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Grammatical Function
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(A)
Introduction

The essay focuses on various grammatical functions that can occur in natural language. Notions of “subject”, “object”, “indirect object”, “oblique”, “complement” and “adjunct” are discussed, with examples from English, Chinese, and occasionally, Japanese. 

Before going into details, it would be appropriate to define what is going to be discussed. “Grammatical function”, being the main theme of this essay, is usually defined as any one of several specific grammatical roles which a phrase can bear within a sentence. The most widely recognized grammatical relations are “subject”, “direct object”, “indirect object”, “oblique object”, “complement” (which are all obligatory constituents of a declarative sentence) and “adjunct” (which is an optional part).  

(B)
Discussion
I.
Subject
The term “subject” is usually defined as the most prominent grammatical relations which a noun can bear in a clause. It is a major element of sentence or clause structure, traditionally associated with the “doer” of an action.(Crystal, D.) In terms of sentence structure, the NP that is immediately dominated by S is typically the subject of the sentence, as illustrated in the two diagrams below.
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The subject is usually the topic in unmarked construction as in sentence 1 and 2 below. 

The word “John” is the subject of sentence 1, while “我 ” (ngo, means “I”) is the subject of sentence 2. 

1  English:
John paints the wall.
2  Cantonese:     我        邀    請        她 。
 
             ngo  +  yiu  ching  +  ta



  I     +      invite     +  her.

 

subj +      verb       +    obj
Moreover, subject also controls verb agreement in inflectional languages (Trask, R. L.). Such subject – verb agreement is illustrated in sentence 1A and 1B below. 

1A  English:
John paints the wall.

1B

They paint the wall.
From sentence 1A and 1B, it can be noted that the adding of the suffix –s to the verb “paint” is due to the 3rd – person singularity nature of the subject “John”. 
Subjects can also be subcategorized into three types: grammatical subjects (G), logical subjects (L), and textual subjects (T). Grammatical subjects are characterized by grammatical consideration, such as the controller of number agreement; logical subjects are characterized by syntactico-semantic considerations whose focus is put on the agent or “doer” of the action. Textual subjects (T) are characterized by the apparent textual arrangement of the word order. These are illustrated in sentence pair 4, 5 and 6 below where G, L and T indicate grammatical, logical and textual subjects respectively. 

4A  English:
                   The mobs (G, L, T) destroyed the hall.

4B  Cantonese equivalent : 暴 民(G, L, T) 破 壞 禮 堂 。

5A  English:                      The hall (G, T) was destroyed by the mobs (L).

5B  Cantonese equivalent: 禮 堂(G, T) 被 暴 民(L) 破 壞 。

6A  English:                       The hall(T), the mobs (G, L) destroyed. 

6B  Cantonese equivalent: 禮 堂 (T)，暴 民(G, L) 破 壞 了。
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It should be noted that, in English, grammatical subjects are never marked with a preposition. In some languages, the subject of a sentence is overtly marked with inflections (as in Latin), or with specific subject markers (as in Japanese). 

II.
Object

“Object” is a generic term for any noun phrase occupying an argument position other than subject.  Objects are conventionally divided into direct objects (DO), indirect objects (IO) and oblique objects (OO) (Trask, R. L.). Object is a major constituent of sentence or clause structure, traditionally associated with the receiver or goal of an action (Crystal, D.), as illustrated in sentence 7A and 8A. The word “box” is the object of sentence 7A, while “她 ” (ta, means “she”) is the object of sentence 8A. 

7A  English:
The boy opened the box.
8A  Cantonese: 
我         邀    請         她 。

           ngo   +  yiu  ching  +  ta

 I      +   invite       +  her.

 
subj +        verb     +  obj

It should be noted that the object of an active sentence can become the subject of a corresponding passive sentence. Thus, sentence 7A and 8A above can be modified into sentence 7B and 8B respectively. 

7B  English:
The box was opened by the boy.
8B  Cantonese: 
她         獲          我        邀    請      。

             ta    +   wok  +  ngo  +  yiu  ching 

 
She  +   by     +   me   +    invite

 

 
subj +   prep   +   obj   +    verb 

                             (  “She was invited by me.”

Here, the word “box” is the subject of sentence 7B, while “the boy” becomes the object. In sentence 8B, “她 ” (ta) is the subject, while “我 ” (ngo) becomes the object of sentence. 
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Since “object” is any noun phrase other than the subject, it should be noted the underline part of the following sentence is not regarded as the object of the sentence.

9  Tasmania is an island. 

In the sentence 9, it is obvious that both of the nouns phrases “Tasmania” and “an island” are referring to the same semantic entity (a place which is an island with the name “Tasmania”). 

III. Direct Object (DO) and Indirect Object (IO)

Direct object and indirect object are two sub-groups of the notion “object”. These terms are used when a verb is followed by two noun phrases (NP), neither of which is associated with preposition. In this structure, the first NP is the indirect object, while the second the direct object (Brown, K.).  Direct object typically expresses a patient which undergoes the action of the verb. In other words, the presence of a direct object is what distinguishes a transitive verb from an intransitive verb (Trask, R. L.). 

On the other hand, indirect object expresses the entry which is the recipient or beneficiary of the action of the verb in a verb phrase (Trask, R. L.). 

Consider the following sentences:

10A  English
Peter  gave  Alice  a gift.

                                            (IO)   (DO)

11A Cantonese  我       給        她        一           本            書 。

                          ngo +  kup  +  ta   +     yat         bun          shu



   I    +  give  + her  +    (one + classifier + book)

 

 subj +  verb + IO   +                   DO

                    (  “I give/gave her a book.”
By definition, in sentence 10A, the NP “a gift” is the direct object since it represents the entry which undergoes the action of the main verb (i.e. It is the thing being gave out or sent). While “Alice” is the indirect object since it is the recipient or beneficiary of the action of the verb (i.e. Alice is the one who receives something). 
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Same theory can be applied to Cantonese too. In sentence 11A, the NP “一 本 書” is the direct object since it represents the entry which undergoes the action of the main verb 
(i.e. It is the thing being gave out or sent). While “她” is the indirect object since it is the recipient or beneficiary of the action of the verb (i.e. Alice is the one who receives something). 
It should be noted that both directed object and indirect object can be the subject of corresponding passive sentence as illustrated below. Thus, sentence 10A can be modified 

into sentence 10B where the direct object (“a pen”) is made to be the subject, or into sentence 10C where the indirect object (“Alice”) is made to be the subject. 

10A  English:
Peter  gave  Alice  a pen.

                                            (IO)   (DO)
can become  10B
A pen was given to Alice by Peter.  

or                 10C
Alice was given a pen by Peter.

Generally speaking, in Cantonese sentences, only the direct object can be the subject of corresponding passive sentence. Indirect object can be the subject of a passive sentence only if the verb “贈” (jung, means “give”) is used. Thus, sentence 11A can be modified into sentence 11B where the direct object (“一 本 書”) is made to be the subject, but not into sentence 11C. 

11A Cantonese:  我       給       她        一 本 書 。   (or,   我      贈      她     一 本 書 。)



  subj +   V    +  IO   +     DO                    subj  + V +   IO  +      DO



    I    +  give +  her  +    a book                            give

can be modified into:

11B   一 本 書      給          了          她 。  (or,    一 本 書    贈       了         給      她  。)

              subj      + V  +   aspect  + object                 subj    +  V +  aspect  +  prep + obj

                                         marker



          marker
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but not         

11C * 她       被         給     一 本 書 。  

        subj + passive + V +     obj



                   marker





However, it is possible to have:  她        獲         贈       一 本 書 。

   subj + passive +  V  +       obj

  marker

IV. Oblique
An oblique object is an argument NP which is introduced by a preposition. It is neither a subject, a direct object nor an indirect object. (Trask, R. L.)
Consider the following sentences:

12 English:  Tom   gave  a    pen       to        Mandy. 

                      subj     V          (DO)    prep   (oblique object)

13 Cantonese:  我    送    一 本 書     給         她   。


           subj   V        (DO)     (prep)    (oblique object)

Unlike direct objects and indirect objects, an oblique object cannot be the subject of a corresponding passive sentence.

V. Complement
Complement is a label for a category occurring in a predicate which is interpreted as describing or referring to another NP in the sentence (Trask, R. L.). It is an element of clause or sentence structure which associates with completing the meaning specified by the main verb (Crystal, D.). Complement can be classified mainly into subject-complement and object-complement. It can be a NP or an AP. Consider the following sentences:

14A  English:
I feel tired.

14B  

She is a teacher. (cf. Sentence 9)

14C  Cantonese:  我      感   到     愉  快 。


               ngo + gam do +  yu  fai



     I   +    feel     +   happy



  subj +   verb    +  complement
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All the underlined parts in sentence 14A, 14B and 14C are subject complements.

15A  English:  You make me feel happy.

15B

He treated me as a fool.

15C  Cantonese:  他          祝          我        幸      運 。


  
     ta   +     jok     +  ngo  + hung  wun  



    He   +  wishes +   me   +    lucky



    subj +   verb    +  obj   + complement

All the underlined parts in sentence 15A, 15B AND 15C are object complements.

VI. Adjunct
Adjunct is a less important or optional modifier in a grammatical construction which could in principle be removed without affecting well-formedness of the sentence. Usually, adjuncts are adjective or adverbs. 

Consider the following sentence:

16  English:    She hit a man with a stick.

17                   I opened the box carefully. 

18  Chinese:
昨    天 ，     我      收     到       一    封     信 。

            jok   tin     +  ngo + sau    do   +  yat  fung shun 

            yesterday  +    I   +  received  +        a  letter

19 Japanese:     私             ，   昨 日            茶              飲              。


         watashi  +  wa   +    kinoo      +  o   cha  +  wa  +  no  mi   + ma  shi  ta



  I       +  subj  +  yesterday  +    tea     + obj   +   drink    +  past  tense




  marker

              marker

      ( “I drank tea yesterday.”
From sentence 16 to 19, the underlined part is the adjunct. It is interesting to note that, in English, adjuncts are usually put at the end of a sentence; while in Chinese and Japanese, at the beginning or in the middle of a sentence. 

(C) Conclusion
Grammatical functions includes “subject”, “object”, “indirect object”, “oblique”, “complement” and “adjunct” as discussed above. The understanding of these notions is 
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important in analyzing the structure, and in turns, the meaning of   ambiguity sentences.

Consider sentence 16,

16 She hit a man with a stick. 

The ambiguity of this sentence is mainly due to the status of the prepositional phrase “with a stick”. The PP can be regarded as an adjunct of the sentence, or on the other hand, be regarded as part of the complement. Two possible analyses are as follow:

1. Treating the PP “with a stick” as an adjunct

   
    She     hit       a man     with a stick. 


    subj + verb +    obj   +     adjunct

meaning: She used a stick to hit a man.

2. Treating the PP “with a stick” as part of the complement 

    She     hit          a man  with a stick. 


    subj + verb +       complement

meaning: She used a stick to a man who was carrying a stick.

From these, it is obvious that the notions of grammatical functions contribute much in analyzing such ambiguous sentences. 
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