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DIFFERENTIATING DISJUNCTIVE AND PARENTHETICAL CONSTRUCTIONS

Gary O. Keener

University of Arizona

0. INTRODUCTION

The investigations reported in this paper are part of a larger
attempt to delineate the precise role of pragmatics in linguistic
communication, and to sufficiently enrich pragmatic theory (especially
those portions of it which are not directly concerned with
illocutionary -force determinations) so that we may better account
for the contribution of pragmatics towards meaning. Of particular

;interest in this regard are wards or strings which cannot be inter -
preted compositionally, but which must be processed by the pragmatic
component. It is hoped that a detailed analysis of such material
and its precise interaction with surrounding compositional material
will help us to uncover the exact nature of the relationship existing
'between the syntactic and pragmatic components of communication.
In the discussion at hand, I will attempt to differentiate two classes
of constructions, disjuncts and parentheticals, which are of interest
in this study.

1. DISJUNCTS

The term originates with Greenbaum (1969), and is based in part
on Jespersen's notion of "style tertiaries" (1949). Greenbaum dis-
tinguished two categories of adverb, adjunctive and disjunctive, the
former term meaning something like "attached ", and the later "un-
attached":

(1) a. Tom did the work happily. (Tom was happy.)

b. Tom did the work, happily. (The speaker is happy.)

In Greenbaum's taxonomy, (la) is an adjunctive instance, and (lb)
is a disjunctive one. He analyzed such pairs of adverbs as being
homophones, but they intuitively appear to be representative of dif-
ferent use distinctions, one of which we can describe as adjunctive
and one which can be called disjunctive, retaining his terminology.
Adjunctive use implies that the word or words in question are to be
applied compositionally to the remainder of the sentence. The dis-
junctive case involves their application elsewhere, namely over the
rules of pragmatics. In such usage they are usually meant to convey
some speaker attitude about the proposition or the discourse situation.
The only way in which the hearer can discern which usage is intended
is via the pragmatic rules, especially the rules of intonation.

- 109 -



110

Other pragmatic information will also be utilized, but this information
is difficult to reconstruct on the printed page. For our purposes,
intonation (indicated by punctuation) will be utilized as the primary
clue that disjunctivity is intended. Partial glosses will also be
supplied where necessary to help "fill in" some of the contextual
information lost in the transition to the printed page.

Although Greenbaum was concerned only with adverbs, other con-
structions can be used disjunctively as well, and thus come to stand
in contrast with parallel adjunctive readings:

(2) a. He did everything frankly.
(He was frank in his doing.)

b. He did everything, frankly.
(The speaker is being frank.)

c. Mary concentrated well on the whole.
(It was the parts which were troublesome.)

d. Mary concentrated well, on the whole.
(The speaker is hedging.)

e. John did his best to be honest.
(He tried to be honest in his dealings.)

f. John did his best, to be honest.
(The speaker is being honest.)

It should be pointed out, however, that only certain words and
strings seem to appear in the disjunctive use, whereas virtually any-
thing can be used adjunctively, indeed must be so usable if the
unboundedness of composition is to be respected. It seems probable
that the words and strings in question have been lexicalized as
pragmatic cues of various sorts. They are thus similar to idioms in
the lexicon, but are marked for pragmatic use, not compositional. It

is an open question how the syntax and pragmatics are able to extract
and use such information. Notice that, in the case of single words,
we are talking about another sense which has a pragmatic meaning,
and thus must make reference to polysemy of some kind, not homonymy.
In the case of strings, we can say the phrase or clause has received
a static representation in lexicon much like that of idioms deriving
from "frozen" metaphor, except that, again, the meaning of the
disjunctive idioms is pragmatic and not to be used in composition.

1.1 Detecting disjunctivity linguistically

Testing for disjunctivity via movement tests is possible,
although the reason why the movements are possible or not possible
in each case seems to hinge on the notion of lack of compositionality.
The tests are sufficiently independently acutivated to be worth
reviewing here, however. I leave it to the reader to decide if ex-
cessive circularity is involved.
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1.1.1 Movement to focus position

Considering again the examples in (2), we see that only the
adjunctive usage allows the word or words being tested to be focused
by it- clefting:

(3) a. He did everything frankly.

b. It was frankly that he did everything.

c. He did everything, frankly.

d. *It was frankly that he did everything.

e. Mary concentrated well on the whole.

f. It was on the whole that Mary concentrated well.

g. Mary concentrated well, on the whole.

h. *It was on the whole that Mary concentrated well.

Notice that it is still possible to insert a disjunct itself into
one of the clefted sentences, so that getting a good reading on the
test is tricky in some cases. In other instances, it is more obvious
intuitively that only the disjunctive reading is possible (or
probable), yet most analyses would attempt to deal with the con-
structions involved as if they were compositional, so that the test
may be a useful aid to thinking about the problem even in vacuity:

(4) a. Bill is unbalanced, when you think about it.

b. *It's when you think about it that Bill is unbalanced.

Clearly, it is not only "Alen you think about it" that Bill is
unbalanced, but all the time. The test is best used to distinguish
the adverbials, but may not be available in all cases. Note that (2e)
cannot be clefted due to compositional syntactic constraints, and
so does not lend itself to a test of the contrast.

1.1.2 Transportability

Keyser (1968), noticing that many adverbials can appear rather
freely in a variety of positions within a sentence, proposed a
"transportability convention" which allows constituents marked as
"transportable" to appear anywhere, so long as sisterhood /domination
relationships are maintained. He also noted a constraint which
prevents transportation (in most cases) to a position between a verb
and a following noun.

(5) a. Bill suddenly turned the radio on.

b. *Bill turned suddenly the radio on.
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Jackendoff (1972) proposed that transportation is a syntactic
process, but neither he nor Keyser seems to have considered the
possibility that pragmatically- introduced items such as disjuncts
might simply be free (subject to non -syntactic constraints). The
non -compositional interpretation of such constructions certainly
would tend to lessen the importance of precedence relations. Here
I merely borrow the notion of transportability, and note that dis-
juncts are almost invariably freer in that regard than are adjuncts:

(6) Disjunctive reading:

a. Frankly, he did everything.

b. He, frankly, did everything.

c. ?He did, frankly, everything.

d. He did everything, frankly.

(7) Adjunctive reading:

a. *Frankly he did everything.

b. *He frankly did everything.

c. *He did frankly everything.

d. He did everything frankly.

With the disjunctive usage, it seems that a basic rule of free
transportability holds, and other factors, such as "bleeding" from
unacceptability judgements of possible adjunctive readings, and cogni-
tive processing limitations, are to blame for whatever restrictions
exist on transportability. Example (6c) appears to be an instance
of the bleeding effect from a possible adjunctive reading where the
adverb would appear in the highly - marked post - verbal position. More
clearly disjunctive material, substituted for the adverbial, improves
acceptability for some speakers:

(8) a. ?He, when you think about it, did everything.

b. ?He did, when you think about it, everything.

Example (8a) illustrates the second potential source of unaccept-
ability judgements of disjunctive use. The necessity of holding he
unrecoded in short -tern memory while the disjunct is being processed
seems to be the difficulty. Lengthening the subject NP to phrasal
and clausal scale improves the reading in many cases. The same is
true of adjunctive usage, of course, but adjuncts are also subject to
syntactic scope limitations. Compare (8a), (9a) and (9b):

(9) a. The poor boy, when you think about it, did everything.

b. The poor boy they were able to hire, when you think
about it, did everything.
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1.2 Insertion versus interpretation

It is far from clear whether the correct syntactic position to
take on disjunctive usage is that pragmatic rules insert pragmatically -
marked lexical items, or syntactic rules generate strings including
disjuncts, but those disjuncts can only be interpreted via pragmatic
rules. Of these two views, I feel the interpretation position would
be upheld by most syntacticians today. They would argue, perhaps,
that disjuncts are "bound" in their host strings by pragmatically -

controlled variables. I am inclined to go along with this view for
the nnment, but I do not feel the other possibility has been ruled
out. The question is not theory- independent. It is important to note,
hover, that two processes are involved here; one is the correct
interpretation of the lexical material forming the disjunct. The
other is the recognition of the intended disjunctive usage, which is
logically prior (although it may not be cognitively prior). The same
pragmatic marking system which allows the intended disjunctive usage
to be recognized can be used in other ways, as we will see below.

2. PARENTHETICALS

Disjuncts and parentheticals have been confused and conflated
by many investigators, as have been disjunctive and adjunctive adverb-
ial usage. Mittwoch (1976) seems to recognize that some of the
cases she discusses are pragmatically- relevant, but deliberately
Lumps what we have called disjuncts together with true parentheticals.
Indeed, most treatments of parentheticals seem to involve what are
actually disjuncts.

(10) John talked about politics, of course. (McCawley, 1982)

ItCawley calls items such as (10) examples of parenthetical usage, for

example. We need to realize that both disjunctivity and parentheticality
exist, and that the two share some similarities. They are not
coterminous, however.

2.1 What parentheticals are

Parentheticals can best be thought of as strings which are
internally- compositional, that is, which have a meaning which is
interpretable via the rules of syntax and semantics, but which are
introduced into the sentence (or interpreted as having been so
introduced) by the same pragmatic rules which signal disjuncts.

(11) a. *He's my brother, John is our last hope.

b. John, he's my brother, is our last hope.

c. *John is, he's my brother, our last hope.

d. *John is our last hope, he's my brother.
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As (11) illustrates, the distribution of parentheticals is more
limited than that of disjuncts. No matter how heavy the pragmatic
marking, occurrences such as (11d) tend to end up being interpreted
as two separate compositional utterances. Since parentheticals are
almost always clausal -level strings which could just as well have
been conjoined, embedded, or relativized, and thus have taken part
in regular syntactic processes, speakers seem to avoid possibilities
such as (ila), (llc), and (lld). (lib) seems to be possible
pragmatically through a rule of digression of some sort which allows
the interpolation of some additional proposition concerning some
syntactic constituent of the sentence, as long as the point of inser-
tion is immediately after that constituent.

(12) a. John got up early, which surprised me, and did
the laundry.

b. John got up early and did the laundry, which
surprised me.

The examples in (12) seem to suggest that the compositional
nature of parentheticals will allow the use of relative pronouns to
tie them to the host sentence (if we allow that both (12a) and (12b)
are parentheticals). In order to establish the status of strings
such as those in (12), let us examine another aspect of the pragmatic
insertion, or signaling, of parentheticals.

2.2 Co- occurrence of parentheticals and disjuncts

The introduction of parentheticals may also involve the introduc-
tion of disjuncts; the apparent aim of these is to make it easier
for the hearer to recover the pragmatic intention. Like any other
disjuncts, they can appear just about anywhere within the compositional
string that makes up the parenthetical, but they most frequently
appear initially and finally:

of course
(13) a. John, he's my brother,

of course

by the way,
you know

is our last hope.

b. John,

hope.

by the way,
you know

he's my brother, is our last

c. John, he,

hope.

of course
by the way, is my brother, is our last
you know

Examples such as those in (13), read aloud, make it quite clear
how the change of pitch and juncture work in each level of the inser-
tion. The parenthetical is on a pitch level below that of the main
sentence, but the disjunct is on yet a lower level. There is some
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evidence that such sequences of disjunct and parenthetical can be
nested, if that is the appropriate term for pragmatic combinations,
to form larger insertions. The primary limitation, as with other
"nesting ", appears to be one of cognitive processing.

(14) John, he's my brother, by the way, you know, the one
with the scar, is our last hope.

I leave it to the reader to judge the acceptability of sentences
such as (14); they obviously exist in the corpus. The insertability
of disjuncts such as by the way suggests itself as a possible test
for parentheticality, based on both the technical definitions we
have established so far and on intuitive grounds. As native speakers,
we know that the pragmatic meaning of by the way can be paraphrased
compositionally as something like "here is some information I find
interesting, but which is not crucial to the proposition at hand ".
That seems to also be the pragmatic goal of parentheticals themselves,
so the notion is appealing:

(15) John got up early and did the laundry, which surprised
me, by the way.

The problem is that the scope of the disjunct is potentially
ambiguous in this and other cases. It is unclear whether it is
meant to apply to the parenthetical alone, or the entire utterance.
Some speakers can apparently detect a relative pitch height difference
between the two cases. In the parenthetical -scope case, the pitch
of the disjunct is lower than that of the parenthetical; in the whole -
utterance case, the parenthetical carries the lowest pitch. The
evidence in tenuous at this point, but not hopelessly so. More
judgements are needed. Notice that, if such a test can be confirmed,
we have a way of explaining the difference between such things as
restrictive and non -restrictive relative clauses; the nonrestrictives
are parenthetical:

(16) a. The boy who painted the fence lives in the
neighborhood.

b. ? *The boy who painted the fence, by the way, lives
in the neighborhood.

c. The boy, who painted the fence, lives in the
neighborhood.

d. The boy, who painted the fence, by the way, lives
in the neighborhood.

Of course, the possibility of non -restrictive relatives being, in
fact, part of a larger class of parentheticals does not hinge on the
validity of the test, but it would constitute independent evidence for
the hypothesis if the test could be supported.
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3. CONCLUSION

In this paper I have argued for the existence of two
pragmatically-sanctioned classes of constructions, disjuncts and
parentheticals. The lexical content of the former was supposed
to originate in the lexicon as either a polysemous entry, in the
case of single lexical items, or as an idiomatic expression, in
the case of strings. In both cases, the interpretation of the
meaning of the lexical material is not made via the usual composi-
tional rules, but by way of the pragmatic rules, once the fact that
the word or words involved are intended to be taken pragmatically
is made evident by the pragmatic marking. Such marking includes,
minimally, certain alternations in pitch and juncture, but also
includes other information, such as inferences based on discourse
history, nonverbal cues, and so forth. Parentheticals are clausal-
level strings which would otherwise have appeared in the discourse
as independent sentences, or which would have been embedded, con-
joined, or relativized. The rules of pragmatics allow the pragmatic
sanctioning of the insertion of such strings in certain limited
cases, primarily as digressions which may appear immediately after
the constituent being expanded upon. The pragmatic nature of the
introduction of these parentheticals is made more evident by the
optional appearance of disjuncts on their margins or within them.
The lexical material within parentheticals (except for any disjuncts
which may appear) is to be inteLpreted compositionally, as any
subordinate clause would be. Non-restrictive relative clauses were
offered as an example of a traditional categorization which may be
explained (especially in how it is distinguished by hearers from
restrictive relative clauses) by inclusion within the more general
class of parentheticals, where general pragmatic marking can make
clear the correct interpretation.

A consequence of these notions, if they can be supported in
light of further data, is that three possibilities exist for the
incorporation of lexical material within strings; compositional
processes, the pragmatic introduction of compositional lexical
material, and pragmatic sanctioning of non-compositional (pragmat-
ically-interpreted) lexical material. Whether these are the only
possibilities, and whether they are the correct_ ones, remains to be
seen.
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