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Modification

Modification is the basis of syntax. If you combine two words meaningfully, then they rarely combine as equals because one of them nearly always modifies the other’s meaning. Add big to car and you get a particular kind of car; but very big is a particular kind of ‘big’. Big car is more precise than car, and very big car is more precise still. If you want precision, one solution is to use precise vocabulary, but another is to use modification. Such an important tool deserves attention, a name and maybe even a notation.

Starting with terminology, the two words in a syntactic combination have different names: the ‘dependent’ modifies the meaning of the ‘head’. Thus, in very big car, the adjective big is the head in very big, but the dependent in big car – just as I am the father of my children but the son of my parents. The head supplies the basic meaning (which the dependent modifies) but it also supplies the basic grammar; so very big is used as an ordinary adjective, and big car is used as an ordinary noun. The dependent modifies the head’s meaning, but (normally) has no effect on its grammatical word class (adjective or noun).

A good way to explore modification in class is by synthesizing word pairs such as noun-noun pairs. Suggest a noun which another student then has to use to modify another noun, with a third student explaining the effect on meaning and a fourth saying which word is the head. Here’s an example of how it works in four stages:

      Stage 1   Stage 2        Stage 3                                                    Stage 4


car – car owner - a kind of owner (NOT a kind of car!) – the head is owner
You could continue by using this pair to modify yet another noun, and so on until you all run out of imagination or stamina: 


car owner insurance, car owner insurance premium, ...
Needless to say, many other variants of the game are possible: you could add modifiers to the dependent (premium – insurance premium – etc), or take a ready-made phrase and deconstruct it. 

Another intellectual twist is to work out the word-order rules for dependents: if both the head and the dependent are nouns, which comes first? So what’s the difference between a language student and student language? And what kind of thing might a poet bird be? (Could it be a poet who writes about birds?) You can learn a great deal about syntax from trying to interpret random pairings of nouns, and as a by-product you can have fun and show creativity with language.

Another interesting feature of modification is that it often produces ambiguities. For example, here’s a newspaper headline:


Two sisters reunite after eighteen years at checkout counter.

Why did you smile? Because the modification relations are ambiguous: does at checkout counter modify the nearest word, years, or the more distant reunite? The grammar favours the ridiculous meaning: eighteen years at checkout counter. A nice little project for you would be to search for other ambiguous headlines (and advertisements) and to comment on their grammar. 

You could spend a great deal of time on modification because it runs right through the whole of syntax. It provides the main glue that holds the words in a sentence together. A verb is the head of the whole sentence and has various other words as dependents, which in turn have other dependents and so on. Each dependent modifies the meaning of its head, and through it the meaning of the head verb which carries the meaning of the whole sentence. 

Almost every kind of word can be modified, and most can also act as the dependent of some other kind of word. For instance, prepositions act as a kind of syntactic glue as dependent for one word (often before it) and head for another (the one after it); for instance, in went to London, to links its own dependent London to the verb went.

The best way to describe modification relations is multimodal, using a diagram as well as words. One very easy method is to draw an arrow from each head word to each of its dependents, and if you want to miss out tricky words such as determiners, you can (as in Figure 1). Figure 2 shows how this method can be used to show ambiguities. 


[image: image1]
Figure 1
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Figure 2
We    went        to   the house     on   the hill  in    the afternoon.
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