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Syntax

Syntax is the arrangement of words in meaningful patterns.  The arrangements normally follow the accepted rules of grammar usage (the patterns of grammar).  We generally don’t need to pay much attention to syntax in conversations and writing because following the rules is so basic to the use of language that we have a breakdown in communication if the patterns of grammar are not observed correctly, thus resulting in a “what did you say?” response.  However, knowledge of how syntax works can help us understand how it affects communication We need to examine the concept of syntax in two ways:

1)
Analyzing our own use of syntax to correct or improve our writing.

2)
Analyzing an author’s use of syntax to achieve a particular effect.

Words are symbols of ideas, but they do not begin to “say” anything until we put them together.  Sentences, which are syntactical units composed by words, “say” something, partly because of the lexical content (the meaning) of the words and partly because of the grammatical forms that govern words put together in patterns.  If a basic grammatical competence has been established, you are ready to develop the rhetorical competence to compose effective sentences.  Rhetorical competence plays its part in the writing process when there are choices to be made from among two or more grammatical possibilities.  Stylistic variations in the syntax of the sentence cannot ignore the grammar of the language.  Any changes you make must be grammatical (Cohen).

Improving writing

Analyzing our own use of syntax is probably the more difficult of these tasks.  As we learn language when we are very small, we internalize the rules of grammar.  For example, we learn that saying “Me up, Mama” is more likely to get us held by mother than “Up, Mama, me.”   By the time a student is in high school, s/he has been speaking English for quite a number of years, and is quite effective at basic communication tasks.

The problems surface when we begin formal writing tasks and a teacher tells us we have “misplaced modifiers” or “dangling modifiers” or that our sentence structure isn’t “parallel.”   Many students have no idea what these terms mean, and therefore have difficulty identifying these problems in their own writing.  These messages generally mean that the student needs to look closely at the way s/he has put together the words in a sentence to evaluate how clearly the meaning is being communicated.

A major cause of scrambled syntax is a bad connection between the beginning and ending of a sentence—an ending that seems to have forgot how it began.  For instance, in the sentence, “Depending on how the vote goes will determine if our side wins,” if we respect the beginning, our result will go along these lines:  “Depending on how the vote goes, our side may win.” If we respect the ending, the result will probably be:  “The vote will determine whether our side wins.”  Consider this sentence:  “To a conscientious student is a desire to get the assignment done,” which we might revise as “To a conscientious student, getting the assignment done is very important” or “A conscientious student always wants to get the assignment done.” (Sherbert)

Consider the following sentence:  The dog bit the man.  The meaning is clear; the dog performed the action of biting and the man received that action.  Now add in these words:  Ferocious, uniformed, baring its teeth, delivering the daily mail.  The first two words are easily incorporated into the sentence:  The ferocious dog bit the uniformed man.  But the two phrases can be easily inserted in places that confuse the meaning of the sentence:

Delivering the daily mail, the dog bit the man.

OR—

The dog bit the man baring its teeth.

Both of these are examples of misplaced modifiers.  The first example says that the dog was the one who was delivering the daily mail.  The second example says that the man was baring his teeth.  These errors are easily corrected, as long as the student is thinking as s/he reads what s/he has written and paying attention to the structure and meaning of his/her sentences.

Analyzing syntax in literature
When we examine an author’s use of syntax in order to achieve a particular effect in his/her writing, we are evaluating tangible devices which the author may have manipulated to create an emotional or intellectual effect.  How the author organizes the words creates meaning and effect.  Analyzing the way in which the meaning has been communicated to us and the effect it has on us allows us to more fully appreciate the author’s work in crafting that piece of literature.  Examining the author’s choices in his/her arrangement of words allows us to better understand the author’s message. Sentence length and patterns—rhythm, parallelism, word order--all contribute to the emotional effects of a literary passage.  They create connections between the words, which creates meaning.

What do you look for?  The following are common techniques for manipulating syntax:

· unusual (inverted) or unexpected word order. Poets in particular are fond of inverting word order to make it sound “poetic”, rather than just ordinary speech.  Look at the opening line of Robert Frost’s poem “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”:  “Whose woods these are I think I know.”  Frost has avoided conventional word order by reversing the two units of four words (I think I know whose woods these are).

· sentence length (especially variations in the length of sentences)

· punctuation. Where do commas, semi-colons, and periods fall within the sentence?  What is the relationship between punctuation and stanzas in a poem?

· perspective (point of view)

· interruptions

· parallel structure (creates balance and emphasis—“I came, I saw, I conquered.”)

· use of similar words (for example, a series of sentences or lines of poetry beginning with participles—running, jumping, sliding—give a sense of continuous motion)

· a shift in word order (generally signals an important idea)

· word order that imitates the action the words describe (mimetic syntax).  Notice how E.E. Cummings uses mimetic syntax in this poem:

Me Up At Does
Me up at does

out of the floor

quietly Stare

a poisoned mouse

still who alive

is asking What

have I done that

You wouldn’t have

In order to make sense of this poem, we must first rearrange it in conventional syntax.  We can begin with the subject of the sentence in something like the following manner:  “A poisoned mouse, who, still alive, is asking what have I done that you wouldn’t have, does quietly stare out of the floor up at me.”  By inverting and fracturing syntax the way he does, Cummings surprises us into looking more closely not only at his language, but also at the experience it conveys.  The emotional and intellectual experience in reading Cummings’ original poem and our revision differ significantly.  Cummings’ redistribution of words on the page and his unusual syntactic arrangement compel us to look more deliberately at his subject.  We are made to see much more clearly the mouse’s point of view.  Instead of a speaker looking down at a mouse, Cummings creates a perspective in which the dying mouse is looking up at his executioner.  The reversal of perspective is accentuated by the reversal of grammatical subject and predicate, the dispersal of phrases in short poetic lines, each of which focuses on one small aspect of the experience. (Sherbert)

Bernard Cohen breaks down evaluation of writing style into two main sections:  choice of diction and arrangements of words in sentences.  He gives the following list of items for examining diction and syntax:

A.  
Kinds of diction


1.  General or specific


2.  Abstract or concrete


3.  Formal or informal


4. Latinate (usually polysyllabic) or Anglo-Saxon (usually monosyllabic)


5.  Common words or jargon


6.  Referential (denotative) or emotive (connotative)

B.  
Length of sentences (measured in number of words)

C.  
Kinds of sentences


1.  Grammatical:  simple, compound, complex, compound-complex


2.  Rhetorical:  loose, periodic, balanced, antithetical


3.  Functional:  statement, question, command, exclamation

D.  
Variety of sentence patterns


1.  Inversions


2.  Sentence openers


3.  Method and location of expansion

E.  
Means of articulating sentences (coherence devices)

F.  
Use of figures of speech

G.  
Paraphrasing


1.  Length (measured in number of words and number of sentences)


2.  Kind of movement or development in paragraphs


3.  Use of transitional devices


Syntactical patterns such as words organized around the mental associations of the poem’s speaker, rhetorical persuasiveness which suggest a carefully worded argument to persuade the audience, syntax designed for poetic smoothness or abruptness—all are intended to be expressive.  “They intensify our experience in reading poetry and prose; they alert us to meanings that go beyond individual words and sentences to include the intellectual and emotional implications of unusual verbal arrangements”  (Sherbert).
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Syntax Exercises (taken from handout by Pat Sherbert)

A.  Read the following poem, then answer the questions at the bottom of the page.

The Man He Killed
by Thomas Hardy

Had he and I but met

By some old ancient inn,

We should have sat us down to wet

Right many a napperkin!

But ranged as infantry,

And staring face to face,

I shot him as he at me,

And killed him in his place.

I shot him dead because—

Because he was my foe,

Just so: my foe of course he was;

That’s clear enough; although

He thought he’d ‘list, perhaps,

Off-hand-like—just as I—

Was out of work—had sold his traps—

No other reason why.

Yes; quaint and curious war is!

You shoot a fellow down

You’d treat if met where any bar is,

Or help to half-a-crown.

1) The first two stanzas are each a single sentence.  Explain their logical and syntactical relationship.

2) Unlike the smooth unbroken sentences in the first two stanzas, we find breaks in the syntax (indicated by dashes) in the next two stanzas.  After reading the stanzas aloud, explain what the breaks suggest about the speaker’s  state of mind.

3) Does the speaker’s fluent syntax in the last stanza suggest that he has worked through the state of mind you found evident in stanzas three and four?  Explain.

B.  Read the following poem and answer the questions at the bottom of the page.

The Silken Tent
by Robert Frost

She is as in a field a silken tent

At midday when a sunny summer breeze

Has dried the dew and all its ropes relent,

So that on guys it gently sways at ease,

And its supporting central cedar pole,

That is its pinnacle to heavenward

And signifies the sureness of the soul,

Seems to owe naught to any single cord,

But strictly held by none, is loosely bound

By countless silken ties of love and thought

To everything on earth the compass round,

And only by one’s going slightly taut

In the capriciousness of summer air

Is the slightest bondage made aware.

Questions:

1) Perhaps the most astonishing thing about this sonnet is that it is only a single sentence.  Go through the poem again, attending to the way the sentence develops.  Account for all the conjunctions:  SO (line 4), AND (line 5), BUT (line 9), AND (line 12).

2) How do these conjunctions help us follow the sentence?

3) How do the conjunctions help us to understand the speaker’s attitude?
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