words of Brinton (1985: 166), to “por-
tray a situation which might have or should have stopped as continuing”.36 
Brinton adds that on may also “portray the situation as repeated”, which is 
not correct, even if we do have the impression that repetition is involved in 
certain cases: 
 
(640) a. Convinced she’d hit his weak spot, she kept hammering on. 

(COBUILD Direct) 
b. Despite Final Shutdown, Chernobyl Nuclear Time-Bomb Will 

Tick On 
 (www.commondreams.org/headlines/121200-01.htm, accessed 29 August 

2003) 
c. The words of his former gang members echoed on in his mind. 

(www.dragonfare.net/AL/ff/mewtwa1a.html, accessed 29 August 2003) 
 
Although one might say that the events in these examples involve repeated 
(metaphorical) hammer blows, repeated ticks, etc., we should be careful to 
distinguish the contribution of the particle from the contribution of the verb. 
Verbs like bubble, echo, hammer, simmer, tick, etc. are all iterative in some 
way by themselves. So, in (640)a, the particle does not convey the idea that 
the hammering was repeated, but rather that the (already inherently iterative) 
hammering did not stop. That the hammering is metaphorical is of course 
beside the question. If hammer is an iterative event, then hammer on is an 
event referring to continued iteration, not to repeated iteration (whatever that 
could possibly mean).  
 Note, also, that the event which is portrayed as continuing through the 
addition of the particle on does not have to be an episodic event (i.e. one that 

                                                      
36 Cf. Rice (1999: 236), who states that “on tends to signal a perseverance in the face 
of disturbance or an expectation of stopping.”  
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takes place on a single occasion). This is nicely illustrated in the following 
sentence: 
 
(641) Graham Hill played a decisive role in inspiring Colin to race on, win-

ning yet another F1 world championship.  
(COBUILD Direct) 

 
What is prolonged here is not just one single racing event, but an entire rac-
ing career. That is, the verb race has a habitual interpretation in (641). It is 
this habit, rather than an ongoing activity, that is continued.  
 

(ii) Restrictions on the verb  

Let us now have a look at some of the restrictions that aspectual on poses on 
the verb it combines with. 

1. The verb must not be punctual 

Because of its semantics, only verbs referring to events that can be continued 
are eligible for combination with aspectual on. That is why punctual verbs 
(i.e. achievement verbs in Vendler’s classification) like arrive, blink, ex-
plode, flash, sneeze, etc. cannot co-occur with it (cf. Fraser 1976: 59). For 
example: 
 
(642) *Joan sneezed on. 

 
A sneezing event cannot be continued, it can only be repeated. It is interest-
ing to see that on is even excluded on a distributive reading with a plural 
subject, while such a reading is possible with the closely synonymous peri-
phrastic expression keep (on) V-ing.37 Compare: 
 
(643) a. Visitors kept (on) arriving.  (i.e. one after the other) 

b. *Visitors arrived on. 
 

                                                      
37 This restriction is, in a sense, analogous to a restriction discussed by Sweetser 
(1997), namely that periphrastic verb forms but not simplex ones allow a reading in 
which the ‘change of state’ they refer to is interpreted distributively rather than as 
holding of single entities: 
(i) a. The trees get taller as you move up the mountain. 
 b. !The trees grow as you move up the mountain. 
(ii) a. The cars get longer when you enter Pacific Heights. 
 b. !The cars lengthen when you enter Pacific Heights. 
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2. The verb must not be telic 

The requirement that verbs need to be able to be continued does not only 
rule out punctual verbs. Durative but telic ones (i.e. accomplishment verbs), 
too, are ruled out: 
 
(644) a. *Joan {died / drowned / fainted / recovered} on. 

b. *The substance {dried / froze / melted} on. 
 
A prohibition on accomplishment verbs might seem obvious. Such verbs, per 
definition, have an endpoint beyond which they cannot be continued, so 
there is little point in adding a particle that says otherwise. For example, 
when someone has died, ‘some more’ of the same event of that person dying 
cannot take place. However, the restriction against accomplishment verbs is 
not a priori given. Accomplishments can be broken down into two phases: a 
(durative) build-up phase and a (punctual) terminal phase, and there is no 
logically necessary reason why on could not refer to the continuation of the 
build-up phase. Sentence (645) illustrates that such a reading is conceptually 
possible:  
 
(645) “I’m passing out”, she said, as she turned deathly pale and started 

staring blankly. I slapped her face, but she {kept on fainting / *fainted 
on}.  

 
In (645), the periphrastic expression keep on V-ing is effortlessly taken to 
apply to the part of the event which leads up to the actual transition into un-
consciousness.38 It is not possible to use *faint on this way. 

3. The verb must not belong to the class of stop, quit, end, etc. 

Naturally, continuative on does not combine with verbs that explicitly refer 
to the termination of an event. So, terminative aspectualizers like stop, quit, 
end and so on cannot be followed by on: 
 

                                                      
38 I have proposed an explanation elsewhere (Cappelle 1999: 302) for why keep on, 
but not (or less easily) keep, can be used with accomplishments, an observation 
made by Freed (1979: 91-92) and Brinton (1988: 87-88): 
(i) a. *He kept painting the picture.  (acceptable only on a coerced serial reading, 

i.e. ‘he kept painting several versions of the same picture’, not on a prolonged 
semelfactive reading) 

 b. He kept on painting the picture.  (acceptable both on a coerced serial and a 
semelfactive reading) 

My explanation hinged on the assumption that keep on is less grammaticalized into a 
kind of semi-auxiliary than keep and is therefore less ‘picky’ on the kind of verb it is 
complemented with. 
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(646) a. *I stopped on smoking. 
b. *Will they cease on firing? 

 

4. The verb must not evoke change 

Not only are punctual verbs, telic verbs, or verbs expressing a terminative 
meaning excluded from the pattern with aspectual on, but even certain atelic 
verbs cannot occur with on: 
 
(647) a. *The price of fuel rose on. 

b. *His reading will improve on. 
  c. *Trade with overseas countries slackens on.  
 
While verbs like rise, improve, slacken, etc. do not involve a final change of 
state (e.g. after the price of oil has risen, it can always rise even higher), they 
all produce noticeable intermediate changes of state. This common feature 
seems to constitute a sufficient reason to hinder the addition of on.  
 At first blush, the verb progress would seem to belong to the same se-
mantic class as rise, improve, etc., so we would not expect it to occur with 
aspectual on. Its combination with on is nonetheless licensed if the focus lies 
on the process itself rather than on the result of that process (i.e. the change 
that it brings about), as in the following example:39 
 
(648) When I started writing stories, it hooked me, and I progressed on with 

it. 
(www.writersdigest.com/contests/writing_winners04.asp, accessed 9 Febru-
ary 2005) 

                                                      
39 In this respect, the possibility of using aspectual on after English verbs is very 
similar to the choice of the auxiliary avere (‘have’), as opposed to essere (‘be’), with 
Italian intransitive verbs: 
(i) a. ha riso  (‘(s)he laughed’)  

b. ha camminato  (‘(s)he walked’)  
(ii) a. è morto  (‘he died’; ‘he is dead’) 

b. è partita  (‘she left’; ‘she’s gone’) 
Sometimes one and the same verb is conjugated with avere when the activity is 
foregrounded and with essere when a change of state is what the speaker has in 
mind: 
(iii) a. La legna ha bruciato bene.  (‘The wood burned well.’) 

b. È bruciata una casa.  (‘A house burned down.’) 
(iv) a. A scuola ha progredito in tutte le materie.  (‘At school (s)he progressed in all 

subjects.’) 
 b. Il mio lavoro è progredito molto.  (‘My work has progressed a lot.’)  
The verb progress in the combination progress on is equivalent to Italian progredire 
as it is used in (iv)a: the main focus lies on the event of progressing itself, not on the 
resultant state that is predicated of the subject referent, as in (iv)b. 
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5. The verb must not be stative 

Aspectual on, like most particles, does not combine with stative verbs: 
 
(649) a. *That old mentality applies on.  

b. *President Hussein refused on.  
  c. *Her body felt on cold against me.  
  d. *My big toe {aches / hurts / itches / tingles} on.  
 
However, as noted by Brinton (1988: 176), when a stative verb receives “an 
agentive or dynamic (activity) reading”, the addition of on seems more ac-
ceptable. Compare: 
 
(650) a. *She knows on. 

b. ?Despite the gloomy predictions, he hopes on.  
(Brinton 1988: 176) 

 
Brinton (1988: 176) explains this by pointing out that on simply patterns 
with “the other continuative aspect markers”, such as keep (on) V-ing or 
continue V-ing, for which the same observation can be made. For example, 
She is tall is non-agentive, and hence *She keeps being tall is ungrammati-
cal. By contrast, He believes her implies some agentivity or dynamicity, so 
He keeps believing her is quite acceptable (Brinton 1988: 176).  

However, the parallel between the aspectual particle on and more peri-
phrastic aspect markers is not perfect, as we have already seen in (643) and 
(645). Again, we find that a verb followed by aspectual on and an aspectual 
periphrasis with keep (on) V-ing have a different distribution: 
 
(651) a. His mom kept (on) worrying. 

b. *His mom worried on. 
 
It would seem that the verb worry (about something) is a fairly agentive 
mental state verb—for example, you can tell somebody not to worry (as in 
Don’t worry!), which only makes sense if the addressee has at least some 
control over this mental state—yet it cannot be combined with aspectual on. 
I have no explanation for this difference in distribution other than that there 
is apparently a good deal of arbitrariness and convention involved in which 
stative verbs can and cannot be combined with which aspectual markers. The 
following pair further illustrates this point. Here, it is the periphrasis that 
sounds less acceptable than the simpler verb-on combination. 
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(652) a. ?He happened to be in England when the war broke out and he just 
kept (on) staying. 

b. He happened to be in England when the war broke out and he just 
stayed on.  
(COBUILD; in the entry for on) 

 

6. The verb is preferably non-perfect 

Rice (1999: 236) notes that aspectual on prefers non-complex tense forms. 
For example: 
 
(653) *He has read on. 

(Rice 1999: 236) 
 
It is probably only the present perfect that is (quite) unacceptable. Future, 
past perfect, and conditional perfect tense forms seem much better in com-
parison: 
 
(654) a. If you connect to and interest the reader, he will read on. 

(www.ameinfo.com/news/Detailed/16896.html, accessed 9 February 
2005) 

b. Josette had read on so late into the night and been so excited over 
what she read that sleep had quite gone out of her eyes. 

 (www.blakeneymanor.com/books/way/wspchp15.html, accessed 25 
March 2005) 

  c. I could have read on for another entire book… 
   (www.bernardcornwell.net/index.cfm?page=7, accessed 21 March 2005) 
 
We might—very tentatively—explain the awkwardness of a present perfect 
tense form with aspectual on as follows. The tense form and the particle take 
two different temporal views, which are somehow incompatible: the perfect 
tense tends to direct our focus to a relevant result of the event (actually, of 
the event’s non-cessation) at the time of speech, while the particle directs our 
focus to the point in time, prior to the time of speech, at which the event was 
expected to stop but continued nonetheless. This double temporal viewpoint 
may be too hard to handle. 

7. The verb is preferably non-progressive 

Another interesting characteristic of verb-particle combinations with aspec-
tual on that has been hardly commented on in the literature is the almost 
exclusive use of simple (i.e. non-progressive) forms. Rice (1999: 236) is 
again an exception, but she phrases it less strongly: “Curiously, on slightly 
disfavors progressive verb forms.” For example, the following sentences 
sound odd: 
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(655) a. ?*He was snoring on. 
b. ?*They’re still fighting on. 

 
As of now, I have no solid explanation for this restriction, but I can offer two 
tentative ones.  

First, the explanation we suggested in the previous point for the predomi-
nant use of verb forms other than the present perfect could apply here as 
well, mutatis mutandis. Using the progressive and aspectual on at the same 
time might cause a clash between two different viewpoints on one and the 
same event. On the one hand, the progressive views an event ‘from within’, 
as we saw in Section 8.1, and hence removes the boundaries of the event 
from our frame of vision. On the other hand, aspectual on urges us to focus 
on the right-hand boundary of the event, that is, the point at which the event 
might normally be expected to stop but does not (or did not, will not, etc.). 
Since the views taken by the progressive and by aspectual on do not overlap, 
their combination is anomalous.  

Second, the restriction under investigation might be of exactly the same 
nature as the restriction against progressive forms with the aspectual verb 
stop: 
 
(656) ?*He was reading on ≈ ?*He wasn’t stopping (reading)  
 
Given that He read on is closely paraphrased by He didn’t stop reading, and 
given that ?*He wasn’t stopping reading sounds fairly unacceptable, we can 
almost predict that He was reading on will sound fairly unacceptable as well. 
Of course, this second explanation leaves us to explain why the progressive 
is awkward with the verb stop.40 

8. The verb must be intransitive or have an independent intransitive use 

A final restriction on the sort of verbs that productively combine with aspec-
tual on is that they be intransitive. This is something that most linguists dis-
cussing aspectual on have not failed to register. For example: 
 

                                                      
40 There may be a kind of identity-avoidance restriction against successive -ing end-
ings. Ross (1972), Milsark (1972), Berman (1973), Pullum (1974), Bolinger (1979) 
and Halliday (1980) are some early references to this once fiercely debated ‘doubl-
ing constraint’: 
(i) a. It continued to rain. 
 b. It continued raining. 
 c. It is continuing to rain. 
 d. *It is continuing raining. 
  (Ross 1972: 61) 
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(657) a. Jack drank on ({*a glass of beer / *beer / *many pints of beer}). 
b. They fought ({*the enemy / *a fierce battle}) on. 

  c. Sue talked on (*a lot of nonsense). 
 
Note, by the way, that the ban on direct objects cannot simply be due to an 
alleged implication of telicity coming from the presence of a bounded direct 
object NP, since object NPs that are not bounded and therefore do not pro-
duce a clashing telic reading are not allowed either; see the unacceptability 
of the mass noun beer and the indefinite plural many pints of beer in (657)a. 
As we have seen in Subsection 8.3.5, we probably have no choice but to 
explicitly state this restriction as it is, rather than explain it away as an inevi-
table side-effect of independent facts and principles of (English) grammar. It 
is not immediately clear, though, whether we have to state that the object of 
a transitive verb is automatically blocked (cf. McIntyre 2001b) or whether 
the pattern only admits verbs that are either purely intransitive (e.g. dance, 
sleep) or pseudotransitive (e.g. drink, sing). I am inclined to believe that the 
second option is correct. Compare: 
 
(658) a. *She described on.  (obligatorily transitive verb) 

b. She chatted on.  (purely intransitive verb) 
c. She muttered on.  (potentially intransitive [pseudotransitive] verb) 

 

(iii) Further issues 

Having listed and dealt with some of the restrictions on the verb, let us now 
discuss some further properties of aspectual on.  

First, aspectual on can easily be preceded by a manner adverb (Fraser 
1976: 58), which is a characteristic that has been claimed to be reserved only 
for directional particles: “Whether the combination is transitive or intransi-
tive, adverbs cannot intervene between the verb and the particle unless the 
latter appears in its most literal sense” (Bolinger 1971: 11-12). Here are 
some authentic counterexamples, found in COBUILD Direct: 
 
(659) a. Miss Cowan would continue blithely on, not wishing to damage his 

tender psyche with a reproof.  
b. “As it grinds automatically on, as it spreads and becomes more vio-

lent,” Dwight wrote, “the conflict becomes less and less meaning-
ful…” 

c. … the programme droned interminably on…  
d. Meanwhile, in the background, a brutal, frantic soundtrack contin-

ues to chug mercilessly on, adding to the ever-mounting pressure 
in the process.  
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Second, the possibility of repeating on, as in Joan talked on and on (and 
on etc.), suggests that this particle has considerable semantic autonomy. That 
is, aspectual on is perceived to have a clear meaning of its own which does 
not need a verb-particle combination to be appreciated as it is. Indeed, on 
(and especially on and on…) can be found with much the same meaning 
outside the verb-particle construction. (Aspectual away, by contrast, cannot 
retain its aspectual meaning elsewhere.) To give some examples: 
 
(660) a. From that day on, … 

b. …, and so on. 
c. Alex on and on and on: Crewe find they just can’t stop scoring 

against Walsall in the semis.  
(COBUILD Direct) 

d. He felt that every psychic force has its opposite in the uncon-
scious—the force of life is always counterposed with that of dark-
ness, good with evil, love with hate, life with death, on and on.  
(COBUILD Direct) 

 
Third, it is precisely this semantic independence that allows aspectual on 

(and on) to be easily preposed (cf. Cappelle 2002: 50ff.):   
 
(661) a. I just said ‘oh’ and on she talked.  

(www.domainofdarkness.com/text/dom3.html. Accessed February 10, 
2001) 

  b. On and on she danced until her set was over.  
(www.thevalkyrie.com/stories/misc3/melissa.htm. Accessed February 10, 
2001) 

 
Fourth, the fact that on can be accorded some sort of semantic autonomy 

may also be why the presence of the prespecifier right is acceptable (e.g. She 
slept right on). A specifier (on, along or back), though, is not admitted. The 
reason for disallowing on as a specifier may perhaps be phonological—the 
avoidance of repetition—and, as we have suggested in Chapter 4 (Subsection 
4.5.3), the specifier along may be reserved only for directional particles. 
However, there is no apparent reason for why back cannot be used. In any 
case, the reason for this is not (as one might perhaps suggest) that on implies 
that there is no interruption in the event whereas back does imply an inter-
ruption. That this reason cannot be valid should be clear from examples like 
the following, where on has a resumptive interpretation: 
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(662) a. When you cannot understand the passage any longer, then you 
must stop to consult a friend, a parent, or a dictionary. When you 
learn the meaning of the word that you need, read on again.  (cp. 
*… read back on again.) 
(whs.dist214.k12.il.us/www/academics/efa/bransite/mword.htm, accessed 
3 September 2003) 

b. But just as quickly as he would wake up, he would smile faintly 
and sleep on again, holding her safely against his heart.  (cp. *… 
sleep back on, …) 

 (www.dmeb2.org/authors/maaike/eternity3.html, accessed 3 September 
2003) 

 

(iv) Summary  

The main formal and semantic characteristic of the pattern with aspectual on 
can be captured in the following simple representation: 
 
(663) [VP V–telic;  –change; intr or pseudotr [PrtP Ø [Prt  on]] 

‘continue V-ing (something or somebody)’ 
 
Note that we use the verb continue in the semantic gloss, and not keep (on), 
because the former but not the latter aspectual expression can refer to the 
resumption of an activity after a short pause or interruption. 
 
 
8.5.5 Aspectual out 

(i) The problem of isolating an aspectual usage 

The aspectual meanings of out are harder to pinpoint or articulate than the 
aspectual meanings of the particles discussed so far. The reason is that most 
instances of non-directional out involve idiomatic rather than clearly aspec-
tual cases. Here are just a few such examples: 
 
(664) a. It didn’t pan out as we expected.  (‘develop, happen’) 

b. A severe punishment was meted out to them.  (‘given’) 
c. The wind snuffed out the flame.  (‘extinguished’) 
d. He barely manages to eke out an existence.  (‘obtain despite hard-

ship’) 
e. I can’t figure him out.  (‘understand, grasp’) 

 
Attempts have been made at elucidating the motivation behind these at first 
sight inexplicable quirks of the English language—see, for example, Mor-
gan’s 1997 article “Figuring out figure out”. Most of the idiomatic combina-
tions, it must indeed be granted, are not completely opaque. Accordingly, it 
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is possible to perceive various subclasses made up of combinations that 
share some semantic element. For example, deal out, dish out, dole out, give 
out, hand out, ladle out, parcel out, portion out, serve out, share out, rent 
out, etc. all have to do with ‘distribution’. The ‘particle index’ in Collins 
COBUILD Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs contains over a dozen lists of verb-
particle combinations with out that can be grouped together under a common 
semantic heading. By far the largest collection (that I am aware of, at least) 
of small to medium-sized regularities with out is Lindner (1981), which I 
believe leaves little or nothing to add to. 
 However, what we are primarily interested in here is to whether there are 
any productive patterns with out whose meanings have to do with the devel-
opment of an event through time. According to Live (1965: 436), out is an 
aspectual particle that “contributes a connotation of thoroughness and culmi-
nation (work out, puzzle out, carry out, fight out, wear out, seek out, sweat 
out, buy out, sell out, burn out, think out, turn out ‘end’, give out ‘be ex-
hausted’)”. Yet, quite a few of the examples she gives are not fully composi-
tional, hence are in part idiomatic. For example, turn out has nothing obvi-
ous to do with rotation, nor does give out ‘be exhausted’ have anything ob-
vious to do with donation. The same lack of semantic compositionality ap-
plies to many of Lindner’s (1981: 135-37) examples illustrating the use of 
out to refer to “the full temporal extension of an event”: 
 
(665) a. When we were sick, we just had to tough it out. 

b. Sit out the dance.  (also implies ‘nonparticipation’) 
c. Will the patient see the week out? 
d. They lived out their lives in obscurity. 
e. He will serve out his sentence on a work furlough program. 
f. In spite of the rain, they played out the match. 
g. The crew rode out the storm pretty well. 
h. You’ll have to {sweat / stick / wait} it out to the bitter end. 
i. Fred will finish out his term as a lame duck. 
j. I guess I’ll {finish / stay} out the year. 
 (Lindner 1981: 135-36) 

 
Observe that the question in the (c)-example could be asked of a blind pa-
tient, so that again the combination see out does not stand in a straightfor-
ward relation to the corresponding simplex verb. Likewise, ride out the 
storm can be said of an aircraft crew, so no literal riding need be involved. 
And so on. Because of these messy semantic facts, the instances in the above 
list do not make up a good example of an aspectual pattern with out. 
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(ii) An aspectual pattern with out conveying the idea ‘in full’ 

A much better example of an aspectual pattern is the one in which out is 
added to a pre-existing verb, thereby conveying a sense of completion or 
thoroughness. A paraphrase with ‘in full’ or ‘in detail’ comes perhaps closest 
to the semantic contribution of out to the combination. The combination as a 
whole refers to the coming into being of something “from some incomplete 
or potential form to its proper, full form” (Lindner 1981: 133): 
 
(666) argue out a plan ‘discuss in detail all its aspects and possible conse-

quences until a decision is reached’, chart out a strategy, fill out a 
form, make out one’s will, map out a journey, {plan / plot} out the 
programme, schedule out the entire year, sketch out an idea, write out 
an abbreviation, … 

 
The following examples, taken from Lindner (1981: 133) suggest that the 
combinations given in (666) conform to a pattern with productive power: 
 
(667) a. I’ve got my next book noted out.  (‘I’ve created an outline for my 

next book by noting [down] the plot, the characters, etc. in consid-
erable detail’) 

b. The next step is to flowchart out the solution  (‘put the general so-
lution to a computer programming problem in a more materialized 
flowchart form’)  

c. I want to fantasize out my paper first before I do any reading on the 
subject.  (‘produce an outline by fantasizing in detail about what I 
want to cover’) 
(Lindner 1981: 133; my glosses—B. C.) 

 
Here are two authentic examples based on the same pattern (with italics 
added): 
 
(668) a. Stravinsky wanted to know to the second how long a particular 

thing should be. I never worked that way, but on one piece I kept a 
log. I wanted to write a ten-minute piece and I was keeping track of 
the advance of the piece and the proportions of it, so I did sort of 
compose it out in a fashion that was somewhat pre-determined at 
least in terms of the sections within.  (‘produce a fleshed-out piece 
by composing in full what I had already in mind’)   
(www.bruceduffie.com/fennelly.html, accessed 5 September 2003) 

b. In a series of articles stretching over ten years he attempted to 
itemize out the various ‘design features’ which characterize lan-
guage. (‘produce a list of them by fully itemizing them’) 
(Jean Aitcheson, The Articulate Mammal: An Introduction to Psycholin-
guistics, Fourth edition, London and New York: Routledge, 1998, p. 26)  
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The same kind of out seems to be used with surprising ease with verbs that 
refer to calculation or computation (my italics again): 
 
(669) a. As I said before, some scenes deserve a 10, while others deserve a 

5, so I averaged them all out and came up with 7. 
(www.gmhits.com/articles/jake/112000kessen.html, accessed 6 Septem-
ber 2003) 

b. If you multiply out the number of possible combinations of the 
seven prefixes and suffixes, the product is about half a million, and 
that is the number of possible forms per verb in the language.  
(Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct: The New Science of Language 
and Mind, London: Allen Lane, 1994, p. 128) 

c. One important aspect of typed feature structures as defined for-
mally in Carpenter and Pollard 1991 and Carpenter 1992 is that the 
type hierarchy is compiled out. It is entirely constructed and stored 
in the grammar prior to producing or interpreting a sentence. … 
this means that the entire set of possible m-subcategories of lex-
emes … is defined in advance… .  
(Jean-Pierre Koenig, Lexical Relations, Stanford: CSLI Publications, 
1999, p. 27) 

d. In past years the student not only translated each word but parsed 
out the grammar on demand, an even more dangerous process and 
still not entirely abandoned. 
(community.middlebury.edu/~harris/LatinBackground/transverbalizing.ht
ml, accessed 5 September 2003) 

 
Note that here too, we find the idea of producing something by carrying out 
an operation ‘in full’.  

As it happens, combinations with verbs like average, compile, compose, 
itemize, fantasize, etc. starkly contrast with the claim that is sporadically 
made in the literature to the effect that “the verb must be (approximately) 
monosyllabic” (Jackendoff 1997b: 542, note 5; 2002a: 93-94, note 8), and 
more in particular with Bolinger’s (1971: 104) claim that aspectual out “is 
mainly restricted to native, or at least to nonlearnèd, verbs”.  
 Exactly what is the aspectual import of out in examples (666) through 
(669)? In most cases, the simplex verb would also normally produce a read-
ing in which everything that needs to be done to perform the event is done, 
so isn’t out just redundant? It is true that most verbs to which aspectual out is 
added are already telic by themselves, so out usually does not add telicity; 
what is probably the case, then, is that the telic character of the event is 
brought out more explicitly through the use of out (see example (d)): 
 
(670) a. She filled (out) the form {in / *for} five minutes. 

b. I composed the piece (out) {in / *for} a week. 
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c. He itemized (out) all the factors {in / *for} a week. 
d. I parsed the text {in / ?for} two hours. / I parsed the text out {in / 

*for} two hours. 
 

Turning to the syntax of this pattern, we cannot fail to notice that all its 
instances are transitive. We might be led to assume that the combination 
simply copies (inherits) the transitivity of the simplex verb. In most cases, 
this would seem true. However, in a couple of instances, the direct object of 
the particle pattern cannot be construed as the direct object of the verb, 
which has to take a fixed preposition: 
 
(671) a. argue *(about) the plan / argue out (*about) the plan 

b. fantasize *(about) the paper / fantasize out (*about) the paper 
 
As to the ability to take a specifier etc., we observe that aspectual out can 
project a full particle phrase: 
 
(672) a. Alright this form is simple enough, just fill it on out and send it.  

(out with a specifier) 
(uss_excalibur_rpg.tripod.com/application.html, accessed 6 September 
2003) 

b. When somebody requested “Now That I’ve Found You” by Alison 
Kraus and Union Station, I thought, “Sure, I know that song” and 
thought I could sit down here and write it right out. Nope.  (out 
with a prespecifier; note that write it right out actually means 
‘write it out right away’—see note 26 in Chapter 3) 

 (www.cowboylyrics.com/tabs/KraussAlison/NowThatIveFoundYoutab.ht
ml, accessed 6 September 2003) 

c. Well, to begin with, after studying your screenshots, I come up 
with a pose for your character. From there I draw it out in full de-
tail. (out with a complement-like element)41 

 (www.eqportrait.com/faq.html, accessed 6 September 2003) 
 

Let us now attempt to package the observations made so far into a formal 
format: 
 
(673) [tr V-Prt X out] 

‘bring something into being by V-ing (P) (something) in full or in de-
tail’ 

 
                                                      
41 In full detail can be separated from out by a constituent, e.g. draw it out for you in 
full detail. This pleads against the analysis of in full detail as a real complement. On 
the other hand, in full detail cannot be preposed (*In full detail I will draw it out), so 
it is not a free adverb. 
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The syntactic representation can be kept simple, if we allow the realization 
rule for transitive verb-particle patterns discussed in Chapter 5, Subsection 
5.3.1, to do its regular job. The semantic representation may come across as 
rather vague, especially because the first occurrence of something is not co-
indexed with the second occurrence of something, nor is either of these NPs 
co-indexed with the object NP in the right-hand side of the syntactic realiza-
tion rule (not given here). Both examples in (674) show why we cannot co-
index the two something’s with each other; at the same time, (674)a and 
(674)b show why we cannot co-index the first and second occurrence of 
something, respectively, with the NP in syntactic structure. The object NP in 
(674)a and (674)b refer to an ‘affected’ and ‘effected’ entity, respectively. 
 
(674) a. parse out [the text]i = ‘bring [a grammatical analysis of the text]j 

into being by parsing [the text]i in full’ 
b. write out [my memoirs]i = ‘bring [my memoirs]i into being by writ-

ing (down) [my memories about people I have known and events I 
have witnessed]j in full’ 

 
Intriguingly, some V-out combinations are compatible with both an affected-
like and an effected-like object. For example, you can write out an abbrevia-
tion or write out the full expression, meaning essentially the same. Likewise, 
if you multiply out the terms (of an arithmetic expression), you also multiply 
out the product. This metonymic alternation—if that is what is involved 
here—is in some sense parallel to the alternation between squeeze out the 
orange and squeeze out the juice, which we presented in the previous chapter 
(Section 7.6). In any case, we have to allow for some flexibility in the way 
the syntactic and the semantic structure of the pattern in (673) are linked up. 
 

(iii) Other aspectual-like patterns 

There are two more patterns in which out could be argued to convey an as-
pectual meaning. These patterns are illustrated in (675)a and (675)b:  
 
(675) a. It weirded me out to see my face enlarged on the big screen! 

(www.pf757.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/ab/interviews.html, accessed 8 Sep-
tember 2003) 

b. I’m all examed out, and I still have my last exam to do tomorrow 
morning…  (‘exhausted from too many exams’) 

 (www.1stvamp.org/date/20030618, accessed 8 September 2003) 
 
Insofar as the aspectual information is eclipsed here by the notion of transi-
tion into an abnormal mental state, we will treat such cases as ‘semi-
aspectual’ (see Subsection 8.6.6 below).  
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8.5.6 Aspectual through 

(i) Examples and semantic description  

The aspectual use of the particle through has been commented on rather 
sparsely in the literature on particles. Jackendoff (1997b: 541-42; 2002a: 78-
80), McIntyre (sine anno: 2; 2003a: 6; 2004a: 538-39) and Sinclair (1989: 
485) are among the few sources of succinct information we can mention.42 
Let us first give some examples. 
 
(676) a. In reading a difficult book for the first time, read the book through 

without stopping. 
(radicalacademy.com/adlerreaddifbk.htm, accessed 9 September 2003) 

  b. Kitty quickly unfolded the letter and skimmed it through. 
(www.austen.com/derby/oldf/megank.htm, accessed 9 September 2003) 

c. Trowa opened the fridge and scanned it through for bacon and 
eggs.  
(dragonball-diaries.150m.com/gw/ Maaya/Saturday_Morning.htm, ac-
cessed 9 September 2003) 

d. Stir until the stilton has melted through. 
(www.see.ed.ac.uk/~pmh/Recipes/Savouries/Brocs.html, accessed 9 Sep-
tember 2003) 

e. Pour the mixture unto a baking sheet and refrigerate until chilled 
through. 
(www.fungaljungal.org/recipe/Gnocchi%20.html, accessed 9 September 
2003) 

f. The smile that she flashed at me was almost proof that she’d 
worked the problem through. 
(www.byhandstories.net/stories/ijb4-testmtg.htm, accessed 9 September 
2003) 

 
The aspectual sense contributed by through can usually be paraphrased with 
an adverbial like ‘from beginning to end’ (e.g. (676)a-b), ‘from top to bot-
tom’ (e.g. (676)b-c), ‘from the outside to the centre’ (e.g. (676)d-e), ‘until 

                                                      
42 I might also mention the following cursory comment by Sweetser (1992), stated in 
terms of the “THOUGHT AS A JOURNEY” metaphor: 

“Thinking something through means that you have reached a conclusion and no 
longer need to think it over; in the literal domain, through has such senses as 
traversing a path from one end to the other of a bounded area or container, as in 
she went through the garden into the house. If you are no longer “in” a particular 
reasoning space, it may be because you have finished the reasoning process and 
reached a conclusion. Presumably, the conclusion could not have been reached 
without the thinking, just as you might not be able to reach a location without 
traversing the intervening space between your present location and the desired 
one.” (Sweetser 1992: 716) 
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(something) has been thoroughly dealt with and a solution or decision has 
been reached’ (e.g. (676)f), or more generally ‘completely’ (e.g. (676)a-f). 
The presence of the particle triggers a telic reading that is not necessarily 
occasioned by the simplex verb: compare I read the paper {in / for} an hour  
(cf. note 16 in Chapter 4) and I read the paper through {in / *for} an hour. 
 

(ii) The argument structure of the pattern with aspectual through 

According to Jackendoff (2002a: 79), the pattern with aspectual through is 
obligatorily transitive: 
 
(677) *Bill {read / scanned} through. 

(Jackendoff 2002a: 79) 
 
In a pre-final version of his (2004) article, McIntyre gave examples of aspec-
tual through with unaccusative verbs:43 
 
(678) a. The container {rusted / rotted} through. 

b. The carpet wore through.  
 
Sentences (676)d-e above provide further examples. Just to recapitulate from 
Chapter 7 (Subsection 7.5.1), unaccusative verbs are intransitive verbs 
whose subject argument refers to an entity that fulfils the semantic role of 
patient and is hypothesized by generative linguists to be an underlying direct 
object—cf. our use of the term ‘object promotion’. For the reader who is not 
dismissive of such an account, Jackendoff’s claim that the verb has to be 
transitive can be saved if we take it to mean that through requires the VP to 
have an overtly realized or underlying object argument.  

Interestingly, the aspectual through pattern can also license an object not 
selected by the verb in it, as in (676)f, and in talk the problem through, think 
the issue through, listen the song through, etc.44  

 

(iii) Further syntactic issues  

Aspectual through can project a full PrtP, with a specifier (e.g. (679)a-b), a 
prespecifier (e.g. (679)c-e), and/or a complement (e.g. (679)d-e). Italics are 
added in the following authentic examples: 
                                                      
43 However, one might perhaps object that through in these examples is spatial, not 
aspectual. See also example (218)b and the ensuing discussion in Chapter 4. 
44 It is presumably because of this unselected object that Jackendoff (1997b: 542) 
leaves open the possibility that {talk / think} NP (e.g. the problem) through is partly 
idiomatic. The combination see NP (e.g. the process) through ‘successfully com-
plete NP’ is (in addition) semantically non-compositional, as is, one may argue, 
work NP through. 
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(679) a. … yet you feel forced to stay with one issue now until you’ve 
worked it on through.  

 (www.tarot.com/xfer2.php?l=30, accessed 9 September 2003) 
b. … after thinking it back through over the last couple weeks, … 

(www.courttv.com/archive/casefiles/oklahoma/ nichtran-
scripts/1006am.html, accessed 9 September 2003) 

c. Animals that survive have their flesh discolored all through, and 
even their marrow is reduced to the consistency of blood and wa-
ter. 

 (199.84.131.196/catacombes/Host.htm, accessed 9 September 2003) 
d. Korn was going to play the record straight through in its entirety, 

with no encores, no patter, no deviations. 
 (launch.yahoo.com/read/concert.asp?contentID=158937, accessed 9 Sep-

tember 2003) 
e. … during the first run of the series in America, it was abruptly cut 

short due to the events of September 11th. The series has yet to be 
aired straight through in its entirety. 

 (www.animeadrenaline.com/guneps.shtml, accessed 9 September 2003) 
 
Occasionally, aspectual through can be found after a PP belonging to the 
VP. This word order, which is not normally allowed for particles, is facili-
tated when through is accompanied by other elements in the phrase it heads, 
as in (680)c-d: 
 
(680) a. I sat down and listened to the song through once… 

(children.ofthenight.org/cloudbusting/music/wow.html, accessed 9 Sep-
tember 2003) 

b. Having now listened to it through completely three times, I am 
growing to love it. 
(www.mercator.be/page.asp?ID=0145100000&lang=NL, accessed 9 Sep-
tember 2003) 

c. … he watched this DVD with me all the way through without once 
telling me how stupid anime is. 
(dvd.lowpriced.net/B0000633QR.html, accessed 10 September 2003) 

d. It is at your discretion if you would like to dance to the song com-
pletely through, or have your wedding party to join you half way 
through. 
(www.backtraxonline.com/images/ WED-
DING%20SURVIVAL%20GUIDE.doc, accessed 9 September 2003) 

 
 As noted by Jackendoff (2002a: 79), aspectual through cannot normally 
appear in the pre-object position. If it does, it is more properly analysed as a 
preposition, not as a particle (cf. also Bolinger 1971: 25, note 2). When the 
NP is interpreted as the complement of through used as a preposition, it no 
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longer brings about the holistic reading typically associated with direct ob-
jects (McIntyre 2004a: 538): 
 
(681) a. She {read / skimmed} the book through. (i.e. the whole book has 

been read or skimmed through) 
b. She {read / skimmed} through the book. (i.e. only part(s) of the 

book may have been read or skimmed through) 
 
See again Chapter 4 (Section 4.4) for a similar semantic difference between, 
e.g., She sailed the world around and She sailed around the world, or He 
passed the house by and He passed by the house.  
 

(iv) Summary and final comments 

The following syntactic-cum-semantic representation captures the use of 
aspectual through. (We ignore the possibility of inserting a PP before the 
particle.) 
 
(682) [VPtr; Direct O can be ‘promoted’ V (NPi) through]  

‘V (Prep) (somethingi) completely (i.e. {from beginning to end / from 
top to bottom / from the outside to the centre / …})’ 

 
In fact, ‘from beginning to end’ (and, mutatis mutandis, the other adverbials) 
should be phrased as ‘from itsi beginning to itsi end’, so that it is linked with 
the object argument of a transitive VP or to the subject argument of an in-
transitive VP (with a ‘promoted’ object as subject). This way, the interpreta-
tion of aspectual through as discussed in this subsection can be distinguished 
from the interpretation of through as used in the following example: 
 
(683) (Did she cry during the burial?) No, she smiled all the way through. 
 
In this example, the subject argument of the intransitive verb is not a ‘pro-
moted’ object: the verb smile is a pure intransitive. Hence, we are not deal-
ing here with an instantiation of the pattern in (682). In this case, through 
clearly does not relate to the subject NP, but to the time interval evoked by 
burial. By the way, in this adverbial usage, through cannot be used as an 
unadorned particle: She smiled {all the way through (it) / halfway through 
(it) / through it} but *She smiled through. 
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8.5.7 Aspectual up 

(i) The particle up in the literature: a telicizer 

Up is considered to be the aspectual particle par excellence. We have seen 
that there is a wrong but deeply rooted belief that particles express telicity 
(see Subsection 8.3.4). There is no particle that epitomizes this “myth” 
(McIntyre 2003a: 5) more than up. As Dehé (2002: 6) writes, “The best-
known and perhaps most productive particle in the aspectual P[article]V[erb] 
construction is up, which telicises the event expressed by the verb.” Simi-
larly, Keyser and Roeper (1992: 113) state, “Like all particles, up appears to 
require a delimited interpretation.” The amount of literature on up is impres-
sive. A merely selective overview might include Adamczewski (2003), 
Bame (1999), Bolinger (1971: 98-102), Denison (1985), Fraser (1976: 15-
16), Jackendoff (2002a: 76-77), Lindner (1981), McIntyre (sine anno: 1-2; 
2001b: 154-55; 2003a: 4), Quayle (1994) and Sawin (1999).  

I will not attempt to review this vast body of research. Instead, I will con-
centrate on the regularly recurring claim that up can be used highly produc-
tively to telicize an event. This claim was already present in Benjamin Lee 
Whorf’s writings:  
 

“[T]he English particle “up” meaning ‘completely, to a finish,’ as in 
break it up, cover it up, eat it up, twist it up, open it up, can be applied to 
any verb of one or two syllables initially accented… .” (Whorf 1956: 70, 
quoted in Fraser 1976: 15) 

 
While Whorf did not use the term telic, it is clear that this notion is what he 
had in mind. The notions of completion and telicity are closely related. If up 
is said to carry the meaning ‘completely’, ‘to completion’ or ‘to a finish’, 
etc. this can only be so if the situation referred to is telic, since only telic 
situations can be brought to completion—atelic situations can be brought to 
a stop (an arbitrary halt) but not to completion (an inherent or intended end-
point). Completion, in other words, presupposes telicity. Some authors speak 
of ‘perfectivity’—remember the motto of this chapter. Here, too, we assume 
that what is intended by this term is telicity. 

Importantly, Whorf’s quote continues with the enumeration of “four spe-
cial cryptotypes” that constrain the otherwise full productivity in that their 
members do not combine with aspectual up. Cryptotypes in Whorf’s termi-
nology are, to use Geoffrey K. Pullum’s rendering, “covert classes of words 
… hidden groupings that you can’t spot by looking at the inflections or the 
syntax … [h]idden types of word, buried in an unconscious classification 
system inside your mind”.45 For example, one cryptotype Whorf mentions is 
                                                      
45 Found on www.abc.net.au/rn/arts/ling/stories/s51011.htm, accessed 15 September 
2003. 
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that of “oscillation without agitation of parts; we don’t say ‘ rock up a cradle, 
wave up a flag, wiggle up a finger, nod up one’s head ’, etc.” (quoted in Fra-
ser 1976: 15).  

Fraser (1976: 16) remarks that “one might want to take the opposite ap-
proach and specify in a positive way which verbs combine.”46 I have found a 
very simple method to do just this: collect a large number of verbs that can 
be combined with aspectual up, resulting in a number of semantic classes 
within which up apparently has full productivity.  

 

(ii) Collecting authentic examples with aspectual up 

The method for setting up a number of verb classes is based on the observa-
tion that many of the productively formed combinations with aspectual up 
are accompanied by such qualifications as good, good and proper, real nice, 
etc. (See the shake it up good pattern, mentioned in Chapter 5, Section 5.7.) 
Here is an example from The Simpsons: 
 
(684) Bart [warning his father on April Fool’s Day]: You’re going down, 

Homer. 
Homer: You talk better than you fool. 
Bart: I’m gonna fool you up real nice.  
(www.jaboobie.com/simpsons_archive/2003_03_30_simpsons_archive.html, 
accessed 12 July 2003) 

 
Some more examples are given in (685): 
 
(685) a. When I do it, I do it up good!!  

(www.rsdsite.com/story14.htm, accessed 17 December 2002) 
b. … and a lot of folk has set up early to get liquored up good and 

proper…  
(www.cheddarheads.co.uk/nfl/usa99/nfl99b.htm, accessed 17 December 
2002) 

                                                      
46 This is also what McIntyre (2003: 4) suggests, namely that “it could be argued 
that up is semiproductive and/or that its productivity is confined to certain tokens 
and classes of simplex verbs”. 
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c. Lisa, have a fantastic holiday, re-charge those batteries up good 
and proper…47 
(www.club-fnuk.co.uk/message_board.html, accessed 17 December 
2002) 

d. Monica: You know, I don’t like to brag about it, but I give the best 
massages!  
Chandler: All right, then massage me up right nice! 
(www.friends-tv.org/zz513.html, 23 September 2004) 

 
Many more occurrences of aspectual (rather than directional or idiomatic) up 
can be netted by using “it up good”,  “them up good”, “up good and proper”, 
etc. as targets in Google. It then gradually becomes clear that the innovative, 
productive usage of up runs in families of verbs sharing some semantic con-
tent. Below are some semantic clusters that emerged from an extensive web 
search. These clusters do not exhaustively sum up the productive potential of 
aspectual up, but they certainly do represent some loci of concentration and 
creativity in the use of this particle. 

1. Up after verbs of mixing (e.g. mash, mix, mush, scramble, shake, squish, 
stir, …) 
 
(686) a. Combine the torn out bread with about 1/2 cup milk and 1 egg 

beaten. Mush it up good! 
(www.anzwers.org/free/odyssey/MAINDISH.htm, accessed 15 Septem-
ber 2003) 

b. Add the contents of the pan to the meat and squish it up good.  
(www.garethrowan.co.uk/gareth_rowans_food_pages/ ar-
chive/menu_of_the_ monthoct2000.htm, accessed 17 December 2002) 

c. Dump the tuna in to a large salad bowl and mash it up good with a 
fork. 
(www.liquidninjas.com/bbs/showthread/t-4469.html, accessed 15 Sep-
tember 2003) 

 

                                                      
47 Re-charge those batteries up good seems to be a counterexample to the restriction, 
first noted by Fraser (1976: 15), against prefixed verb stems in verb-particle combi-
nations. See McIntyre (sine anno: 8) for some brief discussion and some references. 
(i) a. She {tied / *untied} down the flapping corner of the carpet. 
 b. The workmen {boarded / *unboarded} over the windows. 
 c. The lady {sewed / *resewed} up the hole in his shirt. 
 d. John will {think / *rethink} over the proposal. 
 e. Harry must {measure / *remeasure} out the amount of grain he wants. 
 f. The shopkeeper tried to {polish / *overpolish} up the counter. 
  (Fraser 1976: 15) 
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This and the next class may perhaps be grouped together as ‘cookery verbs’. 
Verbs of mixing may in fact also be seen as a subgroup or extension of the 
sixth class below. 

2. Up after verbs of heating (e.g. fry, grill, heat, warm, …) 
 
(687) a. Heat it up good and hot… 

(homepage.ntlworld.com/mysterymachine/hg/thc.htm, accessed 17 De-
cember 2002) 

b. Bubba likes to grill them up good. 
(www.midnightsociety.com/web/Dining/Bubba/bubba.html, accessed 17 
December 2002) 

  c. … fry them up good and crispy.  
(www.gamesdomain.com/faqdir/ marvel_vs_capcom_2_storm_b_gd.txt, 
accessed 17 December 2002) 

 

3. Up after verbs of cleaning or treating-with-a-product (e.g. clean, grease, 
polish, shine, wash, wipe, …) 
 
(688) a. Wash it up good and it’ll be as pretty as you. 

(www.thoughtcafe.co.uk/viewarticle.asp?articleid=8591, accessed 17 De-
cember 2002) 

b. I polished it up good.  
(www.collective.co.uk/misfitcity/ish01/ish01l01.htm, accessed 17 De-
cember 2002) 

c. So after putting the condom on, grease it up good. 
(freespace.virgin.net/xx.escorts/etiquette.htm, accessed 17 December 
2002) 

 

4. Up after verbs of locking, fastening or tying (e.g. bandage, bind, close, 
glue, lock, seal, shut, tape, tie, tighten, truss, wrap, …): 
 
(689) a. If I can sneak into the kitchen the first place I try is the doggie food 

bag. Mum is getting cunning though and sealing it up good and 
tight.  
(www.tigger28.co.uk/KASSY.htm, accessed 17 December 2002). 

b. Hmmm...aa-HAH! Put two tablespoons of Sevin powder, and a 
small firecracker, in a tiny paper bag. Wrapped it up good and tight 
to make a nice neat package.  
(homepages.tesco.net/~scotsnet/ o.f.carter/fun/fun076.htm, accessed 17 
December 2002) 

c. We had trussed them up good, looping the thick, white cotton-rope 
around them from shoulders to their crossed ankles. 
(www.asstr.org/~canuck100/1999/9905-2.htm, accessed 15 September 
2003) 
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Jackendoff (1997a: 542) mentions epoxy NP up as an example of the produc-
tivity of aspectual up and the resulting unnecessariness of listing in the lexi-
con all but the most high-frequency possible combinations. The simplex verb 
epoxy is attested in the OED with the meaning “to glue with epoxy resin”, 
and accordingly we can expect it to combine naturally with up. We should 
therefore not consider it a shortcoming or imperfection of the OED that it 
fails to list epoxy up as a fixed lexical combination. 

5. Up after verbs of repairing (e.g. fix, heal, patch, sew, weld, …) 
 
(690) a. No, wait! I got a kid who’s a miracle worker!  He’ll heal him up 

real good! 
(www.snpp.com/episodes/BABF06, accessed 11 July 2003) 

  b. I broke my arm one time and he fixed it up good as new. 
(www.nexxie.owns1.com/Backwoods/Backwoods.html, accessed 15 Sep-
tember 2003) 

  c. It took me about 2.5 minutes to weld it up good as new. 
(www.quickkeys.com/Cobra/journal%20september.htm, accessed 15 Sep-
tember 2003) 

 

6. Up after verbs of destruction, physical harm, or spoilage (e.g. bash, beat, 
bloody, blow, bollox, bugger, bust, carve, chop, cut, duff, fuck, grind, 
knacker, mess, pound, punch, screw, slice, snag, stab, tear, …) 
 
(691) a. We blew it up good and hard, one Nereid Behemoth, two 

Endymion Attackers, a hunter and a fighter I believe.  
(www.diaspora.freeuk.com/july.htm, accessed 17 December 2002) 

b. Hogan takes Schultz outside and bloodies him up good. 
(www.fanboyplanet.com/chair/fallscount020703.php, accessed 11 July 
2003) 

c. The doctors said it went straight to his brain and fucked it up good.  
(www.grant-morrison.com/column.htm, accessed 17 December 2002) 

 
This class of verbs forms the antonym of the previous class. Aspectual up 
occurs very frequently here and its use is not restricted to conventional com-
binations. Bolinger was absolutely right when he noted: 
 

“Coin a verb to friggle, “to shred, pour napalm on, and ignite, as ‘to frig-
gle the records,’ ” and we would soon have 

They locked out the board members and friggled up the books.” 
(Bolinger 1971: 102) 
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7. It up after noun-derived verbs referring to exuberant, licentious or other-
wise excessive activity (e.g. beer it up, brawl it up, club it up, liquor it up, 
party it up, riot it up, sex it up, etc.) 

Up appears to be quite productive in the ‘empty/general it’ pattern (see 
Chapter 7, Section 7.7). Not only do we find existing and idiomatic combi-
nations like ham it up or live it up, but we can combine it up with practically 
any verb converted from a noun that can be associated with exuberant or 
excessive (often licentious) activity. For example: 
 
(692) I got Dad a massive spatula for his barbeque (he loves to BBQ it up). 

It has a bottle opener, two meat tenderizers and a knife-edge. 
(www.geocities.com/xavierdomain/june03.html, accessed 15 September 
2003) 

 
The combination with it up brings out the sense of exuberance or excess that 
is only potentially evoked by the noun. For example, nerds are not the proto-
type of energetic, exuberant people—quite the contrary—but if people wil-
fully nerd it up, it means that they decide to indulge in whatever it is that 
stigmatizes them as nerds, such as spend all day in the library, team up 
against other nerds to play computer games over the internet all night, or go 
to a convention for comic book aficionados, as in the following example 
(italics added):48  
 
(693) i took today off so i can go to wondercon with craig and chuck. won-

dercon is a comic book convention at moscone center in san francisco. 
yeah, i’m a huge nerd. today is my day to nerd it up big time out in the 
open. i’m even bringing my copies of x-men 270 - 272 (x-tinction 
agenda) for jim lee to sign, as well as ghost rider 1 for mark texiera to 
sign. haha. 
(pages.sbcglobal.net/mrjoshua/042003.htm, accessed 21 September 2003) 

 
Here are some more examples, collected with our “up good” (etc.) search 
query: 
 
(694) a. Love it up good, you tarts.  

(www.bell101.freeserve.co.uk/Update.htm, accessed 17 December 2002) 

                                                      
48 This pattern can also host verbs that do not have a nominal origin, e.g. drinking it 
up, laughing it up, spending it up, swearing it up, etc. 
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b. Trick it up, trick it up good.49 
(www.academical.freeserve.co.uk/GemmaEyes/ Lyrics/Rhythm/ 
tRhythm02 .htm, accessed 17 December 2002) 

  c. oh captain! you are hot, lets sex it up real good 
(www.ratemyface.com/ 
profile.cfm?online_name=Mercenary_FeniX&mode=all, accessed 13 
September 2003) 

d. We’ve been boozing it up real good. Maybe too good. 
(ctop.fallingamongbandits.com/archives/ 2002_06_30_index.html, ac-
cessed 13 September 2003) 

 
An interesting subclass is made up of verbs based on nouns referring to a 
‘cool’ music style  (funk, jazz, rock, skank, …), typically, but not necessarily, 
used with empty it: 
 
(695) a. The Daptone band take on Janet Jackson’s 1989 hit and funk it up 

good and proper.  (here, it may actually be referential)50 
(www.clubagogo.co.uk/, accessed 17 December 2002)   

b. Sure, we can jazz it up good style… 
(www.ren-com.com/vegas/excuses.htm, accessed 17 December 2002) 

c. Buddy and the Boys rocked it up good on June 30th in Kingston. 
(www.buddyholly.ca/news.html, accessed 13 September 2003) 

d. Other bands playing included local ska-punks Duff Muffin, who 
skanked it up good-style with a particularly fine horn section… 
(www.maltsoda.com/bands/mirrormen/news.html, accessed 11 July 2003) 

 

                                                      
49 The meaning of trick it up is not clear from the context of this example, but on 
entering trick it up in Google, I came across the following line from the lyrics of a 
hiphop song: 
(i) Say slut it up 

SLUT IT UP 
Whip it up 
WHIP IT UP 
Smoke it up 
SMOKE IT UP 
Trick it up 
TRICK IT UP 
(hiphopraplyricz.com/lyrics/rahdigga/10.txt, accessed 9 September 2003) 

This example, besides providing some extra examples of the V it up pattern, seems 
to confirm that trick it up refers to some form of debauchery. According to the OED 
the noun trick can refer to “[a]n instance of the sexual act or any of its variations; 
usu. spec. a prostitute’s session with a client”.  
50 To show that the object does not need to be empty it: 
(i) SFQ have taken 9 blues standards (if you regard ‘Hand Jive’ as a blues standard) 

and completely funked them up.  
(www.sarockdigest.com/archives/issue_185.txt, accessed 15 September 2003) 
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(iii) Evidence against up as a telicizing particle? 

Let us now have a look at whether up is really a telicizing particle. I have a 
number of potential counterarguments. Taken by themselves, they are per-
haps not completely convincing, but they may nonetheless constitute cumu-
lative evidence against the telicizing nature of up. An alternative characteri-
zation will then be provided in the next point. 

First of all, it is not possible in the above examples (those given in the 
previous point) to replace up by completely, to completion or to a finish. The 
following sentences will suffice to illustrate this: 
 
(696) a. She fried the fish {up / *completely / *to completion / *to a finish} 

good and crispy.  
 b. I beat him {up / *completely / *to completion / *to a finish} good 

and proper. 
 
The phrase good (and X) expresses the idea that something has been per-
formed in such a way that the result might be considered satisfactory within 
the situational context. The fact that up cannot be replaced by completely and 
the like indicates that such a result has been achieved without the situation 
having reached its absolute endpoint. As a matter of fact, there may not be 
an inherent endpoint to the situation at all: if you have heated up the soup 
(good), this does not mean that you cannot heat the soup some more. All the 
examples in (687)-(695) indicate that up, in a very productive use, is com-
patible with a reading in which a situation is (merely) carried to a satisfac-
tory level and not to an (often non-existing) inherent endpoint. This seems to 
suggest that up is not a truly telicizing particle. 
 One may have a couple of objections against the counterevidence pre-
sented here. 
 For one, the fact that completely and good cannot co-occur may be a 
purely syntactic fact. This is confirmed by the observation that we cannot 
replace up by satisfactorily or sufficiently in this pattern either, even though 
such an adverb would be semantically more appropriate: 
 
(697) a. She fried the fish {up / *satisfactorily / *sufficiently} good and 

crispy. 
 b. I beat him {up / *satisfactorily / *sufficiently} good and proper. 
 

For another, when the particle is not followed by good (and proper, etc.), 
it is often possible to use completely, to completion etc. instead of or in addi-
tion to up. For example, we might say The doctor healed me (up) completely 
or The car was polished (up) to perfection.  

A second argument against the telicizing function of up is that the event 
may already be telic without up. So, Jackendoff (2002a: 76) writes that the 
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pattern with up as in wipe the counter up, pack the suitcase up, etc. “means 
roughly ‘V NP completely’” but he then goes on to say that up “is often re-
dundant, as in close up the suitcase”. Likewise, according to COBUILD, 
“[w]rap up means the same as wrap” (when it means “fold paper or cloth 
tightly round something in order to protect it or so that you can give it to 
someone as a present”, not in the sense of putting, say, a shawl around one-
self).51 So, the following sentences, one without and the other with up, both 
refer to a telic event: 
 
(698) a. I wrapped the present {in / *for} twenty seconds.  

b. I wrapped up the present {in / *for} twenty seconds. 
 
 One might object that the (b)-example is more obviously telic than the 
(a)-example, and in fact, I do believe there is a subtle difference in meaning 
between wrap and wrap up, albeit not a difference in telicity. I will come to 
this difference in point (iv) below.  
 Thirdly, the notion of telicity does not seem to work in cases like those in 
(699), where up is followed by an adverbial like a bit, some more, etc. (see 
also Lindner 1981: 206): 
 
(699) a. You may notice the place has been prettied up a bit. 

(www.amigamccc.org/journal/0001firs.htm, accessed 21 September 
2003) 

  b. He cheered up a little, but still seemed disturbed. 
(www.cs.vassar.edu/faculty/welty/porsching/96-07.txt, accessed 21 Sep-
tember 2003) 

  c. Really nice site, spice it up some more and get some visitors. 
(www.miriel.net/bsr/rev/review4.html, accessed 21 September 2003) 

 
Many combinations with up, including some of those belonging to the seven 
classes mentioned in point (ii) above, refer to a rise on an open-ended 
                                                      
51 The fact that you can say She wrapped a shawl around her but not *She wrapped 
up a shawl around her may have to do with there being no salient sense of locking 
or tightening (verb class 4) if the wrapping material itself (i.e. the moving entity or 
‘theme’ rather than the patient argument) is realized as the direct object. Compare: 
(i) She wrapped herself up in a shawl to protect herself from the early morning 

chill… 
 (www.kidnews.com/stories/amycamping.html, accessed 10 October 2003) 
It may also have to do with a restriction against multiple result state phrases: since 
around her can be analysed as the resultant position of a movement event (with 
wrap expressing the manner of motion), we cannot add another result state in the 
form of up. See Goldberg (1995: 81-89) on the ban against multiple change of state 
phrases with one single verb (e.g. *Sam kicked Bill black and blue out of the room), 
but see also note 37 in Chapter 5 on apparent counterexamples to the so-called 
Unique Path Constraint. 
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scale—cf. Lipka’s (1972: 220-21) “improve” and “increase” classes or Sin-
clair’s (1989: 487-88) “increasing and improving” class. For example, if you 
say that you have cleaned up (your room) a bit, the interpretation you invite 
is that the room has moved up on a scale from messy to tidy; but it may very 
well be the case that the room is still at the messy pole of the scale: 
 
(700) a. I’ve cleaned up in there a bit. It’s still a mess and I’ll have to do it 

properly later on but at least you have a bed now.52 
(www.sex-hosting-free.com/milkman/ section43/article15843.html, ac-
cessed 18 September 2003) 

  b. I’ve cleaned it up a bit, but it’s still very dirty inside. 
(www.lysator.liu.se/pinball/tidbits/KingsAndQueens.html, accessed 10 
October 2003) 

 
The fact that there is nothing awkward-sounding about I’ve cleaned the room 
up a bit or Could you heat my soup up some more? apparently provides evi-
dence against the alleged telicizing function of up.  
 A possible objection to this third counterargument is that even some less 
controversial telic expressions can be modified by degree adverbials. For 
example, (assumedly?) telic verbs like recover or melt allow such adverbials: 
 
(701) a.  John seems to have recovered a bit. 

b. The snow melted some more today. 
 
Others, however, do not allow them: 
 
(702) a. I ran a marathon (*a bit). 
  b. This morning, Sue walked to the store (*some more). 
 

Fourthly, the empty it-pattern with up is certainly not telic. For example: 
 
(703) We boozed it up, drugged it up and sexed it up {for / *in} two numb-

ing weeks. 
 

It could be argued, though, that this pattern is not fully representative of 
the use of aspectual up. 

Fifthly, and most convincingly, some of the more typical instances of the 
pattern with aspectual up are fully compatible with a ‘for X time’ adverbial, 
the standard test for atelicity: 

 

                                                      
52 This example contradicts the following intuition of McIntyre’s (2001b: 155):  
(i) his desk was still a mess after he cleaned it (*up) 

(McIntyre 2001b: 155) 
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(704) a. She heated up the soup for a minute. 
b. I ground the nuts up for five seconds using the food processor. 

 
 However, these expressions also allow the addition of an ‘in X time’ ad-
verbial: 
 
(705) a. She heated up the soup in a minute. 

b. I ground the nuts up in five seconds using the food processor. 
 
Such expressions, which are compatible with both a telic and an atelic read-
ing, have been dubbed “zero-telic” by Declerck (1979) or “degree achieve-
ments” by Dowty (1979).  
 Despite the possible objections to the counterarguments presented here, I 
dare to conclude that the core function of aspectual up is not to turn an atelic 
event into a telic one. 
 

(iv) Aspectual up as a resultative particle 

If up is not the pre-eminently telic(izing) particle it is often made out to be, 
then what is it? What I believe up does (except in the empty it pattern, which 
is a rather special constructional idiom) is focus on the result that is implicit 
in the event referred to by the verb. Up is a resultative particle, but not, of 
course, in the sense that it leads to the interpretation that the referent of the 
object NP was up as a result of the event. For example, heat up the soup 
does not result in the soup being up, as might be the case for directional up 
(cf. Brinton 1988: 179). Rather, the particle up is resultative in the sense that 
it directs the hearer’s attention, not to the event itself, but to whatever salient 
result the event produces (which is different for each verb that combines 
with up, and which is not necessarily an inherent terminal point). For exam-
ple, if you heat up the soup, you cause the soup to get in a (literally) ‘heated’ 
state.53 The heated state of the soup is a prominent result, foregrounded by 
the use of up.  

                                                      
53 As is clear from this paraphrase, a resultative analysis is essentially also a causa-
tive analysis, at least for transitive combinations. Cf. Live (1965: 436): “With adjec-
tive- and noun-derived verbs up is generally causative (even up, pretty up, clear up, 
clean up, dry up, sober up, ready up, warm up, tidy up, dirty up, foul up, jack up, 
crank up, cake up, slop up, jam up, doctor up, scent up).” See also Declerck (1977), 
who proposes a causative/resultative analysis for all (directional) verb-particle com-
binations, even intransitive ones. So, He laughed the problem away can be analysed 
as ‘the fact that he laughed caused that the problem was away’, and He ran away 
can be analysed as ‘the fact that he ran caused that he was away’ (Declerck 1977: 
308). In our analysis, though, it is only transitive combinations that clearly allow a 
paraphrase with the verb cause:  
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One might argue against this analysis by saying that all events produce 
results (see, in fact, Subsection 8.3.2 above). For example, if you are walk-
ing, your distance to the point of departure (or, more correctly, the amount 
travelled) changes, you get tired, etc. All these effects result from the walk-
ing and hence may be said to constitute ever so many resultant states of this 
event. Does this not mean that resultativeness is a notion that, because of its 
vagueness, can be applied to all events and therefore is totally empty and 
useless? I think not, as long as we distinguish result readings that merely 
arise in the extra-linguistic interpretation process and results that are coded 
by linguistic means. Up is a particle that explicitly refers to a result, even if 
this result is left un(der)specified and has to be fleshed out by looking at the 
meaning of the verb—cf. McIntyre (2003a: 13): up is an “underspecified 
result predicate”.54  

                                                                                                                             
(i) a. Greenhouse gases are warming up the atmosphere = ‘Greenhouse gases are 

causing the atmosphere to get in a ‘warmed’ state (i.e. to become warmer)’ 
 b. The atmosphere is warming up  ≠ ‘!The atmosphere is causing itself to get…’ 
           = ‘The atmosphere is getting…’ 
On the other hand, insofar as this latter sentence presupposes an external agent, we 
can introduce the idea of causality in our paraphrase as follows: ‘Something is being 
done which causes the atmosphere to get…’. Transitive expressions with an omitted 
object (see point (v)) also allow a causative paraphrase: 
(ii) I really fucked up this time = ‘I really caused the situation to get in a ‘fucked’ 

state this time’. 
54 Of course, as has been pointed out to me by an anonymous reviewer of Cappelle 
(in preparation), this un(der)specification in itself does not mean that up cannot 
express telicity, since a telic endpoint of an event is also always un(der)specified to 
some degree: “Even in more clearly telic expressions such as get ready or recover 
from an illness, the speaker must have an implicit notion of what constitutes ‘readi-
ness’ or ‘recovery’”, and this may be different in different contexts.  

I agree, but this does not invalidate the point, it seems to me, that telic VPs al-
ways make reference to a (contextually co-determined) endpoint of the event, be-
yond which continuation of that event is not logically possible, whereas VPs with up 
make reference to a (contextually defined) result state, beyond which continuation is 
possible—though often not needed. For example, to use an undeniably telic exam-
ple, the endpoint of walk to the store is, indeed, not fully specified—this event could 
apply to any store that can be reached by foot—but once the contextually defined 
store is reached, the event of walking to it (by the same person) cannot go on. By 
contrast, an event with aspectual up may merely refer to a result state without imply-
ing that this state is an absolute endpoint, as in (i): 
(i) They beat him up for a while, and then another deputy came in and socked him a 

couple of times in the body and then once in the face, … 
 (www.dailyrotten.com/archive/2003/1110.html, accessed 26 March 2005) 
On the other hand, there are many instances in which up signifies “that the direct 
object reaches a state considered sufficient for a particular purpose” (McIntyre sine 
anno: 2). For example, in Could you heat up this soup for me?, the speaker has an 
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Focus on product rather than on process is what accounts for the use of 
up in the following example: 
 
(706) a. Do you have any old school related photos hidden in your attic ?? 

Class photos, plays, graduation ?? Scan them up and send them in 
!!! 
(www.homestead.com/captfxco/SchoolDays.html, accessed 17 September 
2003) 

b. A lot of that hasn’t been coded up yet for analysis.  
(uttered by either David Mark or Barry Smith, in the course of a talk 
given at the University at Buffalo, 4 April 2001)  

 
In the first example, the scanning itself is not what is at stake. Instead, what 
matters is what the scanning results in, namely copies that can be sent by 
email. Similarly, the coding itself is not topical in the second example. 
Rather, what is relevant here is the result of the coding, which allows re-
searchers to analyse data. The particle up would be less appropriate (i.e. less 
functional, though not ungrammatical) in the following example, where the 
scanning or coding itself is being made the topic: 
 
(707) a. I was scanning some documents last night using my Microtek E3. I 

figured that since the text was straight black and white that I should 
use the lineart setting.   
(www.geocrawler.com/archives/3/299/1999/4/50/1719647/, accessed 17 
September 2003) 

  b. … please use the following guidelines in coding these data. 
(www.cdc.gov/std/gisp/cpdo,ggiode2002.pdf, accessed 2 October 2003) 

 
 It should be noted, finally, that a resultative analysis for up has also been 
proposed by Quayle (1994: 180-223), who does not abandon the view, 
though, that up essentially conveys a completive meaning (or, as he calls it 
in French, “une visée perfective”). Since his analysis is couched in a rather 
hermetic framework, that of Gustave Guillaume’s psychomécanique du lan-
gage, it is hard to determine to what extent his approach aligns with mine. 
 

(v) The argument structure of the pattern with aspectual up 

Intuitively, a VP with aspectual up typically contains a direct object. In the 
case of, for example, stink the whole place up, aspectual up is even found in 
combination with a verb that otherwise does not take an object. To find out 
whether aspectual up actually requires an object, I entered the string “up 
good and proper” as a target in Google, which matches both transitive and (if 
                                                                                                                             
expectation of soup serving temperature. This means that the event of heating up has 
a predetermined endpoint and, accordingly, that it is telic. 
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any) intransitive uses. There were very few examples of intransitive VPs to 
be found, and among them there was not a single true intransitive. Instead, 
we found intransitives with a ‘promoted’ object (e.g. clam up, open up, 
warm up, …)—see (708)a-c—and some transitive verbs with unexpressed 
objects (most notably the class formed by foul up, fuck up, mess up, muck 
up, screw up, …)—see (709)a-c:55 
 
(708) a. … put me anywhere near an attractive young lady I don’t know 

and I clam up good and proper!  
(www.ukmeetingpoint.co.uk/people/Partners/partn.html, accessed 17 De-
cember 2002) 

b. Now it hadn’t rained in LA for months but the clouds opened up 
good and proper on Thurs. night… 
(www.nswcorvettes.com.au/Corvettes/ Reports/febwestregionreport.htm, 
accessed 15 September 2003) 

c. Some people know how to warm up good and proper! Ben, Ben 
and Anne take a quick sun bathe! 
(teachserv.earth.ox.ac.uk/~geolsoc/ castellane_2k3_pictures_04.htm, ac-
cessed 15 September 2003) 

 
(709) a. I fucked up good and proper and I deserve any punishment you 

choose. 
(sts.nearheralways.com/fanfic/outofbounds.html, accessed 17 September 
2003) 

b. In P1 I had about 25mins to spare at the end of the exam which I 
thought meant I had messed up good and proper… 
(www.uk-learning.net/t7724.html, accessed 17 September 2003) 

  c. It looks like I’ve probably mucked up good and proper though. 
(groups.yahoo.com/group/RonSexsmith/ message/3446?source=1, ac-
cessed 17 September 2003) 

 

(vi) Intermediate summary 

Here is an attempt to represent the form and meaning of the pattern with 
aspectual up schematically. A formalization of the empty it pattern is not 
given here, since its meaning is somewhat special, as we have seen. 
 
(710)  [V-Prt tr; Direct O can be ‘promoted’ X{‘mix’/ ‘heat’ / ‘clean or treat with a product’/ ‘lock or tie’/ ‘repair’/ 

‘destroy, harm or spoil’}  up] 
‘(cause to) get in a ‘V-ed’ state’56 

                                                      
55 Clam up is almost a pure intransitive (e.g. its subject referent is usually agentive), 
but examples of clam somebody up can occasionally be found.  
56 This paraphrase does not always work. For example, build the pressure up cannot 
be rendered as ‘!cause the pressure to get in a built state’.  
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Observe that up can be accompanied by a specifier (e.g. tighten the screws 
back up) and a prespecifier (e.g. mess the game right up). It can also com-
bine with a complement (e.g. tear the paper up into small pieces). Whatever 
the syntactic status of phrases like good and proper or real nice might be, 
they can be combined with a specifier to the particle—see (711)a—but for 
some reason not with the prespecifier right or with a PP complement to the 
particle—see (711): 
 
(711) a. Tighten the screws back up good and proper. 

b. She buckled the kids {right up / up good and fast / *right up good 
and fast}. 

c. Their tank blew up {into smithereens / good and proper / *into 
smithereens good and proper}. 

 

(vii) Drink up revisited: an instance of a different pattern 

We are now left with the question as to how we can explain the difference 
between drink and drink up, the stock example of up’s telicizing nature. 
Consider the following examples: 
 
(712) a. I drank the tea {for / in} five minutes. 

b. I drank up the tea {*for / in} five minutes. 
 
Apparently, drink the tea may be either telic or atelic, but drink the tea up 
refers to a necessarily telic event. While this is true, linguists seem to con-
sider drink up as exemplary of the general and highly productive aspectual 
use of up. In my view, however, drink up actually exemplifies a special, 
untypical kind of up, whose meaning is similar to up as in Time is up, where 
up means roughly ‘exhausted’, ‘consumed’. Accordingly, drink your milk up 
paraphrases as ‘consume your milk by drinking it’.  

The fact that we are dealing with two different up-patterns (cf. also McIn-
tyre sine anno: 1-2) is corroborated by the ambiguity of chew the meat up, 
which can have either a resultative reading (‘cause the meat to get in a 
chewed state’, i.e. make it squishy) or an exhaustion reading (‘consume the 
meat by chewing it’, i.e. eat it). Only on the latter reading is chew up a telic 
version of the atelic verb chew, in keeping with McIntyre’s (sine anno: 1) 
intuition: 
 
(713) a. I chewed the meat {for / *in} a minute. 

b. I chewed the meat up {*for / in} a minute.   
   (McIntyre sine anno: 1) 
 
On the former reading, however, chew up is an instantiation of the pattern in 
(710) and is not necessarily telic: 
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(714) Sooner or later he must’e gotten tired of twirling his pencil, because 
that’s when he stuck the pencil in his mouth and bit off the end of it! 
Chewed it up for a while, then spit it onto the floor. Then he took an-
other bite, chewed it up for a while, spit it out on the floor! 
(www.geocities.com/~fabus/pencilpuss.html, accessed 19 September 2003) 

 
Up referring to ‘full consumption’ can only be found in combinations with a 
consumption verb (or with a verb that can be construed as referring to con-
sumption), such as {drink / eat} up and variants (e.g. chomp up, guzzle up, 
munch up, sip up, etc.), breathe up (all the air), use (resources) up, smoke (a 
cigar) up, and perhaps a few others. Although this use of up is admittedly 
telic and, by the looks of it, productive within its selectional restriction, it is 
advisable that we stop mentioning drink up (or eat up) as a standard example 
of the typical aspectual use of up.  
 

(viii) Conclusion and further hypothesis 

In this section I have tried to show that the highly productive aspectual use 
of up has been wrongly characterized in the existing aspectual literature (as 
well as in general reference works) as telicizing. Although there does exist 
such a use, this is restricted to a small class of verbs, namely ‘consumption’ 
verbs (drink, eat, etc.; also smoke, use, etc.). With these verbs, up more spe-
cifically refers to exhaustive consumption, and hence has (as a side-effect) a 
telicizing aspectual value.  

A far more productive use of aspectual up is to focus on the result 
brought about by the event to which the verb refers. Focusing on the resul-
tant state is not the same as marking telicity. Indeed, the result can but need 
not be a contextually defined endpoint of the event. For example, warm up 
the soup may be conceived of as a telic event, as when you heat it up to serv-
ing temperature, but it may just as well be thought of as an atelic event, as 
when you want to let it boil for a while to get the vegetables cooked more 
fully. In The earth is warming up, the result state is definitely not an inherent 
endpoint of the heating event, since there is no absolute upper limit to the 
temperature scale: global warming could, in principle at least, go on for ever. 
But even though this heating event is atelic, up draws the attention to a result 
state—the planet having got hotter than before. While not an absolute end-
point of the event, it is a resultant state with, as we know, quite dramatic 
implications. 

I further hypothesize that this focus on result can ultimately also partly 
account for the use of up in patterns that host items of a non-verbal origin in 
the verb position (cf. Hill 1968: 190; Lipka 1972: 98). For example, the verb 
position may be productively filled by mono-syllabic or stress-first bi-
syllabic nouns expressing a spatial configuration, e.g. chain up, cluster up, 
coil up, heap up, line up, pattern up, pile up, queue up, etc. If several single 
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items chain up, this does not mean that they are ‘chained completely’, but 
rather that they ‘form a chain’ (i.e. that they [are caused to] get in a ‘chained 
state’). Likewise, if things pile up or if you pile them up, they quite simply 
(are caused to) ‘form a pile’. Telicity is a notion that does not play a role in 
this pattern. Nor does it play an obvious role in other patterns with noun-
derived verbs: 
 
(715) a. container nouns  

‘cause NP to be in an N’ 
e.g. bag NP up, bottle NP up, box NP up, cage NP up, case NP up, 
sack NP up, etc. 

b. substance nouns 
‘(cause to) {get covered with / transform into something with a lot 
of} N’ 
e.g. cloud (NP) up, foam (NP) up, fog (NP) up, goo (NP) up, gunk 
(NP) up, ice (NP) up, ink NP (e.g. a stamp) up, lather NP up, sand 
up, soap NP up, steam (NP) up, etc. 

c. immaterial nouns 
‘cause NP to be immersed (as it were) with N’ 

 e.g. love NP up, sex NP up,57 corn NP up,58 etc. 
d. drug nouns; usually get-passive or adjectival past participle 

‘get strongly under the influence of N’ 
e.g. (get) boozed up, (get) coked up, (get) E’d up (E being short for 
Ecstasy], (get) liquored up, etc. 

   
 Up is not telic-completive either when combined with an adjective-
converted verb, as in homey up the place, Irish up one’s coffee, pretty up the 
walls, etc. The possibility of paraphrasing simply with ‘cause to be (more) 
Adj’ again hints at a resultative rather than telicizing meaning. Moreover, the 
fact that these adjectives (arguably even Irish) are gradable (i.e. allow com-
parative forms) suggests that their verbal derivates do not have intrinsic end-

                                                      
57 Sex NP up also has another meaning, namely ‘make something more ‘sexy’ (in the 
sense of ‘interesting’, exciting’, etc.),’ as in The BBC accused the British Govern-
ment of sexing up the report. 
58 Corn NP up is used innovatively in the following context (from an episode of The 
Simpsons), where it roughly means ‘immerse  NP with corny stuff’: 
(i) Skinner: Aw, gosh, son, everybody’s got dreams. I come from a town called 

Springfield. And my dream is to go back and become principal of the elementary 
school. 

   Armin: Some people might call that a pretty corny dream [beat] sergeant. 
Skinner: Well, there’s nothing corny about fresh-faced youngsters skipping to 
school, scraping knees and spelling bees and pies cooling softly on the window-
sill, heh. Well sir, if that’s corny, then corn me up. 

 (www.snpp.com/episodes/4F23, accessed 12 October 2003) 
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points. A nice example is glam up (with a clipped de-adjectival verb stem), 
which is listed in McArthur’s (1989: 43ff) “select glossary of nonce usages, 
stunt words, and other neologisms”: 
 

“glam up to make more glamorous: ‘We sell Fifties clothes, but made 
now and glammed up, wilder’ (Sunday Times magazine, 14 Apr 85)” 
(McArthur 1989: 44) 
  
Why is it that up can combine with nouns and adjectives so productively? 

One likely reason, which extends to other particles than just up and which 
De Caluwe (2003) and Van Santen (2003) propose for the converting power 
of particles in Dutch, is ‘metanalysis’. According to this hypothesis, the par-
ticle in the verb-particle pattern originally combined with pure verbs only, as 
in (716)a, and later on also with nouns and adjectives that can be used as 
verbs without the presence of a particle, as in (716)b. If these independently 
converting nouns and adjectives, when occurring in the presence of particles, 
are analysed as nouns and adjectives rather than as verbs, they open the gate 
for pure nouns and adjectives, as in (716)c: 
 
(716) a. [VP [V {cut / edit / leave / wipe}] NP out]; [VP [V {boil / melt / play / 

render}] (NP) down]  
b. [VP [V<N {cross / filter / paint / scratch}] NP out]; [VP [V<Adj {calm / 

cool / narrow / slow}] (NP) down] 
c. [VP [V [N {crayon / ink / pencil / x}]] NP out]; [VP [V [Adj {easy / pale 

/ soft / stupid}]] (NP) down] 
 

A second (and complementary) possible reason for the productivity of 
conversion may again hold for other particles than just up, but it is to up that 
it applies in the first place. If up refers to a result, this can only be if refer-
ence is being made to an event producing that result. After all, the ontology 
of resultant states presupposes events—results do not come about by them-
selves. This is why non-verbs are so easily ‘coerced’ into an event reading 
and given verbal morphology in the presence of up.59 I realize that the same 

                                                      
59 Cf. also Quayle (1994: 204; my translation): 

“It is possible that this capacity of up to mark the resultative aspect of a verb also 
offers an explanation of its frequent use with denominal verbs. … We could sug-
gest that the addition of a particle that is often used as a marker of aspect helps to 
attribute a more verbal role to the noun.” 

Among the examples given by Quayle, the following authentic sentence perhaps 
most clearly evidences the productivity of up’s converting capacity: 
(i) Ronald Reagan is, according to White House watchers, addicted to jelly-beans. 

In the words of one former aide, “He won’t even take off in the presidential heli-
copter if it hasn’t been beaned up”. (Observer, 21 July 1988, p. 42) 

 (Quayle 1994: 126) 



Event structure ⋅ 431 

 

 

 

argument could be made if up was really an across-the-board telicizing parti-
cle, since the only entities that can be marked for telicity are events a well. 
However, it is presumably the underspecified nature of up that can fully 
explain its wide converting power. Insofar as up does not refer to a concrete 
sort of resultant state, it can combine with unbounded nouns like fog or love 
and with adjectives that are gradable (i.e. that have no absolute value) like 
pretty or warm. If up imposed a final stage on an event, which it would if it 
were a telicizing particle, we would not be able to account for combinations 
like fog up and pretty up. 

To conclude, cases like shake up, warm up, grease up, tape up, heal up, 
carve up, cloud up, etc. represent a productive pattern with aspectual up, 
which highlights a salient result—in these cases, the state of being shaken, 
being warmed (or warmer), being greased, etc. The aspectual difference with 
the corresponding simplex verbs (if there is a simplex verb at all) may be 
less spectacular for such combinations than in the case of drink up versus 
drink, the classic textbook example of aspectual up, but I have argued that 
this often-cited case of telicizing up is an instance of a fairly untypical pat-
tern with up. 
 
 
8.6 Semi-aspectual particles 

In Section 8.5 it was shown that some particles can have an aspectual mean-
ing. It has also become clear that the aspectual meanings of these particles 
are diluted into wider semantic domains. The only particle that came close to 
expressing a purely aspectual idea, that of continuation, was on. The seman-
tics of other aspectual particles were mingled with connotations like ineffec-
tiveness, heedlessness, accompaniment etc. In this section we will discuss 
some particles that have an even fainter aspectual meaning, as in the follow-
ing examples: 
 
(717) a. Narcissus pined away, in love with his own reflection. 

b. He smiled at me and I smiled back. 
c. Eventually, the conflict simmered down a bit. 

  d. Sand down the walls before you paint them. 
  e. I’m so pissed off with his attitude. 
  f. The cat vomit really grossed her out. 
  g. I could do it better if I tried it over. 
 
8.6.1 ‘Gradual disappearance’ away 

The particle away can express the idea that something disintegrates, dis-
solves, becomes less intense, etc. until it is out of existence or notice. As 
Sinclair (1989) writes: 
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“You use away in combinations to indicate that something gradually dis-
appears or is gradually destroyed until it does not exist at all. For exam-
ple, fade away means to fade entirely. The verbs in these combinations 
are mostly intransitive.” (Sinclair 1989: 457; boldface replaced by italics) 

 
Here are some combinations: 
 
(718) boil away ‘evaporate’, die away, drop away, eat NP away, ebb away, 

erode away, fade away, fall away, fritter NP away, melt away, 
mo(u)lder away, pass away, pine away, rot away, scour NP away, slip 
away, tail away, trail away, waste away, wear (NP) away, whittle NP 
away, wither away 

 
This use is, of course, closely related to directional away, and may easily be 
seen as a metaphorical extension of it. On the other hand, expressions with 
semi-aspectual away refer to durative events, while expressions with direc-
tional away are usually construed as nondurative (but see also note 16 
above). This is clear from the addition of a ‘for X time’ adverbial. Compare: 
 
(719) a. [His cat] ran away for a few weeks and then finally came back. 

(www.bobsnyder.org/mt-archives/5_Things/000097.html, accessed 14 
February 2005) 

b. He wasted away for a few weeks, waiting for the decision. 
(mailman.efn.org/pipermail/ vwar/2004-September/005522.html, ac-
cessed 14 February 2005) 

 
In the first example, the adverbial for a few weeks refers to the length of the 
period of the cat’s absence after the running away, not to the duration of the 
actual running away itself. (For all we know, the cat might just have run to 
the neighbours next door.) In the second example, by contrast, the same ad-
verbial does refer to the duration of the event of wasting away itself. 
 Incidentally, the second example also shows that an expression with 
semi-aspectual away is not incompatible with a ‘for X time’ adverbial, de-
spite our ‘telic’ semantic characterization with “until…”. This may prove 
that a ‘for X time’ adverbial has some coercive power, that is, (under the 
right contextual conditions) it may impose an atelic reading on an otherwise 
telic event. Of course, our knowledge of the world also tells us that if some-
body is said to waste away, this is only a figure of speech to describe that  
the person is growing thin and weak without the implication that this person 
will actually disappear or cease to exist. 
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8.6.2 ‘Reciprocal’ back 

Although Bolinger (1971) did not treat back in his chapter on aspect, it can 
be defended that this particle does convey something that lies somewhere in 
the periphery of this semantic domain—perhaps because it comes close to 
expressing repetitive aspect. In any case, Live (1965: 436) mentioned back 
as a particle that can perform an aspectual function, but she did not give an 
example. She probably had cases like the following in mind: 
  
(720) a. Ron grinned nervously at him, and Harry grinned back. 

(J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, London: Blooms-
bury, 2000, p. 313) 

b. The wolf ran up to the house and banged on the door, shouting, 
“Little pigs, little pigs, let me in!” 
The pigs shouted back, “Your bold tactics strike no fear in pigs 
who defend their homes and culture.” 
(www.brainyhumor.com/content/jokes/jokes_139387.html, accessed 18 
September 2003) 

b. In other words, if Mack and John are arguing and Mack hits John, 
it would only be fair for John to hit Mack back.  
(www.ccle.fourh.umn.edu/Conflict.pdf, accessed 18 September 2003) 

c. If Meg gave the thumbs up, I would give her the thumbs up back. 
(www.cebc.net/news/summer01/heart1.htm, accessed 24 September 
2003) 

 
The meaning of back here can be paraphrased as ‘in return’, ‘in response’. 
The actualization of the event referred to by the expression with back is rep-
resented as dependent on the actualization of another (reference) event. We 
might say that back resembles accompaniment along (as in He sang along) 
but represents two events as consecutive rather than as simultaneous.60  

In the above examples, back is added to a verb that was used in the pre-
ceding context, but back need not be used in this way: 
 
(721) a. Mr Burns tried to talk Barry into slipping his head into a bag but 

the snake hissed back. 
(old.smh.com.au/news/0201/06/national/national5.html, accessed 22 Sep-
tember 2003) 

b. I cheekily asked him for a lift in his Rolls Royce - unfortunately he 
just smiled back at me, avoiding an answer. 

 (homepage.ntlworld.com/nigel.d.young/rainbow/rainbow2.htm, accessed 
22 September 2003) 

                                                      
60 One might just as well say that back is a vague sort of (relative) tense marker, 
since the location in time of the back-event is necessarily posterior to the (onset of) 
the reference event. 
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Examples like these contradict Fraser’s (1976: 53) statement that ‘reciprocal’ 
back “carries the information that exactly the reverse activity has occurred 
earlier”. He continues: 
 

“We might consider deriving this back from in return, but the latter term 
is too broad. Notice that the string Mary kissed John and he belted her in 
return is quite acceptable, while the string *Mary kissed John and he 
belted her back is out, unless one assumes that kiss and belt are equiva-
lent in meaning.” (Fraser 1976: 53) 

 
It is intriguing why sentences like (721)a-b are fully acceptable, in contrast 
to Fraser’s example. I think that an answer lies in the different behaviour of 
transitive and intransitive back-VPs. The transitivity of the verb to which 
back is added is irrelevant if this verb is the same as that used in the preced-
ing clause (see (722)a-b), but in the case of non-identical verbs, back does 
not allow a direct object (compare (722)c-d). 
 
(722) a. Mary smiled and John smiled back (at her).  (identical intransitive 

verbs) 
b. Mary kissed John and John kissed her back.  (identical transitive 

verbs) 
c. Mary kissed John but he kicked back (at her).  (nonidentical verbs; 

second VP is intransitive) 
d. *Mary kissed John but he kicked her back.  (nonidentical verbs; 

second VP is transitive; acceptable only if back is interpreted as a 
spatial particle, i.e. ‘to her previous position’, or, of course, if back 
is taken as the noun) 

 
One could conclude that the intransitive pattern is the normal, default pattern 
(since it is least restricted). This is confirmed by the following example, 
taken from The Simpsons, in which Lisa Simpson thanks her mom (Marge) 
for “squeezing back” after she squeezed her mom’s hand out of terror when 
a fake fossil skeleton of an angel suddenly started to talk: 
 
(723) Marge: Well I guess you were right honey, but you have to admit that        

when the angel started to talk you were squeezing my hand pretty 
hard! 
Lisa: [laughs, attempting to continue her disbelief] Well it was just so        
loud and... Thanks for squeezing back. 
(www.snpp.com/episodes/5F05, accessed 24 September 2003) 

 
This example shows that otherwise transitive verbs appear to be able to oc-
cur without an object argument when combined with reciprocal back. 
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Fraser (1976) considers cases like kiss back not as true but as “apparent” 
verb-particle combinations. Similarly, according to McIntyre (sine anno: 4, 
note 6), it is “questionable whether [back has] the same theoretical status as 
particles”. One of the reasons is that “in some varieties, back behaves like an 
adverb (I punched him in the nose back).” Here are a few examples in which 
back, indeed, is found in a position that is untypical of particles, viz. after 
verbal complementation other than object NPs: 
 
(724) a. So he was nice to you, you were nice back, and he kissed you? 

(astele.co.uk/other/buffy/angel.asp, accessed 22 September 2003) 
b. I saw him once in IKEA when he was coming out from his gay 

fucking shopping, and he did the same smile, sneer, look away shit. 
Today I stared at him back.  
(kerio.blog-city.com/read/111878.htm, accessed 22 September 2003) 

c. The guy hit me so I beat him up, back. 
(www.gwctrainingnetwork.com/Carl%20Reddick%20Articles/Offender%
20Quotes.htm, accessed 24 September 2003) 

d. … then the guy flipped her off so she flipped him off back. 
(www.hatelife.org/s/110612, accessed 24 July 2003) 

 
These examples suggest that back is not a sister of the verb but rather takes a 
syntactically complete VP within its scope. It is a true ‘adverbial’ particle, 
like those described in Chapter 5, Section 5.6.  

Fraser and McIntyre point out, furthermore, that back cannot (usually) be 
placed in pre-object position, which is the position by which we can tell 
particles apart from adverbs: 
 
(725) *she liked back her admirer 

(McIntyre sine anno: 4, note 6) 
 
This fact in itself is not, in my opinion, a compelling argument against the 
particlehood of back, as it would also lead to deny through its status as a 
particle in I played the record through. Besides, Bolinger (1971: 139) gives 
examples in which the informativeness (discourse-newness and focality) of 
the object is determinative in the acceptability of ‘reciprocal’ back in the 
pre-object position: 
 
(726) a. *She hit back the man. 

b. Would you hit back an innocent person? 
c. I’ll even kiss back Jóhn if I have to. 

   (Bolinger 1971: 139) 
 
The reason that the object NP in the pattern with reciprocal back is typically 
placed immediately after the verb may simply be the result of (i) the inde-
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pendent informational-structural principle whereby familiar NPs are pre-
sented as soon as possible, (ii) the obvious fact that the NP usually is dis-
course-familiar, given the reciprocal meaning of the pattern. 

Here is a tentative attempt at formalizing the use of reciprocal back: 
 
(727) a. [V-Prt intr X back]  

‘V (NP) in return’ 
  b. [V-Prt tr; direct O usually in mid-position Xidentical to main V in reference event back] 
   ‘VP in return’ 
  c. [VP VPsimilar to VP in reference event [PrtP [Prt back]]] 
 
The intransitive pattern in (727)a is the default pattern. The transitive pattern 
in (727)b requires that the verb be identical to the one in the reference event. 
The pattern in (727)c takes an entire VP as free element. This pattern is 
needed to account for cases like laugh at them back. 
 
 
8.6.3 ‘Decremental’ down 

One semi-aspectual use of down refers to “a decrease or lowering in size, 
degree, standard, intensity, and so on” (Sinclair 1989: 460). Here are some 
examples: 
 
(728) bring NP down ‘reduce’, calm (NP) down, cool (NP) down, cut NP 

down, damp(en) NP down, die down, go down, melt NP down, narrow 
NP down, pare NP down, play NP down, quiet(en) (NP) down, render 
NP down, scale NP down, simmer down, slow (NP) down, thin NP 
down, throttle (NP) down, tone NP down, water NP down, whittle NP 
down, etc. 

 
To these combinations may be added those that “contain ideas of collapsing, 
cutting and destruction” (Sinclair 1989: 461), such as break down, chop 
down, tear down, etc. 

Live (1965: 436) points out that it may sometimes differ little (if at all) 
whether a verb is combined with up or with down:   
 

“Not bearing its usual adverbial or prepositional denotation, up does not 
contrast with its antonym, down. In fact, in some combinations these two 
particles approach substitutability (close up or close down) the establish-
ment, burn up or burn down the house, etc.), the effect of down resem-
bling that of up, with an added “negative” (destructive) slant (the latter 
connotation also in break down, hunt down, wear down, shut down, shoot 
down, put down [a revolt]).” (Live 1965: 436) 
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 Another pair like close {up / down} and burn {up / down} is slow {up / 
down}. The perceived identity in meaning between slow down and slow up 
arises from the fact that if one slows down, one’s speed is reduced (thus 
motivating the use of ‘decremental’ down) but the actual level of slowness 
rises (thus also motivating the general resultative or in this case perhaps even 
the image-schematic, ‘incremental’ use of up). Sometimes, though, it does 
matter whether up or down is used. For example, play something up is ex-
actly the opposite of play something down. Furthermore, as is rightly ob-
served in Sinclair (1989: 461), “[Down] helps to give the idea that something 
falls to the ground or is forced to the ground during the process. For exam-
ple, … if a building burns down, it is completely destroyed by fire and col-
lapses onto the ground” (boldface replaced by italics—B. C.).61 
 
 
8.6.4 ‘Surface treatment’ down 

McIntyre (2002: 97) observes that “down occurs with many verbs of surface 
treatment, where it consistently specifies that the action is performed on a 
substantial part of the entity appearing as object, and where the base verb 
meaning is preserved exactly.” He gives the following examples:62 
 
(729) brush down, clean down, dust down, hose down, rub down, sand 

down, scour down, scrub down, soap down, sponge down, spray 
down, swab down, wash down, wipe down 
(McIntyre 2002: 97) 

 
This use is illustrated in the following authentic examples (showing that the 
pattern need not be restricted to the combinations given in (729)): 
 

                                                      
61 Similar (at first sight) puzzlingly synonymous pairs, such as hunt {up / down}, 
write {up / down} and, with a different pair of otherwise contrastive particles, fill {in 
/ out} are discussed by Lee (2001: 34-36; 38-40) and Morgan (1997: 330-32). 
62 Cf. also Bolinger (1971: 94), who gives the following examples of the “quasi-
verb” (Bolinger 1971: 92) down used in the sense of “to render free of surface for-
eign matter, clean, give a surface treatment to”:  
(i) Vacuum down the carpets. (to down by vacuuming) 
 Flush down the garage 

Scrub down the floors. 
 Rake down the grass. 
 Rub down the patient. 
 (Bolinger 1971: 94) 
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(730) a. Using some very coarse sand-paper I sanded down the body and 
handle till it was smooth enough to run your tongue along. 
(newmedia.ndtc.org/wayne/video_students.html, accessed 24 September 
2003) 

b. After the wall has dried overnight, wet it down thoroughly with a 
garden hose and apply a second coat of the waterproofing mixture 
while the wall is still wet. 
(www.dulley.com/diy/dw103.htm, accessed 24 September 2003) 

c. I used my surfboard for the first time! I waxed it down fine, then 
went in with it! 
(station1.highcliffe.dorset.sch.uk/autosite/ 
sys/showpublic.asp?sitename=AMBERSSITE, accessed 24 September 
2003) 

 
The pattern is fully productive: any (possibly derived) verb that refers to a 
form of surface treatment will happily allow this use of down. So, apart from 
the combinations mentioned in (729), we may also find buff down, burnish 
down, butter down, file down, glaze down, grease down, grit-blast down, 
mop down, polish down, prime down, pumice down, rinse down, jetspray 
down, vacuum down, and so on. The possible combinations do not have to be 
learned, since they can all be created (and understood) at the time of speech 
as instances of a pattern whose output is open-ended. 

McIntyre (2002: 117, note 3) refutes a claim by Spencer and Zaretskaya 
(1998: 12) to the effect that down in wipe down is “meaningless …, convey-
ing at most a telic interpretation”. Firstly, this kind of down is not meaning-
less, since it indicates that the treatment extends over (practically) the entire 
surface of the entity referred to by the object NP. Secondly, the treatment is 
thorough but this does not make the event necessarily telic. In fact, combina-
tions with ‘surface treatment’ down are compatible with either a telic or an 
atelic reading—they are, in other words, “zero-telic” in Declerck’s (1979) 
terminology: 
 
(731) He dusted the piano down {for / in} a minute. 

(based on McIntyre 2002: 117, note 3) 
 
We can formalize this special pattern as follows: 
 
(732) [V-Prt tr Xsurface treatment down]  

‘treat NP thoroughly by V-ing it’ 
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8.6.5 ‘Exasperation’ off ({about / with}…) 

Another special pattern, which also has something vaguely aspectual to it, is 
the one exemplified by the informal expression be pissed off {about / with} 
NP. If you are pissed off {about / with} an event or if an event pisses you off, 
you want it to come to an end because you are annoyed with it. Similarly, if 
you are pissed off with a person, you want him to stop doing something irri-
tating. Pissed off is the most commonly used instance of this semi-
productive and rather colloquial pattern, whose other members include the 
following combinations:63 
 
(733) brassed off, browned off, cheesed off, dicked off, fucked off, hacked 

off, miffed off, narked off, peed off, picked off, piddled off, ticked off, 
torqued off 

 
Below are some authentic examples: 
 
(734) a. So if you’re cheesed off with cheddar, brassed off with brie, why 

not try some of the recipes. It will help you make the most of this 
miraculous little cheese and will do wonders for your jaded palate. 
(www.danlac.com/store/ default.asp?category=6&product_id=173, ac-
cessed 24 September 2003) 

b. Eventually, we all got totally hacked off with the February weather 
in this part of Europe and went for the warmer climes of Majorca. 
(www.ryanclark.freeserve.co.uk/features/feat13.html, accessed 25 Sep-
tember 2003) 

c. Nothing piddles me off more when I’m buying items off the Net 
than not knowing if the item is in stock and when (or indeed "if") I 
am likely to receive it. 

 (icdevgroup.org/pipermail/interchange-users/ 2000-October/000853.html, 
accessed 26 September 2003) 

 
Most of the verbs in this pattern lose their basic meaning, which suggests 
that the pattern lacks productivity. Indeed, if we were dealing with a fully 
productive pattern, we would expect most combinations to be semantically 
analysable. Although it is true that the combinations listed in (733) cannot 
freely be added to, I nonetheless suspect there to be some cross-fertilisation 
with aspectual {about / around}. In particular, many vulgar and taboo words 
(verbs and non-verbs alike) that we encounter in the aspectual {about / 
around} pattern can be inserted into the present pattern as well: 
 

                                                      
63 These combinations were collected by entering “off about it all” and “off with it 
all” in Google. 
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(735) a. I would have gone with her to go find him, but I don’t much like 
the chap. Kind of buggers me off, if you know what I’m saying. 
(www.angelfire.com/sc/buffyslays/ccc.html, accessed 26 September 
2003) 

b. Da Big Boss wants to see you, Darren, and he sounded fairly arsed 
off about something… 
(www.rdrop.com/users/mmsa/xxx/spank/st3565.html, accessed 26 Sep-
tember 2003) 

c. Thank Fuck It’s Friday! I’m crapped off with work this week. … 
Hrm, well, perhaps I can’t get more screwed off about work than I 
am right now. 
(www.livejournal.com/users/roshi/1952218.html, accessed 26 September 
2003) 

d. I think they were pretty shitted off about being held up for a con-
voy of motor bikes… 
(www.wima.org.au/vic/news-annette.html, accessed 26 September 2003) 

 
The rarity of certain combinations entails that a more general pattern is 
needed (for production and comprehension) alongside the individual combi-
nations that instantiate it. Such a general pattern mediates between well-
established uses like be pissed off with… and less frequent or even coined 
ones like be peed off with… or be piddled off with… . If these latter combina-
tions are said to be formed ‘in analogy to’ be pissed off with… , this amounts 
to there being a general pattern which abstracts away from the differences 
and contains only the commonalities.  

At the risk of labouring the obvious, this abstract pattern may exist at dif-
ferent levels of generality. For example, the commonality between piss, pee 
and piddle can be represented at a less general level than the commonality 
between piss, crap and fuck. It is perhaps needless to repeat that the abstract 
pattern(s) need not constantly reside in the mind, ready for retrieval, but can 
be extracted ‘on demand’.  

Actually, there may be two different syntactic versions, an active and a 
passive one: 
 
(736) a. [VPtr Voften vulgar and taboo [PrtP Ø [Prt off]]]  

‘annoy, irritate NP’ 
  b. [VP be Voften vulgar and taboo-ed [PrtP Ø [Prt off] ({about / with} NPi)]] 

‘be annoyed or irritated with NPi’ 
 
Off cannot be preceded by a specifier (e.g. I’m pissed *back off with you), 
but it can take a prespecifier: 
 
(737) Look, I’m bloody well pissed right off with you, OK?! 

(www.instantinsanity.org/cs/column8.html, accessed 26 September 2003) 
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8.6.6 ‘Unusual mental state’ out, and a related usage 

(i) A semi-productive pattern 

Jackendoff (2002a: 73-74) draws special attention to a “curious subclass of 
idiomatic verb-particle combinations [which] appears to have become semi-
productive in the past thirty years”. He continues: 
 

“In this class the “verb” need not be a verb or even an independently at-
tested word. They all mean roughly ‘go into an unusual mental state’; the 
particle is always out. The class is semi-productive because each example 
(and its meaning) must be learned individually, hence lexically listed.” 
(Jackendoff 2002a: 73-74) 

 
Pullum and Huddleston (2002: 652), too, mention this pattern, and relate it to 
the basically spatial meaning of out (but see Subsection 8.3.5 above for some 
critical comments on the treatment of aspectual(-like) uses of particles as 
metaphorical extensions): 
 

“There is … a conceptual link between the notion of exit from a land-
mark and that of change from a normal to an abnormal state, such as from 
consciousness into unconsciousness, or from self-control into lack of con-
trol. Hence the use of out in an extensive and growing set of verb + 
preposition idioms, including black out, bomb out, fade out, flip out, freak 
out, knock out, lash out, pass out, pig out, psych out, space out, tune out, 
wig out, zone out.” (Pullum and Huddleston 2002: 652) 

 
Jackendoff also gives a number of examples, listed below in (738). I have 
included Jackendoff’s judgements of relative recency, which he admits may 
differ among speakers, as may his judgments of transitivity. I have added 
some extra examples, a number of which are drawn from Lindner (1981: 
175), but no attempt has been made to sort these additions according to as-
sumed recency. I have also added two extra transitivity categories, namely 
(d) and (e): 
 
(738) a. Intransitives 

[older examples] pass out, black out, conk out, fink out, crap out, 
chicken out; [more recent] flake out, zonk out, zone out, bliss out, 
flip out, space out, phase out, crump out, veg out, chill out 

b. Transitives 
[older] knock NP out, bum NP out, fake NP out; [more recent] 
gross NP out, weird NP out, creep NP out; [other] bitch NP out, 
dog NP out, odd NP out, psych NP out, sooth NP out, strange NP 
out, wear NP out 
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c. Intransitive or transitive  
[older]burn (NP) out, poop (NP) out, tucker (NP) out; [more re-
cent] freak (NP) out, wig (NP) out, stress (NP) out, mellow (NP) 
out; [other] bug (NP) out, flip (NP) out, fry (NP) out, numb (NP) 
out, panic (NP) out, peace (NP) out, spaz (NP) out, tire (NP) out, 
trip (NP) out, zen (NP) out 

d. Intransitive or transitive, but if transitive only in the passive voice 
 (be) flake(d) out, (be) sack(ed) out 
e. Transitives, but only in the passive voice or as an adjectival past 

participle 
 (be) crazed out, (be) fagged out, (be) woozed out  

 
Some of the verbs in this list, like veg, spaz, and zonk, are only found as 
existent words in combination with this out—they are so-called ‘cranberry 
morphs’. This in itself, of course, is a sufficient reason why they must be 
lexically listed together with out.  

Several of these combinations have a variant with the PP out of {some-
one’s / one’s} {mind / [less frequent] wits}. For example: 
 
(739) a. The Rolling Stones had us pumped up and psyched out of our 

minds. 
(www.iorr.org/rew99/dc2.htm, accessed 30 September 2003) 

  b. To put it mildly, he was stressed out of his mind. 
(www.astronomytower.org/authors/raprongs/BB12.html, accessed 30 
September 2003) 

c. You lied to me, completely freaked me out of my mind for no good 
reason! 
(tvmegasite.net/day/oltl/transcripts/ older/2002/oltl-trans-06-10-02.htm, 
accessed 30 September 2003) 

d. After reaching a breaking point and totally flipping out of my mind 
I returned to my old group of friends I had in High School. 
(www.epidemik.com/features/dj-profiles/ breakbeat/lucky.htm, accessed 
30 September 2003) 

e. anyway, i got to my apartment at around 7ish pm and was pooped 
out of my wits. 
(www.andrew.cmu.edu/~yislahud/, accessed 30 September 2003) 

 

(ii) A fully productive pattern 

Jackendoff (2002a: 85-86) mentions a related pattern, also of recent origin, 
which is fully productive, unlike the family of combinations listed above. 
The pattern at hand consists of a past participle of a verb, which is often a 
converted noun, followed by out. As a whole, the pattern takes on an adjec-
tival function. For example, if you have had enough of pop music, you may 
feel popped out (an example I heard on MTV channel). The meaning of this 
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pattern involves the attainment of a mental (and sometimes a physical) satu-
ration point. The following sentences further illustrate this pattern: 
 
(740) a. Marge: Let me give my special little winner a big, big hug. 

Lisa: [tired] Ma, I think I’m all hugged out… 
(www.snpp.com/episodes/2F05.html, accessed 12 July 2003) 

  b. You don’t have to worry about me, brother. I’m all murdered out.  
(www.snpp.com/episodes/4F14, accessed 12 July 2003) 

c. Kathy Torrance had watched his face, as he watched the screen. 
“‘Babed out’ yet, Laney? Allergic reaction to cute? …”  
(William Gibson, Idoru, London: Penguin, 1996, p. 24) 

 
The phonological restriction that normally applies to the verbal element in 
the verb-particle combination does not have to be observed here. In other 
words, the element carrying the inflection need not be a one-syllable or 
stress-initial two-syllable word (but remember that this restriction is also 
violated by aspectual out as in compose out the entire symphony or itemize 
out all your monthly expenses). As Jackendoff points out, if you’ve “watched 
14 Edward G. Robinson movies in a row”, you might utter the following 
sentence: 
 
(741) I’m Edward G. Robinsoned out. 

(Jackendoff 2002a: 85) 
 
Here is a similar example: 
 
(742) One thing though, I think I am all Coca-Cola’ed out! 

(ryangokool.netfirms.com/, accessed 4 October 2003) 
 
If the stem of the inflected part is an independently attested verb, a variant 
with a so-called ‘fake reflexive’ (an unselected reflexive direct object pro-
noun) can be used (cf. Jackendoff 2002a: 85): 
 
(743) a. I’m all {typed / studied / partied} out. 

b. I’ve {typed / studied / partied} myself out. 
 
While the combinations in (738) have to be listed individually in the lexicon, 
perhaps together with a more general pattern enabling the formation of novel 
combinations, no instantiation of the fully productive pattern that we have 
just described and that is formalized below needs to be stored, since any verb 
or noun can be sanctioned by it, without exception. 
 
(744) [A {V / N}-ed [Prt out]] 

‘worn out from too much {V-ing / N}’ 
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8.6.7 ‘Repetitive’ over 

(i) Semantic description 

According to Rice (1999: 239), repetitive over “definitely carries aspectual 
meaning”, and Jackendoff (1997b: 541; 2002a: 79) also counts it among the 
aspectual particles.64 However, McIntyre (sine anno: 2) does not treat this 
particle as aspectual and even doubts it is a particle at all, given that it cannot 
easily appear in the pre-object position (e.g. *He started over his talk). Note, 
though, that by the same reasoning, aspectual through is not a particle either.  

A more valid reason not to treat it as an aspectual particle on a par with 
away, on, through, etc. is that the event expressed by the verb is not itself 
aspectually modified. More specifically, although over does indeed express 
repetition, it is not the actual event referred to by the verb to which over is 
added that is represented as repeating itself—as is the case in sneeze away—
but a previous event. As Rice (1999: 239) writes, “over tends to indicate a 
single, second occurrence of an action … It conveys a sense that the activity 
is being repeated for corrective purposes and that it is or was being com-
pleted in a slightly different way the second time around”:  
 
(745) a. He did it over  (≈ He redid it in a different way). 

b. I’m making the bed over as the blanket has come undone.  
 (Rice 1999: 239) 

 
Although Rice’s description nicely captures the typical use of ‘repetitive’ 
over, I have two minor comments. First, the corrective sense is probably 
only an implicature, since it can be cancelled: 
 
(746) a. But it has been a valuable experience, and if I had the chance to do 

it over, I wouldn’t change a thing. 
(www.nttc.edu/aboutnttc/newsdetail.asp?recnum=77, accessed 6 October 
2003) 

b. “I’m very satisfied, in my mind, that I’d make exactly the same rul-
ings again if I tried it over,” the judge said. 
(www.thelouisvillechannel.com/news/1585837/detail.html, accessed 16 
February 2005) 

 
Second, while Rice is basically correct that over in itself has a “semelitera-
tive” meaning, it can be preceded by twice, three times, etc. to indicate the 
number of times an event is repeated:   
 

                                                      
64 In Collins COBUILD English Dictionary, the semi-aspectual use of over is char-
acterized as something belonging to American English. This may well be true, but I 
have not been able to confirm this. 
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(747) I bought the album the day it was released and played it four times 
over. 
(www.peak.sfu.ca/the-peak/2000-3/issue7/ar-seedy.html, accessed 6 October 
2003) 

 
Interestingly, the explicit mention of the number of times the event is re-
peated removes the necessity to first mention the first occurrence of the 
event. Compare: 
 
(748) a. I bought the album the day it was released, put it on and as soon as 

it was finished I played it {over / twice over} again.  
b. I bought the album the day it was released and played it {*over / 

twice over}. 
 
This structure, i.e. over preceded by a “bounding time-frequency adjunct” 
(Mittwoch, Huddleston and Collins 2002: 714), is also used when the 
speaker wants to express that a certain proposition holds true from a number 
of different perspectives: 
 
(749) They are victims twice over: of violent racist attacks against their 

communities by fascist gangs; and of the institutional racism that they 
subsequently met.” 
(www.naar.org.uk/resources/resFAMILY/ FairJusticeLEAFLET.pdf, ac-
cessed 6 October 2003) 

 
By extension, this structure can also indicate degree, especially with round 
numbers or with indefinites like many times and after VPs like be worth it, 
reward somebody, repay somebody, etc.: 
 
(750) The decorations given were liberal in number, but every one was 

earned ten times over.  
(www.lib.byu.edu/~rdh/wwi/memoir/NZ/kiwi3.htm, accessed 6 October 
2003) 

 
To the best of my knowledge, this (purely adverbial) usage has never been 
mentioned by lexicographers or by grammarians, perhaps because if falls ‘in 
between’ lexicon and grammar proper. 
 

(ii) Further grammatical issues 

Rice correctly observes that the use of repetitive over requires the presence 
of a direct object: 
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(751) a. Let’s {sing the song / *sing} over. 
b. He {wrote the text / *wrote} over. 

 
I would like to add, first, that the verb can be pseudotransitive and, second, 
that over cannot co-occur with intransitively used ‘ergative’ verbs, that is, 
verbs with a ‘promoted’ object (cp. I changed the melody {again / over} vs. 
The melody changed {again / *over}). The likely reason for the latter fact is 
that the above-mentioned “corrective” meaning (or implicature) of over re-
quires the subject to be volitional and hence agentive. 

Still according to Rice (1999: 240), the event referred to by the verb (plus 
its object) “must be construed as bounded or able to reach some sort of con-
clusion so that it can be judged as successful or not, that is, as having neces-
sitated repeating in the first place”. This amounts to saying that the event 
must be telic. Of course, the event must not only be telic but also in principle 
repeatable, hence the unacceptability, arising from the extra-linguistic im-
possibility, of *breaking the glass over.  
 As to the possibility of over to project a full particle phrase, it should be 
noted that the presence of specifiers is a rarity, though back—not surpris-
ingly, given its meaning—can be occasionally seen to precede over: 
 
(752) We’re going to go back to our basic stuff, like we ran the last couple 

of weeks, and change it back over and see if we can’t get it a little bet-
ter.65 
(www.race2win.net/gn/03/race/mis/rqq.html, accessed 6 October 2003) 

 
Prespecifiers like all and right can appear more easily: 
 
(753) a. Seeing the scene all over and recognizing many faces I had to turn 

away. 
(www.hoflink.com/~scarf/indexnews.htm, accessed 6 October 2003) 

b. Once we found a position where she could see me offstage, she did 
it right over 500 times missing only twice. 

 (www.thepoop.com/mediahounds/annie/default.asp, accessed 6 October 
2003) 

 
As we have seen in Chapter 5 (Section 5.6), all over can also take on a 
purely adverbial function. The same is true for emphatic over and over or 
over and over again.  
 The following formal representation below encompasses the main syntac-
tic and semantic properties of semi-aspectual over, at least in its use as a 
non-adverbial particle: 

                                                      
65 Change something over, one might say, is partly idiomatic, since it does not re-
quire the object NP to have been changed once before. 
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(754) [VP Vtr or pseudotr NPi [PrtP [Prt over]]  
‘V something/somebodyi again (intentionally and/or knowingly)’  

 
 
8.7 Semi-aspectual patterns of the one’s ass off type 

In Chapter 2 we illustrated the main principles of the underlying framework 
adopted in this dissertation by means of a recurrent example: the ‘V one’s 
ass off’ constructional idiom. One of the characteristics of this pattern is that 
the particle is accompanied by an NP whose form and content is prespecified 
to a large extent. In this next to last section of the present chapter I briefly 
discuss this and two other patterns that have a fixed particle, a more or less 
fixed object NP and a free verb. To give an example of each pattern: 
 
(755) a. We fished the day away. 

b. I laughed my socks off. 
  c. They cooked up a storm. 
 
The semantics of the first pattern illustrated is faintly aspectual, in the sense 
that it specifies the duration of an event. The other two patterns are less ob-
viously aspectual. They do not refer to an event as ongoing, as tending to-
wards an endpoint, or as having any other typically aspectual property. 
Rather, they modify an event with respect to its intensity. They represent a 
limiting case of patterns whose meanings fall within the domain of event 
structure.   
 
 
8.7.1 The “‘time’-away” pattern 

In the context of patterns with a direct object that is not an argument of the 
verb itself (Chapter 7, Section 7.2), we briefly touched upon a productive 
pattern that Jackendoff (1997b) calls the “‘time’-away construction”. Here 
are some original examples from Jackendoff’s article: 
 
(756) a. Bill slept the afternoon away. 

b. We’re twistin’ the night away. 
 (Jackendoff 1997b: 534) 

 

(i) Semantics 

The object NP and the particle function almost like a durational adverbial 
with for (Jackendoff 1997b: 536): 
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(757) a. Bill slept the afternoon away. ≈ Bill slept for the (whole) after-
noon.  

b. We’re twisting the night away. ≈ We’re twisting for the (entire) 
night. 

 
The ‘time’-away pattern moreover expresses the idea that the stretch of time 
expressed by the object NP is spent in a carefree, frivolous and wasteful 
way, specified by the verb. According to Jackendoff (1997b: 538), in a sen-
tence like Pam fished the afternoon away, “there is an insinuation that the 
activity in question was heedless pleasure, or that the subject should have 
been doing something else”, which entails that verbs like labo(u)r, toil, 
work, etc. are not normally used in this pattern. Accordingly, “there is some-
thing a little ironic”, according to Jackendoff, in sentences like the follow-
ing: 
 
(758) a. Given the choice between relaxing with some friends at a local 

watering hole or working the night away, he invariably chose the 
latter.  (about a strange, socially ill-adapted person—B. C.) 
(www.ex.ac.uk/~jnfuller/DoM/apocry/seri01.htm, accessed 21 October 
2003) 

b. And then during the long summer daylights, its people worked the 
night away as if it were play.  

 (www.unseelieelf.com/iden/iden.html, accessed 21 October 2003) 
 

I doubt, though, that the same sort of irony is present in the following exam-
ples: 
 
(759) a. All over the PAL office, the production crew labor the night 

away—laying cables and setting up lights, here, there, everywhere. 
(www.sharoncuneta.com/articles/artcle50.html, accessed 21 October 
2003) 

b. It’s always easy for the Haves to tell the Have-Nots that their gifts 
are really burdens. I’m sure Priam tells the same thing to the 
muddy-faced peasant he meets travelling through his City, and 
maybe the peasant believes him. But then both of them go home: 
one to his rich, warm house, and the other to his frigid fields to toil 
the night away. 

 (www.geocities.com/neohomeridae/mi_pg33.5.html, accessed 21 October 
2003) 

 

(ii) Parallels with aspectual away? 

Jackendoff points out the parallelism between the intransitive aspectual away 
pattern described above in Subsection 8.5.3 (as in She was knitting away) 
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and the ‘time’-away pattern discussed here. Both patterns convey a sense of 
unrestrained activity, and they both appear to require that the verb is an ac-
tivity rather than a state (Jackendoff 1997b: 537): 
 
(760) a. *Celia sat away.66  

b. *Celia sat two hours away.  (cp. Celia sat for hours.) 
    
“Whatever the similarities,” Jackendoff (1997b: 540) continues, “any simple 
identification of the two uses of away is thwarted by two striking differ-
ences”.  
 The first difference Jackendoff mentions is that “sentences with aspectual 
away are atelic, whereas the ‘time’-away construction is telic, that is, it is 
understood as occupying a bounded period of time”. Jackendoff’s argument 
is slightly muddled because he uses two different aspectual notions here, 
(a)telicity and (un)boundedness—see especially Depraetere (1995) and other 
references given in note 16 of Chapter 3 for a discussion of these concepts 
and for some reasons why it is necessary to make a distinction. Jackendoff is 
essentially right, though, in pointing out that the simple away pattern is atelic 
and that the ‘time’-away pattern is necessarily temporally bounded by the 
presence of the ‘time’ NP, and that because of this bounding the event has an 
intrinsic endpoint and is, in other words, telic. That is, after dancing two 
hours away, the very event of dancing two hours away has come to an end 
and cannot be extended—although the dancing tout court can. Note, on the 
other hand, that the paraphrase dance for two hours indicates that the expres-
sion minus the durational adverbial is atelic, under the familiar test for 
(a)telicity (cf. Jackendoff 1997b: 537).67, 68  
                                                      
66 However, see also example (622). 
67 As Jackendoff notes, “[A]pparently because the time period is already specified in 
the ‘time’-away construction, the standard tests for both telicity and atelicity fail.” It 
is not possible, indeed, to add either type of adverbial: We chatted two hours away 
*({for / in} two hours). Even so, Jackendoff is convinced that the ‘time’-away pat-
tern is telic, assuming, as he does, that the following sentence can be adduced as 
evidence: 
(i) It took a month for Lois and Clark to finally get to dance two blissful hours 

away. 
 (Jackendoff 1997b: 540)  
I would like to point out that this sentence does not prove the telicity of the ‘time’-
away pattern, since what is said to take up a month is not the dancing-two-blissful-
hours-away event, but the time leading up to the actualization of it. As it happens, 
the template “It took X time (for Y) to (finally) (get to) Z” can also be used to ex-
press how much time lapsed before an atelic event actualized: 
(ii) I think it took her a year to finally chip away at the negativity and get me to 

believe and like myself. 
 (pub206.ezboard.com/ fwalkinthelightfrm3.showMessage?topicID=25.topic, accessed 23 

October 2003) 
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 Secondly, Jackendoff further observes that “away does not admit quanti-
ficational modification when used aspectually, but it does in the ‘time’-away 
construction.”69 Compare: 
 
(761) a. *Sally waltzed {entirely / partly / half} away. 

b.  Sally waltzed the afternoon {entirely / partly / half} away. 
   (Jackendoff 1997b: 540) 
 

We might add some more differences.  
First, the pattern with aspectual away and the ‘time’-away pattern have 

different argument-structural properties. The former is (usually) intransitive, 
while the latter is transitive, insofar as the ‘time’ NP can be considered as a 
direct object of the pattern.70 Moreover, the former can contain an obligato-
rily transitive verb, and can (in the imperative variant) even contain an 
overtly expressed direct object, while the latter can only contain intransitive 
or intransitively used pseudotransitive verbs (cf. also Jackendoff 1997b: 
535): 
 
(762) a. Do you want me to {talk / recite (my lesson) / tell this joke} or 

not? – Sure, {talk / recite (it) / tell (it)} away! 
b. He {talked / recited (*poetry) / *told (jokes)} the whole afternoon 

away. 
 

                                                                                                                             
This latter sentence challenges the following judgement of Jackendoff’s: 
(iii) *It took a month for Lois and Clark to finally get to dance away. 
 (Jackendoff 1997b: 540) 
I think this sentence, which I do not think deserves an unqualified asterisk, could be 
improved by adding some adverbial modification: 
(iv) It took a month for Lois and Clark to finally get to dance away for a couple of 

hours without having to bother about anything. 
68 The fact (mentioned further down in the main text) that the ‘time’-away pattern 
only occurs with intransitive verbs or with verbs that have an independently attested 
intransitive use (i.e. pseudotransitives) puts it on a line with uncontroversially atelic 
particles like aspectual along, away, on, etc.: 
(i) *Bill {described / devoured / imbibed / perused} {along / on / away / the night 

away}.  (cp. *Bill {described / devoured / imbibed / perused}.) 
69 This is probably the only kind of modification that away in the ‘time’-away pat-
tern allows. Specifiers or other kinds of prespecifiers seem to be ruled out (e.g. We 
danced the night (*on) away; She slept the afternoon (*right) away).  
70 That the ‘time’ NP is felt to be a true direct object (if not one selected by the verb 
itself) is clear from the fact that it can appear as the subject of a related passive: 
(i) Can you imagine efficient private companies still working only with paper? How 

many man-hours must be dilberted away? How many delays? How many er-
rors—or flat-out frauds? 
(www.wordspy.com/words/dilbert.asp, accessed 19 October 2003) 
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Second, aspectual away, as we have seen, can be used with an inanimate 
and non-volitional subject, but the ‘time’-away pattern requires the subject to 
be animate and volitional. This has been noted by Jackendoff (1997b: 540) 
himself. Compare: 
 
(763) a. The stew bubbled away. 

b. *The stew bubbled the entire afternoon away. 
  

  Jackendoff’s rightly concludes: 
 

“Thus the away in the ‘time’-away construction looks as though it might 
be related to aspectual away. Aspectual away alone, however, is not suf-
ficient to explain the semantic properties of the construction.” (Jackend-
off 1997b: 540) 

 

(iii) Parallels with the resultative construction? 

Jackendoff (1997b: 549-51) also claims that the semantic and syntactic 
properties of the ‘time’-away pattern cannot be simply predicted from those 
of the related resultative construction, as in Willie wiped the table clean or I 
hammered the metal flat. McIntyre (2003a: 3), however, who briefly com-
ments on the ‘time’-away pattern, disagrees with Jackendoff on this point. 
According to McIntyre, the ‘time’-away pattern is nothing but a run-of-the-
mill resultative. That is, I slept the afternoon away means as much as ‘I 
slept, and this caused (i.e. resulted in) the afternoon going (figuratively) 
away (i.e. becoming nonexistent, being used up)’.71 In the resultative analy-
sis, the particle is seen as “part of a predication over the time phrase appear-
ing as object” (McIntyre 2003a: 3). For Jackendoff, the ‘time’-away pattern 
only resembles the resultative construction but is to be distinguished from it 
on three different grounds. None of these three reasons, however, is very 
convincing.  

First, Jackendoff argues that all instances of the resultative construction 
pass the do to test, by which the object is revealed as a patient (i.e. affected) 
argument, but that the ‘time’ NP fails this diagnostic: 
 
(764) a. What I did to the metal was hammer it flat. 

b. *What we did to the night was dance it away.  
 
McIntyre objects that many resultatives do not pass this test either (e.g. 
*What I did to myself was laugh myself silly, *What he did to air was 
breathe it into the bag, etc.), so this diagnostic is not helpful. 

                                                      
71 This is only an attempt at paraphrasing McIntyre’s more formal semantic repre-
sentation in plain English.  
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Second, Jackendoff shows that the intransitive resultative is aspectually 
very different from the aspectual away pattern: 
 
(765) a. Beth grew tall {in / *for} a year. 

b. Beth whistled away {*in / for} a year.  
 
However, we have shown the ‘time’-away pattern to be quite distinct from 
the aspectual away pattern, so this second argument does not cut wood. 
(That is, if a ≠ b and b ≠ c, it does not logically follow that a ≠ c. If we re-
place ‘a’ by ‘‘time’-away’, ‘b’ by ‘aspectual away’, and ‘c’ by ‘resultative’, 
we realize that the ‘time’-away construction and the resultative construction 
can, logically speaking, still be equated.) 

Third, Jackendoff argues that if the ‘time’-away pattern were indistin-
guishable from the resultative construction, there is no way we can account 
for the fact that non-volitional subjects are allowed in generally accepted 
cases of the resultative construction but not in the ‘time’-away pattern: 
 
(766) a. The wind blew the papers away. 

b. *The wind blew the night away. 
 
 McIntyre (2003a) objects by saying that, according to his own analysis, 
the second sentence would mean that ‘!The wind was engaged in an activity 
which caused time to be “away”, i.e. depleted’. Such a reading is nonsensical 
because we simply cannot think of time as a resource available to inanimate, 
nonvolitional subjects—such subjects cannot be conceptualized as ‘using 
(up)’ time (cf. How does grandma spend her time vs. !How does the wind 
spend its time?).  
 Despite McIntyre’s objections, I am inclined to agree with Jackendoff’s 
(1997b: 551) conclusion that “the resultative and the ‘time’-away construc-
tions are distinct. The differences emerge clearly once one examines their 
semantics in any detail.” In particular, Jackendoff’s discussion of the follow-
ing ambiguous example shows that the two constructions cannot be con-
flated: 
 
(767) Bill gambled his life away. 
 

“The ‘time’-away reading for [(767)] is one in which Bill has spent his 
whole life gambling; the resultative reading is one in which Bill has bet 
his life and lost (he ends up perhaps submitting to slavery or killing him-
self).” (Jackendoff 1997b: 550)  
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(iv) Summary 

I agree with Jackendoff’s (1997b) proposal to consider the ‘time’-away pat-
tern as a lexically stored transitive VP, consisting of an open verb slot and a 
lexically filled-in particle. The choice of the ‘time’ NP, in fact, is free as 
well, but only within the pattern’s selectional restrictions—namely that it 
refer to a period of time. The following formal representation is largely 
based on Jackendoff’s: 
 
(768) [VP Vintr or pseudotr NPi, time (PrespecPj, Proportional degree) [PrtP ∅ [Prt away] ∅] 

‘waste [(a proportion of)j NPi ] heedlessly V-ing’ 
 
Apart from this general pattern, we also need to list some special idioms 
whose V is a cranberry morph or a verb that has a particular sense only in 
combination with away: fritter NP away (V-ing), while NP away (V-ing), 
and piss NP away (V-ing) (Jackendoff 1997b: 537). 
 
 
8.7.2 The one’s ass off family of patterns 

We are familiar with this class of patterns from Chapter 2. Jackendoff 
(1997a: 171; 1997b: 551; 2002a: 86-87; 2002b: 173-74) frequently mentions 
this class of constructional idioms to drive home some vital points about the 
organization of linguistic knowledge in the mind. While we focused on the 
pattern with the noun ass or a close synonym, Jackendoff’s ‘pet’ idiom fam-
ily comprises such members as (sing) one’s heart out, (cry) one’s eyes out, 
(work) one’s head off, and (surf) one’s brains out. 

What these idioms have in common, apart from the fact that they all say 
something about the vigour of the event, is that the object NP is not licensed 
by the verb (compare *sing one’s heart) but forms, together with the 
particle, an integral part of the idiomatic construction. The verb itself is 
considered as merely filling an open position in a lexically stored VP in 
which the head of the object NP and the particle are “preinstalled”, to 
borrow an image from Hilferty (2003: 49). In this respect, its status is similar 
to that of the ‘time’-away construction, but in the one’s ass off family of 
patterns, “the choice of NP is totally fixed” (Jackendoff 2002a: 86).  

As we have shown in Chapter 2, there is a somewhat wider choice of NPs 
than one might think. In particular, there seems to be hardly any restriction 
on alternative terms for ass or butt in this pattern. On the other hand, there 
are also unexpected non-occurrences. For example, you can laugh your 
socks off and laugh your pants off, but not ??laugh your stockings off or 

??laugh your shoes off.  
As to the verb, its choice is not “totally open”, as Jackendoff (2002a: 86) 

assumes. While the construction is not to be taken as a true instance of the 
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resultative—if you work your ass off, your behind does not literally come off 
as a result of your labour—some members of the family are not completely 
opaque either. For example, it is not surprising that one’s eyes out collocates 
almost exclusively with the verb cry, an activity which involves shedding 
tears and which hence makes direct reference to one’s eyes. There are also 
some (though not many) occurrences of laugh one’s eyes out to be found on 
Google. This can be explained again as following from the possible co-
occurrence of laughter and tears running from the eyes. Combinations like 
*work one’s eyes out or *sing one’s eyes out are excluded. 
 At least the following patterns are part of competent speakers’ knowledge 
of their language. The semantic structure is omitted here. As Jackendoff 
(1997b: 551) writes, “[I]n each case, the NP + particle combinations carries 
a sort of adverbial force, denoting intense and perhaps passionate activity; 
each combination also carries its own affective tone, which I will not try to 
characterize here” (but see Chapter 2, Subsection 2.2.4 for some attempts of 
my own).  
 
(769) a. [VP Vintr or pseudotr [NP pro’s [N ass]] [Prt off]]infml & slang 

b. [VP Vintr or pseudotr [NP pro’s [N butt]] [Prt off]]infml & slang  
c. [VP Vintr or pseudotr [NP pro’s [N pants]] [Prt off]]infml & slang 

  d. [VP Vintr or pseudotr [NP pro’s [N socks]] [Prt off]]infml & slang 
  e. [VP Vintr or pseudotr [NP pro’s [N head]] [Prt off]]infml & slang 
  f. [VP Vintr or pseudotr [NP pro’s [N brains]] [Prt out]]infml & slang 
  g. [VP cry [NP pro’s [N eyes]] [Prt out]]infml & slang 
  h. [VP Vintr or pseudotr [NP pro’s [N heart]] [Prt out]]infml 
 
See again Chapter 2 for some thoughts on the likelihood that some speakers 
have also stored some more abstract patterns, like (770)a, as well as some 
more specific instantiations, like (770)b: 
 
(770) a. [VP Vintr or pseudotr [NP pro’s N(taboo) word for behind] [Prt off]]infml & slang 

b. [VP work [NP pro’s [N ass]] [Prt off]]infml & slang  
 

There are also some non-reflexive uses related to the patterns in (769):  
 
(771) a. Daniel, bless his heart, was talking my ears off the whole time. 

(deardiary.net/show/diaries/97588/1056844800, accessed 18 February 
2005) 

b. She was hot! I fucked her brains out for 3 hours. 
(www.peevish.co.uk/slang/f.htm, accessed 21 October 2003) 

 
These examples further demonstrate that the event referred to is atelic; 

this is also the case for the reflexive idioms (cf. Jackendoff 1997b: 551). 
This confirms the non-literal semantics of these structures. If they were true 
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resultatives, they would be compatible with an adverbial of the ‘in X time’ 
type. Accordingly, the following sentence is not an instance of the construc-
tional idiom described in this subsection, but a genuine example of the resul-
tative construction. 
 
(772) She exercised her butt off in less than ten days.  (‘by following an 

exercise programme, she caused [the excess fat of] her rear to disap-
pear in less than ten days’) 

 
 
8.7.3 The up a storm pattern 

In his discussion of the idiomatic type presented in the previous subsection, 
Jackendoff also mentions the constructional idiom ‘V up a storm’. For ex-
ample: 
 
(773) a. Both Vic Cherikoff and I cooked up a storm for a week with vari-

ous events including an Australian Gala Dinner, Aussie Brunch, 
Wine Degustation Dinner and Hospitality Lunches to name a few. 
(www.benjaminchristie.com/article/23/dining-downunder-in-prague, ac-
cessed 18 February 2005) 

b. If you and your friends are single, you can go out, and flirt up a 
storm all night long and nobody will complain. 

   (www.teenedge.com/print.php?sid=234, accessed 18 February 2005) 
c. My front was sweating up a storm the whole time, while my back 

was freezing. 
(surgery-graphics.med.umich.edu/ ~matt/archives/2003_10.html, ac-
cessed 18 February 2005) 

 
This pattern has approximately the same interpretation (i.e. ‘V to excess’) as 
‘V one’s ass off’, ‘V one’s heart out’, etc. The examples above also demon-
strate that this pattern is atelic—this is another indication that up does not 
always telicize an event. 

Curiously, the particle up in ‘V up a storm’ is obligatorily placed in post-
verb-pre-object position, whereas the particle off or out in the semantically 
related idioms obligatorily follow the object NP (cp. *We cooked a storm up; 
*She sang out her heart). 
 The following representation roughly captures the syntactic, stylistic and 
semantic properties of this pattern: 
 
(774) [VP Vintr or pseudotr [Prt out] [NP a storm]]]infml 

‘V intensely and/or passionately’ 
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Aside from this pattern, speakers may also have direct access to a couple of 
frequently occurring instantiations, such as cook up a storm and the idiom 
kick up a storm (‘behave in a wild manner’, ‘cause upheaval’). 
 A minor pattern that appears to be formed in analogy to ‘V up a storm’ is 
the idiom ‘V up a blue streak’. In fact, this idiom is probably a contamina-
tion of existing expressions like talk a blue streak and curse a blue streak 
(‘{talk / curse / …} very fast, like a bolt of lightning’) and the pattern dis-
cussed in this subsection: 
 
(775) Oh, they can WRITE and DISCUSS and CRITIQUE up a blue streak, 

but when it comes to being experts at actually building or fixing some-
thing, well, they either never checked in for that class, or checked out 
well before the final exam. 
(www.thefatguy.com/archives/003439.html, accessed 4 October 2003) 

 
 
8.8 Summary  

This chapter has been concerned with the question how particles can affect 
aspect, that is, (the conception of) an event’s development in time. While 
directional particles are by no means irrelevant to this question (compare I 
walked along {for / *in} an hour and I walked across {*for / in} an hour), 
the main part of this chapter dealt with particles whose primary functions 
seem to be related to the expression of aspectual nuances. We made a 
(somewhat artificial) distinction between (i) relatively pure aspectual parti-
cles, like ‘continuative’ on as in chatter on and ‘resultative’ up as in glam up 
your look, (ii) semi-aspectual particles, like ‘reciprocal’ back as in wave 
back and ‘exasperation’ off as in be cheesed off with somebody, and (iii) 
semi-aspectual particles with a pre-specified NP, like the ‘time’-away pat-
tern as in dance the night away or the up a storm pattern as in cook up a 
storm. 
 Considerable attention has been paid, throughout, to whether or not the 
particle has a telicizing effect (i.e. the effect of evoking an intrinsic end-
point) on the event expressed by the verb. One of the main insights to be 
gained from our discussion of the various aspectual(-like) uses of particles is 
that they do not ordinarily have such an effect. We have thereby rebuked the 
firmly ingrained belief that they do. This belief probably arises from the 
resemblance of the verb-particle combination to the resultative construction, 
whose resultant state constituent (e.g. flat in hammer the metal flat) is con-
strued as an intrinsic endpoint to the event and which is therefore telic. Es-
pecially the particle up is assumed to make an event telic, a view that is re-
currently reinforced by the oft-mentioned contrast between drink and drink 
up. I have argued that the telicizing up in this combination (and in eat up, 
smoke up, use up, and similar examples) is not really representative of aspec-
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tual up, which is more typically used to underscore the idea that a result (of 
whatever kind) is produced. This result can but need not be an intrinsic (or 
even situation-specific) endpoint to the event (compare I drank my tea up {in 
two minutes / *for two minutes / *some more} and I cleaned my room up {in 
two minutes / for two minutes / some more}).  
 We have also seen that aspectual(-like) particle patterns may differ in 
their argument structure and in the requirements they place on the transitivity 
of the verb. Most of the intransitive patterns also require the verb to be in-
herently intransitive or to have an independent intransitive use (e.g. the pat-
tern with around as in fool around, the pattern with along as in sing along, 
the pattern with away as in snore away, and the pattern with on as in fight 
on), but the intransitive pattern with ‘reciprocal’ back allows the verb to be 
inherently transitive (e.g. She squeezed me and I squeezed back). The semi-
aspectual patterns with a ‘preinstalled’ NP require the verb to be inherently 
intransitive or to have such a use (e.g. dance up a storm, shout one’s head 
off), but there are also transitive patterns that only occasionally appear with 
an inherently intransitive verb (e.g. the pattern with out as in {sketch / argue} 
out the plan and the pattern with through as in {play / listen} the song 
through). As a generalization, it appears (i) that atelic patterns require the 
verb to be intransitive or to have an intransitive use, but may themselves be 
transitive and (ii) that telic patterns, as patterns, are transitive, but occasion-
ally occur with intransitive verbs. Other aspectual or semi-aspectual patterns, 
regardless of their transitivity as patterns, do not put specific transitivity 
constraints on the verb, and indeed do not need to combine with a pre-
existing verb at all (e.g. the pattern with ‘resultative’ up as in goo (NP) up or 
pretty (NP) up, the pattern with ‘surface treatment’ down as in pumice NP 
down, and the pattern with ‘unusual mental state’ out as in zonk out). 



 

9  Winding up  

The residue of topics left untouched in a subject as encompassing as phrasal verbs is 
certain to be larger than the number treated. 

Dwight Bolinger 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two-word units like go in, come out, open up etc. are traditionally treated as 
complex or ‘phrasal’ verbs—as verbs with an added non-verbal element 
which former grammarians have chosen to call a ‘particle’, a term painfully 
reflecting their lack of interest in it. A more revealing way of looking at such 
combinations is to consider the particle not as an appendix to the verb but as 
the primary element in the combination. This way we can identify a number 
of broader regularities, which would not readily emerge from a list of verb-
particle combinations alphabetically ordered by the verbal element. Compare 
the verb-sorted list in (776), based on the first verb-particle entries in Collins 
COBUILD Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs, with the more meaningful particle-
sorted list in (777): 
 
(776) a. act: act out, act up 

b. add: add in, add on, add together, add up, add up to 
c. answer: answer back  
d. argue: argue down, argue out 
e. arse: arse about, arse around 
f. … 

 
(777) a. about: arse about, but also:  

bugger about, bitch about, bum about, dick about, experiment 
about, faff about, fiddle about, fool about, … 

b. around: arse around, but also: 
bugger around, bitch around, etc.  (so about and around are inter-
changeable in all these combinations, although their collocational 
strengths may differ for individual verbs) 

c. back: answer back, but also: 
call back, fight back, hit back, pay back, phone back, ring back, 
strike back, talk back, write back, … 

d. … 
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Given that the list of ‘phrasal verbs’ is open-ended but that the number of 
particles is fixed, it makes most sense to classify verb-particle combinations 
not according to the verb but according to the particle. A combination like 
arse {about / around} shows that the verbal element need not even pre-exist 
as an independent verb. In this study, we therefore conceived of the infinite 
set of verb-particle combinations in terms of a finite set of structures with a 
‘preinstalled’ particle and an open position for a verbal element, which may 
be a noun or adjective outside the combination. In this sense, a verb-particle 
combination is not so much a verb forming a ‘phrase’ with a particle as a 
particle forming a ‘phrase’ with a (possibly derived) verb—‘phrasal particle’ 
might therefore be preferable to ‘phrasal verb’. I myself have not adopted 
this coinage, though, opting instead for ‘particle pattern’.  

To be sure, inflection proves that the verb is still the element that is the 
morphosyntactic head in a verb-particle combination (cp. John walked in vs. 
*John walk inned). The verb can therefore not be seen as a kind of specifier 
to the particle. Instead, we analyse the particle as a syntactic complement to 
the verb within a verb phrase. But in a framework like Construction/Pattern 
Grammar, a VP with a variable verb and a lexically filled-in particle (and 
any other fixed or open elements) is a perfectly legitimate lexico-grammati-
cal entity, something we illustrated at length with the ‘V one’s ass off’ fam-
ily of patterns. 

Focussing on the particle rather than on the verb may for some people 
seem like a mere matter of perspective, but it is not. Here are five (partly 
overlapping) reasons why the particle should be given all the attention that it 
deserves. In presenting them, I will start with issues dealt with in the last—
previous—chapter and move towards the beginning of my dissertation, 
winding this study back up, as it were. 

(i) The particle is the semantically central element within the combination. 
The insight that, semantically speaking, it is the particle that somehow forms 
the centre of gravity in verb-particle combinations is hardly an original 
one—see, for example, Bolinger (1971: 49) and Declerck (1976a, 1976b, 
1977). In the typological literature, the verb-particle pattern has been men-
tioned among the constructions that characterize English as a “satellite-
framed” language (Talmy 1985, 1991). In such a language, it is the verb’s 
“satellite”, such as a particle in English, and not the verb itself (as in “verb-
framed languages”) that expresses, within an event complex, the “framing 
event”, which is an event referring to motion in a certain direction (or 
“path”), to a change of state, to “temporal contouring” (i.e. aspect), or to 
other aspect-like notions like “action correlating” or “realization”. The verb, 
then, stands in a subordinate relation to this framing event, its meaning being 
typically restricted to the expression of manner or cause. The following 
lengthy quotation seems warranted here, in that it provides a nice overview 
of the different kinds of “framing” functions a particle can have: 
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“To illustrate, the path of a motion event is characteristically represented 
by a satellite in a satellite-framed language like English, as in (1a), but in 
the main verb in verb-framed languages in a formulation something like 
that suggested in (1b). The same pattern holds for the changed state in an 
event of state change, as in (2); for the aspectual contour in an event of 
temporal contouring, as in (3); for the correlation in an event of action 
correlating, as in (4); and for the concept of fulfillment in an event of re-
alization, as in (5). (Note that in the suggestive (b) sentences, English has 
borrowed the verb from Romance languages, which are verb-framed.) 

 
  (1)  a. The bottle floated in(to the cave). 

       b. The bottle entered (the cave) floating. 
(2)  a. The candle flickered out. 
       b. The candle extinguished (itself) flickering. 

  (3)  a. They talked on. 
        b. They continued talking. 
  (4)  a. She sang along (with the musicians). 
        b. She joined / accompanied  the musicians singing. 
  (5)  a. The police hunted the fugitive down in 2 weeks. 
            (cf. The police hunted the fugitive for 1 week). 
       b. The police succeeded (had success) in hunting the fugitive.” 
  

The framing event not only contributes its specific semantic content, but 
also determines much of the semantic structure of the whole macro-event.  
Thus, it determines all or most of … the overall aspect … .” (Talmy 
2003) 

 
Chapter 8 provided a survey of productive and semi-productive patterns in 
which the particle has such a clearly identifiable “framing” function and 
thereby often shapes the aspect of the verb-particle combination as a whole. 
A key point was that the particle does not always make an event telic, con-
trary to what is often assumed. 

(ii) The particle may alter the argument structure of the verb. The presence 
of the particle may have an influence on the transitivity of the verb with 
which it combines. For example, stink is not in itself a transitive verb, but in 
combination with ‘resultative’ up we can have a direct object NP (e.g. He 
stank the place up). Conversely, find in itself is inherently transitive, but find 
out can omit the object (e.g. She found out). Or, to mention a little studied 
phenomenon, the particle may allow an otherwise transitive verb to be used 
intransitively with a non-agentive subject (e.g. The paint had rubbed off). 
And so on. Chapter 7 treated these and other effects on argument structure. 

(iii) The particle can be moved around. If a particle were merely a sort of 
morphological affix to the verb, we would not expect it to be separated from 
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it. Yet, this is what we frequently observe. Alongside shut off the gas we can 
have shut the gas off, with the object NP intervening between the verb and 
the particle. Or the particle may precede rather than follow the verb, as in Off 
you go! See Chapter 6 for a treatment of these ordering variations in terms of 
their discourse-functional motivations. 

(iv) The particle does not even need a verb. The particle should not be seen 
as an element whose occurrence is dependent on the presence of a verb, in 
view of verbless patterns like the ones exemplified by Pens down! and Away 
with this rubbish! Chapter 5 constituted a complete survey of typical and less 
typical syntactic configurations of particles with other elements in the VP or 
in the (possibly verbless) clause. 

(v) The particle can head a phrase of its own. Particles may be expanded 
into a genuine particle phrase (PrtP). For example, instead of go in we can 
find go [right back in towards the bar], where we treat the particle in as the 
head of the particle phrase, the particle back as a specifier, the adverb right 
as a prespecifier, and the PP towards the bar as a complement. Again, if the 
particle were nothing but a verbal affix, such elaborate phrasal expansions 
would be out of the question. The potentially quite elaborate internal struc-
ture of the particle phrase was dealt with in Chapter 4. 

 
In short, this dissertation can be interpreted as a strong case for a ‘particle 

revolution’. Particles should throw off their image as accessories to the verb. 
They are extremely powerful elements, semantically and syntactically over-
shadowing the verb. 

The reason why I stick to the uninspiring and confusing term ‘particle’—
there are also ‘discourse particles’, ‘modal particles’, ‘focal particles’, etc.—
is that I consider it still preferable to the popular alternative “(intransitive) 
preposition”. Among other objections, this latter term obscures the fact that 
the use of a particle can have semantic entailments that are absent in the use 
of a corresponding full prepositional phrase: walk across, for example, 
automatically evokes the idea of an endpoint, whereas walk across some-
thing is neutral with respect to this idea. See Chapter 3 for a plea against 
subsuming particles within the class of prepositions. This chapter further 
explained why we do not see much advantage either in narrowing down the 
denotation of ‘particle’ to non-directional specimens. 
  
 Chapter 2 outlined the framework in which this study was cast: Pattern 
Grammar. Like Construction Grammar, its central tenet is that speakers’ 
knowledge of their language mainly consists of their knowledge of recurring 
patterns in their language, and that these patterns range from very specific, 
frequently-encountered words and word combinations, which (insofar as 
these combinations are also idiomatic) traditionally belong to the lexicon, all 
the way up to highly schematic structural templates, which are the equiva-
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lents of phrase structure rules in generative grammar. However, unlike Con-
struction Grammar (at least as advocated by, e.g., Adele Goldberg) Pattern 
Grammar also maintains that regular alternations between such patterns, 
even if they remind us of the disreputable transformations of generative 
grammar, ought to be seen as units that are stored in the minds of speakers. 
As I warned in Cappelle (2004), we should not {throw out the baby / throw 
the baby out} with the bath water—and the fact that even such an otherwise 
fixed idiom has two formal manifestations, or ‘allostructions’ (Cappelle 
submitted), adds weight to the assertion that acknowledging a link between, 
in this case, the V – Prt – NP ordering and the V – NP – Prt ordering seems 
the right thing to do.  
 This study, therefore, is also an attempt to bridge the rift between, on the 
one hand, emerging cognitively oriented theories like Construction Grammar 
and, on the other hand, formal approaches to language structure in the gen-
erative tradition. I have taken an essentially eclectic position, adopting useful 
tools and insights from such shining, if divergent, examples as Chomsky, 
Ross, Bolinger, Langacker, and Jackendoff. I could afford to do so, because, 
as announced in Chapter 1, my main concern in this work has not been with 
theory but with description.  
 

While this dissertation about particle patterns in English has been broad 
in scope, covering such large and diverse areas of linguistic study as con-
stituent structure, information structure, argument structure and aspect, there 
are inevitably a number of domains that have remained undiscussed. One of 
the topics that I had intended to include but that I will have to pursue in a, 
hopefully, future research project is that of morphological derivations with a 
verb and a particle, including cases with -er reduplication as in “Lionel Hutz, 
your new agent, unauthorized biographer and drug dealer..., er keeper 
awayer” (The Simpsons) and even with -er ‘retriplication’ as in a smooth 
chatter-upperer, which (at least in Australian English) appear to be not en-
tirely uncommon (Round 1998, Cappelle 2003b, McIntyre 2004b). Mean-
while, using a quote by Haj Ross as a distant and distorted echo of the motto 
of the first chapter, I cannot help recognizing myself a bit in the description 
he gave, much more deservedly, of himself as a dissertation writer: 
 

“I was where I love to be—on the frontier, seeing as clearly as I could, 
and bringing back tales of strange fauna.” 
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a week off pattern, 249 
about, 3; 122; 219; 362; 365; 

366–76; 439; 458 
above and beyond, 105 
absolute clause, 242 
abstract NP, 219 
accent, 14; 23; 67; 80; 144; 196; 

219; 261; 260–62; 274; 277; 
278; 279; 284; 286; 413 
accented pronoun, 14; 15 
contrastive accent, 14; 23; 24; 

103; 114–15; 208; 222; 224–
25; 284 

accessible, 256; 275; 277; 337 
accidental gaps, 46; 56–59; 453 
accompaniment. See synchronized 

temporal development 
accomplishment, 383; 396 
achievement, 362; 395 

degree achievement, 423 
acquisition, 57–59; 202; 296 
across, 3; 96; 98; 122; 123; 218; 

219; 362 
action correlating (event of). See 

synchronized temporal 
development 

action nominalization, 80; 88; 
102; 107–9 

activity, 363; 449 
excessive activity, 418; 453–56 
heedless activity, 385; 388; 448 
inert activity. See inactivity 

addressee-familiarity. See 
information structure 

adjunct, 190; 201; 226 
bounding time-frequency 

adjunct, 445 
adjunction, 126; 155 
adprep, 142; 143 
adverb, xv; 2; 4; 83; 93; 103; 105; 

107; 185–86; 219; 223; 244; 
245; 244–46; 250; 362; 407; 
420; 435. See also manner 
adverb 

agent-adding construction, 297; 
316 

agentivity, 62; 68; 201; 316; 317; 
320; 334; 345; 398; 446; 460 

ahead, 3; 82; 84; 362 
aimlessness, 366 
Aktionsart, 344–45; 353. See also 

lexical aspect (under aspect). 
See also Vendler’s classes. See 
also stativity vs. dynamicity. See 
also telicity 

all, 113; 162; 247; 446 
all along, 162; 170 
all in, 170 
all over, 170; 446 
all over again, 170 
all(-)out, 170 
all-(a)round, 170 
allo-sentence, 255 
allostruction, 462 
along, 3; 96; 97; 98; 122; 153; 

219; 362; 365; 376–81; 402; 433 
along with, 380–81 
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alternation, 40; 44; 65; 254–342; 
462 

ambiguity. See structural 
ambiguity 

American English, xx–xxi; 136; 
143; 164; 170; 309; 368; 375; 
444 

analogy, 60; 63; 306; 314; 334; 
440; 456 

animacy, 201; 379; 451 
apart, 3; 82; 362 
aphasia, 358. See also dissociation 

of lexicon and grammar 
argument focus, 261. See also 

backgrounded vs. focal (under 
information structure) 

argument structure, 290–341; 359; 
371–72; 380; 389–92; 400; 407; 
410; 425; 434; 450; 457; 460. 
See also reference object. See 
also direct object 
argument structure construction, 

295 
around, 3; 122; 219; 357; 362; 

365; 366–76; 439; 458 
aside, 3; 82; 84; 362 
aspect, 343–45; 456. See also 

continuation 
aspectual class. See Aktionsart 
grammatical aspect, 344; 353 
inceptive aspect. See 

inchoativity 
ingressive aspect. See 

inchoativity 
lexical aspect, 344–45 
repetitive aspect, 433; 444–47. 

See also iterativity 
aspectualizer, 252 
Australian English, 367; 462 
away, 3; 82; 84; 362; 365; 382–

93; 431–32; 447–53 
away from, 104; 140 
back, 3; 82; 150–52; 169; 246; 

362; 402; 431; 433–36; 446 

back and forth, 105 
Baker’s paradox, 57 
bang on, 171 
bang-up, 171 
Basic Linguistic Theory, 42 
Behaghel’s second law, 263 
betwixt and between, 105 
Birmingham School, 44 
boundedness, 99; 162; 449 
British English, xx–xxi; 143; 170; 

171; 309; 367–69; 375 
Broca’s aphasia. See dissociation 

of lexicon and grammar 
brush up on, 309 
by, 3; 122; 219; 362 
by and by, 106 
categorizing relationship, 25; 27; 

52; 218 
category extraction. See 

generalization 
category-based grammar, 24; 32 
causativity, 360; 423 

causative alternation. See 
promoted object (under direct 
object) 

causative into-pattern, 294 
caused-motion construction, 

295; 301 
clean up, 22–23; 275–77; 305; 

337; 351; 422; 423; 457 
cleft, 79; 89; 186; 204; 206; 255; 

269 
close, 164 
coercion, 23; 50–51; 349; 396; 

430; 432 
Cognitive Grammar, 6; 9; 24–27; 

52; 53; 82; 246; 322 
Cognitive Linguistics, 71–73; 

343; 356; 358 
coinage, 13; 59–64; 111; 297. See 

also nonce usage. See also 
neologism. See also creativity 

common ground, 257 
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communication structure. See 
topic vs. comment (under 
information structure) 

Communicative Dynamism, 258 
complement, 2; 82–83; 91; 101; 

126–27; 132–33; 138; 149; 150; 
155; 170; 174; 175; 181–83; 
187; 195; 199; 219; 233; 291; 
379; 407; 410; 411; 427; 461. 
See also direct object 
oblique (complement), 203; 236; 

237; 238; 292; 296; 309; 336–
39 

predicative complement, 116; 
180; 188–94; 206; 221; 228–
29; 233; 296; 350 

vs. adjunct, 190; 201 
complementation, 

complementation pattern, 291. 
See also argument structure 

complex head analysis, 29; 223–
24 

complex NP, 16–18; 19; 37; 208; 
227; 267; 273; 281. See also 
weight (under information 
structure) 

complex verb. See complex head 
analysis 

compositionality, 35; 50; 119–21; 
194; 209; 370; 454 

comprehension, 72; 125; 262; 
267; 295 

computational linguistics. See 
implementability (under Pattern 
Grammar) 

concrete NP, 219 
conjunction. See also coordination 

of particles, 102; 104–7 
of PPs, 130 
of prepositions, 138 

constraint-based formalism, 69 
Construction Grammar, xvii; 9; 

41–42; 43–44; 46; 53; 66; 71; 
177; 295–99; 303; 459; 461 

constructional idiom, 32; 36; 302; 
423; 447; 453; 455 

continuation, 377; 382–89; 393–
403; 431 

continuous order, 265. See also 
particle placement alternation 

conventionalized combination. 
See stereotypicity 

conversion. See derivation 
coordination, 79; 137; 186; 222–

24; 225; 249. See also 
conjunction 

cranberry morph, 442; 453 
creativity, 38; 60; 297; 299; 301; 

334; 342 
cross-linguistic fact, 34; 282; 347; 

356 
cryptotype, 413 
cumulative evidence. See 

inductive fallacy 
dative alternation, 238; 265; 280 
decomposability. See 

compositionality 
decrement, 436–37 
deep, 164 
deep(-)down, 171 
degree adverbial. See prespecifier 
derivation (morphological), 89; 

157; 313; 314; 364; 459; 462 
conversion, 43; 122; 250; 369; 

418; 423; 429; 428–31; 438; 
442 

detransitivization. See promoted 
object (under direct object) 

diachrony, xvii; 145; 246; 358; 
441; 442. See also 
grammaticalization 

direct object 
promoted object, 315–34; 342; 

410; 426; 446; 460 
unexpressed object, 10; 305–15; 

333; 342; 424; 426; 434; 460 
unselected object, 50; 300–304; 

342; 407; 410; 460 
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directional particle, 85–101; 348–
52; 362–65; 376–77. See also 
literal particle 
vs. non-directional particle, 

102–19; 461 
directive, 117; 119; 240–42; 282; 

308; 313 
discontinuous order, 266. See also 

particle placement alternation 
discourse particle, xiv; 154; 244; 

304; 461 
discourse-familiarity. See 

information structure 
dissociation of lexicon and 

grammar, 71–76 
distributive interpretation, 395 
ditransitive construction, 50–51; 

180; 234–39; 304; 342 
down, 3; 84; 97; 115; 122; 362; 

431; 436–38 
down and out, 105 
down home, 156 
down south, 135; 156 
down under, 136; 156 
drink up, eat up, 40; 306; 343; 

346–47; 353; 427–28; 431; 456 
durational adverbial test. See 

temporal adverbial test 
Dutch, 34; 36; 78; 111; 307; 319; 

333; 336; 358; 430 
economy. See Occam’s 

(Ockham’s) razor. See rule/list 
fallacy 

elaboration, 27; 82 
epistemic verb, 221 
ergative alternation. See promoted 

object (under direct object) 
ergative verb, 320 
event participant, 291 
event structure, 343–457 

event, 345 
eventuality type. See Aktionsart 
exasperation, 439–40 

exclamatory construction. See 
expletive construction (X with 
NP!) 

expletive. See it 
expletive construction (X with 

NP!), 86; 242 
extent NP. See measure NP 

(under prespecifier) 
extraposition, 195; 206; 233 
far, 164 
far along, 171 
far and away, 246 
far on, 171 
far(-)off, 171 
far(-)out, 171 
filler-gap dependency, 267 
First Things First Principle. See  

principle of actuality 
fixed combination. See 

stereotypicity 
flat(-)out, 171 
focus. See also backgrounded vs. 

focal (under information 
structure) 
Focus Last, 262; 273; 274; 282 
focus preposing, 283; 284 

force dynamics, 310; 322; 324; 
333 

fossilization, 138; 140; 141; 205; 
210–16; 225; 231 

frame element. See event 
participant 

frame semantics, 256; 276; 281; 
296; 334; 337 

full(-)out, 172 
full-on, 172 
full-up, 172 
Functional Sentence Perspective, 

258 
gapping, 80; 103; 112; 222; 223 
generalization, 37; 38; 44; 46; 60–

61; 192; 207; 218; 227; 299; 
314; 440. See also  
schematization 
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generative grammar, 11; 12–19; 
20; 28–33; 38; 44; 49; 83; 94; 
126–27; 174–76; 182; 315; 318; 
319; 410; 462 

German, 34; 43; 319; 357; 371 
get, 220 
get something over (and done) 

with, 253 
give up, 252 
gradual disappearance, 431–32 
grammar-lexicon continuum. See 

lexico-grammar 
grammaticalization, 138; 208; 

314; 396 
habitual interpretation, 132; 312; 

395 
hands down, 243 
hard(-)up, 172 
have, 220 
head(-)on, 243 
Head-driven Phrase Structure 

Grammar, 41 
heavy constituent. See weight 

(under information structure) 
heavy NP shift, 58; 210; 265 
hierarchical organization, 46; 53–

55 
high, 164 
hold off, 253 
holistic vs. partial reading, 145; 

412 
home, 3; 82; 84; 167; 362 
idiomaticity, 3–8; 35; 47; 104; 

102–21; 184; 210; 340; 403 
image schema, 356; 437 
imperative, 196; 241; 306; 383–

89; 450 
imperfective. See grammatical 

aspect (under aspect) 
implicature. See pragmatic 

meaning 
in, 3; 122; 362 
in and out, 105 
inactivity, 366 

inchoativity, 383–89 
inductive fallacy, 116; 273 
inflection, 9; 12; 47; 65; 70; 72; 

182; 255; 320; 344; 345; 413; 
443; 459 

information packaging. See 
information structure 

information structure, 139; 193–
94; 225; 230; 254–89 
addressee-familiarity, 256–57; 

259; 260; 265 
backgrounded vs. focal, 260–62; 

273–75; 278; 279–81; 282–87; 
289; 310; 435 

discourse-familiarity, 256–57; 
259; 260; 265; 276; 435; 436 

newness, 208–10; 218; 224; 
227; 233; 255–63; 266; 273; 
278; 279; 281 

topic vs. comment, 257–60; 265; 
310; 320 

weight, 1; 185; 208–10; 225; 
233; 237; 263–65; 275; 276; 
281; 288 

inherent aspect. See lexical aspect 
(under aspect) 

Internet. See World Wide Web 
into, 104; 138 
intonation. See accent 
intransitive construction, 180; 

181–206; 305–34; 342; 371; 
380; 389; 400; 434 

inversion, 194; 255. See also 
locative inversion 

ironic good, 250 
it 

empty or general it in V it Prt, 
209; 339–41; 342; 419 

in extraposition, 206; 233 
it-cleft. See cleft 

Italian, 319; 397 
iterativity, 349; 373; 379; 382–89; 

394 
semeliterative meaning, 444 
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keep (on), 252; 396; 403 
landmark, 27; 82; 96; 97; 246; 

334 
Latinate vs. vernacular form, 266; 

340; 406 
lay off, 253 
LE[x]YZ, 66–70 
leave off, 253 
length, 263. See also weight 

(under information structure) 
lexical rule, 303 
lexicalized combination, 169; 

196; 203; 229; 239; 283; 299; 
370; 376 

lexico-grammar, v; xvi; 36; 38; 
45; 69; 71–76; 345 

lexicon, xvi; 28–33; 51; 128; 313; 
461 

lexicon-grammar continuum. See 
lexico-grammar 

light constituent. See weight 
(under information structure) 

literal particle, 119; 194; 210; 
222; 239; 348 

localism, 356–62 
locative alternation, 298; 338 
locative inversion, 86; 90; 91; 92; 

283 
low, 164 
manner adverb, 32; 80; 103; 114; 

182; 183; 385; 392; 401 
markedness, 46; 52; 180; 196; 

227; 255; 266 
measure NP. See prespecifier 
medio-passive. See middle 

construction 
metanalysis, 430 
metaphor, 356–62; 367; 372; 378; 

409; 432; 441 
metonymy, 339; 342; 408 
middle construction, 316 
modularity. See dissociation of 

lexicon and grammar 

monotransitive construction. See 
transitive construction 

multiple inheritance, 65 
narrative when-clauses, 199 
need, 220 
negation, 198 
neologism, 271; 430 
network of related patterns, 46; 

64–65 
neuro-imaging, 74; 75 
nonce usage, 297; 430 
NP ellipsis, 80; 81 
object omission. See unexpressed 

object (under direct object) 
object promotion. See promoted 

object (under direct object) 
object transfer. See promoted 

reference object (under 
reference object) 

objective aspect. See lexical 
aspect (under aspect) 

oblique. See complement 
Occam’s (Ockham’s) razor, 82; 

97 
off, 3; 122; 325; 362; 431; 439–

40; 453–55 
off of, 104; 141 
offa, 138 
on, 3; 122; 152–54; 357; 362; 

365; 376; 384; 392–403 
on (and on), 246 
on and off, 105 
one’s ass off family of patterns, 

47–70; 213; 215; 302; 303; 455 
one-off, 253 
onto, 104; 138 
Optimality Theory, 19 
out, 3; 115; 122; 362; 365; 403–8; 

431; 441–43; 454 
out and about, 105 
out back, 156 
out of, 104; 136–41 

vs. out as a preposition, 142 
out of (some)one’s mind, 442 
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out west, 136; 156 
out-and-out, 106 
outta (or outa), 138 
over, 3; 96; 98; 122; 218; 219; 

225; 246; 362; 364–65; 431; 
444–47 

over and out, 105 
over and over (again), 106; 246; 

446 
P&rt, 141; 142 
P/rt, 121–23; 142; 147 
particle, xiv; 2; 244; 458; 461. See 

also directional particle 
‘adverbial’ particle, 246 
adverbial particle, 412; 435; 445 
as a marker of telicity, 354–55 
as a reduced directional phrase, 

18; 30; 36; 93–96; 104 
as a separate category, xv; 100–

101 
as an intransitive preposition, 

xv; 40; 82–84; 130; 334; 461 
as semantically similar to a full 

PP, 96–100 
as syntactically behaving like a 

full PP, 85–93 
as the semantically central 

element, 245; 282; 459–60 
aspectual particle, 365–431 
semantically redundant particle, 

328–33; 406; 421; 438 
particle movement 

transformation, 13–14; 16; 28 
particle pattern, 10 
particle phrase, 40; 123; 124–76; 

177; 181; 187; 193; 195; 210; 
237; 240; 242; 407; 446; 461 

particle placement alternation, 
13–14; 16–19; 20–22; 25–27; 
30–31; 35–36; 56–59; 78; 178; 
207–25; 229; 265–81; 288–89; 
461 

particle preposing, 44; 118; 159; 
194–200; 230–31; 282–87; 289; 

393; 402; 461. See also locative 
inversion 

particle sequence, 147–57 
particle shift. See particle 

movement transformation 
partways, 86; 164 
part-whole relation, 65 
passive, 14; 20; 44; 80; 81; 179; 

180; 185; 230; 231–32; 238–39; 
255; 256; 260; 261; 304; 316; 
440; 442 
prepositional passive, 200–203; 

204–6; 226 
pattern, xvi; 38; 44; 46; 49–53; 

217; 461 
Pattern Grammar, 39; 41–76; 187; 

239; 240; 287; 459; 461 
implementability, 66–70 
psychological plausibility, 71–

76 
transparency, 41–45; 46; 48 

perfective. See grammatical 
aspect (under aspect) 

periphrastic verb form, 395; 398 
permission, 388 
phrasal verb, xv; 9; 244; 352; 458 
phrasal-prepositional verb. See 

prepositional phrasal verb 
phrase structure, xvii; 14; 19; 29; 

36; 38; 75; 82; 124–253 
phrase structure rule, 12; 13; 19; 

71; 462 
pied-piping, 16; 79; 136; 137; 

140; 203; 268 
postposition, 78; 145; 246; 247 
postpositive preposition. See 

postposition 
pragmatic meaning, 154; 160; 

196; 240; 281; 283; 388 
implicature, 147; 189; 346; 387; 

444 
presupposition, 94 

Prague School, 255; 258 
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predicate focus, 261. See also 
backgrounded vs. focal (under 
information structure) 

predicative complement. See 
complement 

prefix, 1; 34; 43; 353; 415 
prepad, 142; 144 
preposition, 2; 78–81; 127; 142; 

219; 225; 244; 336; 338; 352; 
407; 411. See also P/rt. See also 
particle as an intransitive 
preposition 
stranded preposition, 136; 185; 

195; 204; 268 
unexpressed object, 131–32 

prepositional adverb, 142 
prepositional passive, 231. See 

passive 
prepositional phrasal verb, 9; 184; 

226 
prepositional phrase, 127–32 

conative, 391 
following a particle, 132–42; 

148; 161; 180; 183–88; 226–
27 

preposing, 91 
preposing, 203–6; 232 
vs. indirect object, 237; 239 

prepositional verb, 9; 81; 185 
presentative preposing, 283; 284 
prespecifier, 85; 135; 157–74; 

175; 181–83; 187; 247; 249; 
380; 392; 402; 407; 410; 427; 
440; 446; 461 
emphasizing prespecifier, 158–

62 
measure NP, 168–69 
measure phrase, 200 
nonproportional degree 

prespecifier, 164–68; 200 
proportional degree prespecifier, 

162–64 
quantifying expression, 158; 

162–69; 450 

presupposition. See backgrounded 
vs. focal (under information 
structure). See pragmatic 
meaning 

priming, 75; 280 
principle of actuality, 282 
production, 125; 262; 266; 267; 

295; 300 
productivity, xxii; 13; 56; 57; 61–

64; 121; 188; 189; 195; 207; 
228; 235; 270; 297; 303; 341; 
373; 379; 382; 405; 413–14; 
430; 438; 439; 460 
semi-productive pattern, 64; 

297; 315; 369; 441–42; 460 
progressive, 198; 344; 353; 386; 

387; 399 
projection. See particle phrase 
proposition affirmation, 268; 285–

87 
prosody. See accent 
PrtP, 181–83 
punctual verb. See achievement 
put off, 209; 252 
quantifying expression. See 

prespecifier 
quite, 113; 166; 232 
raising construction, 206; 233 
realization rule, 183; 188; 192; 

202; 206; 288; 408 
reciprocal meaning, 433–36 
reduplication, 105; 392; 402; 462 
reference object. See also 

landmark 
promoted reference object, 336–

39; 342 
reflexive, 307; 333; 454 

fake reflexive, 443 
register, 231; 266; 271; 272; 340; 

384; 439; 455. See also stylistic 
information 

resultative construction, 21; 32; 
54; 210; 245; 294; 302; 349; 
451–52; 454 
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subject-oriented, 216 
resultativeness, 210; 349–52; 

423–25; 437; 460 
resumptive interpretation, 402 
retriplication, 462 
rheme. See topic vs. comment 

(under information structure) 
right, 80; 85; 113; 135; 137; 154; 

159; 407; 427; 446; 461 
right away, 173 
right off, 173 
right(-)on, 173 
RIP, 69; 70 
rob vs. steal, 311 
Role and Reference Grammar, 34 
round, 3; 122; 219; 362; 367–69; 

374 
rule/list fallacy, 6; 361 
safe, 166 
satellite-framed language, 245 
schematization, 26–27. See also  

generalization 
semantic argument. See event 

participant 
semantic class, 298; 340; 414–19 
semantic role, 295 
semi-active. See accessible 
sentence focus, 261. See also 

backgrounded vs. focal (under 
information structure) 

sentential object. See complex NP 
separable complex verb, xv; 36; 

307 
shake it up good pattern, 250; 

414–19 
sign-based grammar, 24 
situation aspect. Zie lexical aspect 

(under aspect) 
slap-up, 173 
small clause analysis, 223 
small clause construction, 243 
specifier, 85; 89; 126–27; 135; 

149; 150–56; 157; 158; 163; 
165; 175; 181–83; 187; 195; 

233; 242; 379; 392; 402; 407; 
410; 427; 440; 446; 459; 461 
to a preposition, 91; 136; 149; 

249; 270 
spot(-)on, 173 
spray/load alternation. See 

locative alternation 
stativity vs. dynamicity, 220; 225; 

283; 386; 398 
stereotypicity, 5–8; 104; 184; 210; 

271; 340. See also lexicalized 
combination 

storage of linguistic information, 
45–65; 217; 271; 358. See also 
rule/list fallacy 

stress. See accent 
STRIP, 69–70 
structural ambiguity, 188; 218–

19; 225; 228; 251; 452 
stylistic information, 46–48. See 

also register 
subject postposing, 44; 233 
subject-predicate alignment, 224; 

225; 280 
supplement, supplementive 

clause, 244 
surface treatment, 437–38 
synchronized temporal 

development, 377–80 
syntactic argument, 291. See also 

argument structure 
syntax-lexicon continuum. See 

lexico-grammar 
talk vs. tell, 291–95 
telicity, 40; 96; 98–100; 123; 146; 

152; 163; 345; 351; 354–55; 
360; 366; 382; 396; 406; 413–
14; 420–23; 424; 432; 438; 446; 
449; 454; 455; 456; 460 
zero-telic, 423; 438 

temporal adverbial test, 345 
tense, 197–98; 319; 343; 353; 

399; 433 
the first day back pattern, 249 
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The Simpsons, xviii; 51; 105; 250; 
314; 384; 414; 429; 434; 462 

the world {over / around}, 247 
thematic structure. See topic vs. 

comment (under information 
structure) 

theme 
as opposed to rheme. See topic 

vs. comment (under 
information structure) 

moving entity, 295; 337; 342; 
421 

through, 3; 84; 96; 98; 122; 213; 
218; 219; 225; 245; 365; 409–
12; 435; 444 

through and through, 105; 246 
time-away pattern, 213; 302; 447–

53 
together, 3; 82; 362 
trajector, 82; 246 
transformational generative 

grammar. See generative 
grammar 

transitive construction, 63; 180; 
207–33; 281; 288–89; 300–304; 
342; 372; 407; 410; 425; 445; 
447–56 

transitivity, transitivity 
alternations. See argument 
structure 

type underspecification, 69 
unaccusative verb, 318–19; 410 
unaccusativity hypothesis, 315 
unexpressed object. See direct 

object 
unexpressed object of a 

preposition. See preposition 
unification, 69; 76; 299; 303 
Unique Path Constraint, 252; 421 
unselected object. See direct 

object 
unusual mental state, 441–43 
up, 3; 115; 122; 341; 362; 365; 

413–31; 436; 455–56 

up a storm pattern, 455–56 
up and down, 105 
up front, 156 
up north, 135; 156 
up(-)front, 135 
up, up and away, 105 
usage-based approach, 37; 38; 

202; 217 
V one’s ass off. See one’s ass off 

family of patterns 
V up a storm. See up a storm 

pattern 
valency, 292. See also argument 

structure 
Vendler’s classes, 344. See also 

stativity vs. dynamicity. See also 
accomplishment. See also 
achievement. See also activity 

verb 
of ‘cool’ music style, 419 
of cleaning/treating with a 

product, 416 
of destruction/physical 

harm/spoilage, 417 
of heating, 416 
of hitting, 372–74 
of jerky movement, 372–74 
of locking/fastening/tying, 416 
of mixing, 415 
of repairing, 417 
of sound emission, 110; 377 
of stance, 367 
of surface treatment, 437 

verb phrase (V-Prt combination as 
a VP), 182; 459 

verb-framed language, 245; 459 
verbless pattern, 10; 117; 244; 

282; 461 
verum focus. See proposition 

affirmation 
viewpoint aspect. See 

grammatical aspect (under 
aspect) 
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volitionality, 318; 386; 388; 391; 
446; 451; 452 

want, 220 
warm up, 40; 351; 416; 423; 424; 

426; 428; 431 
way, 164 
way-construction, 215; 302; 303 
way-out, 174 
weight. See information structure 
Wernicke’s aphasia. See 

dissociation of lexicon and 
grammar 

wh-movement, 79; 200; 204 
wh-extraction, 209; 267 

word order, word order 
alternations. See information 
structure 

World Wide Web, xix–xxii 
X in, X out pattern, 246 
X time on pattern, 247 
X-bar theory, 38; 68; 126; 176 
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