


Elizabeth Bowman 





THE MINOR AND FRAGMENTARY SENTENCES OF A 

CORPUS OF SPOKEN ENGLISH 

J.. ~ 

\..) I I " o>uok-Seller• 
_,tie•'" · •r 1-6 
"'h 1165 . Nal S•fak, DELli . • 't",lJ. 

U D 



INDIANA UNIVERSITY 

Research Center in 

Anthropology, Folklore, and Linguistics 

Bloomington, 1966 



THE MINOR AND FRAGMENTARY SENTENCES OF A 

CORPUS OF SPOKEN ENGLISH 

by 

ELIZABETH BOWMAN 

l'ubli.,fll'fi by 

INDIANA UNIVERSITY, BLOOMINGTON 

MouTON & Co., Tur. HAGUE, TilE NETHERLANDS 

1966 



Publication Forty-two, pp. xii + 68, Is sued July, 1966 
Also 

Part II of the 
International Journal of American Linguistics 

Vol. 32, No. 3 (1966) 

Editor: C. F. Voegelin 

Chairman of the Research Center: Thomas A. Sebeok 

~lihrar.' liAS S". -.1bll. cat1. ons· Andrew V~zsonyi \/!!;' , "'mla • a 

~~~~~~iiiml,/111 
00035183 

Uj ·I . ~ 1..-· 

Copyright © 1966 by Indiana University 

All rights reserved 
Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 66-63898 

All orders from the United States of America and from Canada should 

be addressed to the Director of Publications, Research Center in An­

thropology, Folklore, and Linguistics, Patton House, Indiana Univer­
sity, Bloomington, Indiana. Orders from all other countries should 
be sent to Mouton & Co., Publishers, The Hague, The Netherlands. 

Composed and Printed in the United States of America. 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

For the encouragement and attention given me by my advisors, 
Professors Raven I. McDavid, Jr., and Arthur Norman, of the Uni­
versity of Chicago, I express my heartfelt appreciation. 

Much more interesting than anything I have to say about them 

are th1 utterances which constitute the many examples used in this 

study. Therefore, my greatest thanks are due my informants, who 

let themselves be recorded in spite of their feeling rather uncom­
fortable about the 'monstrosity' in the middle of the room forever 
listening to their lightest remarks. 

They feared that t)ley··;,v:e"~e ~ounding ridiculous, or at best, un-
bearably trivial: .·:·/ ".' · : ·. · 

,: • .:~ I 

2517 6-407 ~ ~have you got thisz/ 1uh1 /zmonstr6sity 
·: zw6rkinill' · . 

2518- 19 6-407 E 3 yi!!ahz / 3 W s 2worki~gz I 
2520 6-408 M zyou meanl.JZthat thing has been listening 

to 3 ~ll thls 2 / 2co~ifdsion aboutz/3 Elston3
/ 

2 and 3 K~ystone3 ;zand2
/ 

2521 6-410 E 3 c~rtainlyz/zfinds it 3 foiscinating 1 # 
2522 6-412 M zhav~ you 3 pliiyed3/zany of that junk zboick31l 

Very early in the proceedings they began asking: 

and 

248 l-296 M 2how many more 3 h6ursz/ 2of that thing do we 
3 h:ive1 # 

The answer was discouraging: 

813 2-550 E 3 6h zn61 #3I've got 3 tw6 3 r~els herez/ (reels 
still unrecorded) 

v 



814 2-550 E 3 1 want a 3wholeZfZ16t of stuff'# 
815 2-554 R 3 wellzf3we've zbeen giy3ing zyou a lot of 

high grade mlscellaneous bll?l6ney1# 

The prospects became ominous: 

816 2-555 E zFries did 3 hls ZwJ.th uhz/~hat 3was itz I 
zfifty uhz/ 4h6urs 1 / 10£ 1stlfff1# 

817 2-558 R 3 f'uzty hours of conver3 sation 311 
818 2-560 E Z{1£ty hours of conver3 sation1# 

There was anxiety as to who might hear the recordings: 

Reassurances were given: 

397 2-13 E zthere' s no reason why za3 nybody should 

listen to it1 # 

At another point, the children began acting up, and then: 

3575 8-561 R zis this ma3 chine3/zr~3 c6rdini/zthese 
3 deathle s s3/ zrezm<!rks3

/ 
3576 8-563 E zyesZfZit certain3 ly 31sZfZcoming over 

just 3 £inez/ 
3577 8-565 K zwho 3 hears these things 1#zanybody that 

we don't zkn6w 3/ 
3578 8-656 E 3 n6 1#3 nobody's going to hear them exceptz/ 
3579 8-567 K 2just don't give your ) addr~ss• # 
3580 8-567 K 2give a fake 2 n:imez/ 
358 1 8-567 K 2 th1s is 3 J 6hn 3Smith3

/ 
3582 8-568 E 3 n6body is gbing to hear them except 2m~1 # 

On another occasion: 

861 3-23 K 2
for whom are you going to play this 

862 3-23 
re3 c6rding1 #2your3 s~l£3/ 1 1 2 h6pe 1# 

E 2
to mr self•#z:i transcribe 3 i~/ 2and uh2 / 

863 3-23 K znot a classroom of 3 stlidents1# 
864 3-25 E 3

n6 1#Zwhy a classroom of 3 stddents 1#3 c6urse 
not1# 

vi 
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INTRODUCTION 

Some of the handbooks on general linguistics and many grammars 
of English distinguish two basic types of sentence. 

Leonard Bloomfield asserts that probably all languages have fa­

vorite sentence-forms as against other forms, and that this is the 

case in English. He calls the favorite sentence-forms in any language 

full sentences, and those less favored, minor sentences. 1 Robert A. 
Hall, Jr., speaks of clauses rather than sentences and asserts that 
a certain type of clause is, in English, statistically the most common 
of all. This most common type he calls a major clause, and the oth­
ers are minor clauses.z Charles F. Hockett distinguishes between 
the favorite sentence-type in English and minor types. 3 

Of the older grammarians, Otto Jespersen finds that in addition 

to 'the fully articulate sentences,' there are others not fully articu­

late;4 and George 0. Curme declares that a certain type is 'normal' 

for English, but that there are other types which are nevertheless 

complete sentences. 5 

Among the newer grammars, that of Archibald A. Hill speaks of 
elementless sentences as against those which are composed of ele­
ments, stating that one of the types of the latter is 'the favorite ... 
pattern, much more frequent in our structure than any other. ' 6 

Harold Whitehall mentions an 'overwhelmingly popular' pattern, which 
has almost banished 'other sentence types' from educational recogni­

tion. 7 

Bloomfield's full sentences in English are of two kinds, one con­

sisting of an 'actor-action phrase': John ran away. Who ran away? 
Did John run away? and the other consisting of a 'command': Come! 
Be good!~all's major clause is 'one of those whose structur~ 
~u~ pronoun+ verb. ' 9 Sentences which 'center on a predicative 
constitute' are of Hockett's favorite sentence-type. 10 

Jespersen's 'fully articulate sentences' are those which contain 
'a subject and a finite verb, •ll while Curme's 'normal' sentence has 
a subject and a predicate: Lead sinks. 12 
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According to Hill, it is 'the typical three-element sentence, ..• 
the favorite subject-predicator-complement pattern,' which is 'much 

more frequent in our structure than any other. ' 11 For Whitehall, 

'the subject-predicate sentence, which is the subject-predicate word­

group accompanied by the declarative high-low tone-pause pattern,' 
is the one which is so 'overwhelmingly popular. >1 4 

It may be said that, in general, these scholars agree that the 
English full sentence, major clause, favorite sentence-type, fully 
articulate sentence, normal sentence, frequent pattern, or over­
whelmingly-popular sentence is distinguished from other patterns 
by having a subject and a predicate. Bloomfield differs by including 
the command, which does not have a subject, among his full sen­
tences, and Hill differs by limiting the 'much more frequent' sen­
tences to those which also have a complement. 

The term major sentence will be used in the present study for 
the type which has a subject and a predicate. The term minor sen­
tence will cover the other types. 

Not all handbooks and grammars make a distinction between 
major and minor sentences. Among them one may cite the handbook 
of H. A. Gleason, Jr., 15 which does not classify sentences in this 
way. One of the older grammarians, Harold E. Palmer, states, 
'Grammatically a sentence must have a subject and a predicate.' In 
this work, expressions regarded by other scholars as minor sen­

tences are, consequently, not accorded sentence status but are treat­
ed, very briefly, under 'Parts of Speech' as 'Interjections and Ex­

clamations,' some of which are actually in major-sentence .form. 16 

Of the later grammarians, Charles C. Fries17 and W. Nelson 
Francis, 

18 
who adopts Fries' classification of sentences, do not 

group them into classes comparable to the major and minor catego­
ries as understood here. 

Although these scholars do not treat the minor sentence as a 
separate entity, the mere fact that so many others do set it up as 
such an entity invites attention to it as an object of study. Further­

more, we are assured that the minor sentence is by no means unim­

portant or insignificant. Curme is rather eloquent on the subject; 

because they are expressive, he insists that such forms have the 
status of sentences: 

In a normal sentence both subject and predicate are pres­
ent, but sometimes the one or the other or both may be 
absent and yet the sentence may be a complete expression 
of thought. See a below. 
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i!.· SENTENCES LACKING THE ONE OR THE OTHER 
OR BOTH OF THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS. In accurate 
thinking we often need a large vocabulary and intricate 
grammatical form; but language also adapts itself readily 
to the simpler needs of practical life, where action, tone, 
and the situation are often more expressive than words 
and grammatical form .... A single word in connection 
with proper tone or the situation conveys our meaning and 
thus constitutes a complete sentence: 0! Ouch! Yes. 
No. ·~. Handle with care.' Beautiful! Hurry! If 
we call out 'Fred!' to indicate that he should come, we 
pronounce in loud, prolonged tones Fred as a disyllable. 
If we scold him we pronounce Fred as a monosyllable and 
raise the tone of the voice. Short, terse expression .•. 
is ••. widely used. In all such cases the expression of 
thought is perfect. The sentences, though brief, are 
complete. In the setting in which they appear, in a word, 
not a syllable is lacking •••• Fuller expression would be 
incomplete expression, for it would mar the thought, 
take something vital away from it. 19 

Hall points out the frequency of occurrence of minor sentences and 
their contribution to 'clear understanding': 

Most ordinary conversation contains, in the give-and­
take of speech, a large proportion of minor clauses, 
which is quite coJ;,rect and as it should be for clear 
understanding: Hello! Where're you~?-- To 
eat. -What for? It's not time~· -How 2_£7 It's 
.!!2..£.!!·- No kidding? In that brief dialogue, there is 
a total of eight clauses, three major and five minor.zo 

3 

The minor sentence, then, must be worthy of scholarly attention. 
Nevertheless, it has been treated very cursorily by the more recent 
authorities who notice it at all, including those who have been men­
tioned here. Almost all their attention is devoted to the major sen­

tences; the minor sentences are classified into a small number of 
categories, and, in each book, are disposed of in hardly more than 
two pages. The older grammarians have given much fuller treatment 
to the minor sentence. Jespersen refersZ 1 to the places in his work 
where the various types are described. Curme also discusses them 
at various points. It is, however, the minor sentence as it occurs in 
written, literary English that these scholars have studied. The re­
marks of Curme and Hall concerning the minor sentence, just quoted, 
clearly refer to the minor sentence as it occurs in speech- speech 
as it serves 'the simpler needs of practical life,' speech as it occurs 
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,, 

in 'ordinary conversation. • To be treated fully, therefore, the minor 
sentence must be studied as it occurs in everyday talk. 

The basis of such a study then must be a corpus consisting of 
spontaneous conversation. The only extensive treatment of English 

based on such a corpus is the work of Fries, but, as already stated, 

he does not treat minor sentences separately. The information con­

cerning minor sentences per se that can be abstracted from his work 
is comparatively little. He calls attention to "'response utternace 
units" that differed completely from any sentence patterns found 
among the u situation utterance units."' The bulk, but not all, of the 
examples given are in minor sentence form.zz These response units 
are mostly answers to questions. They are classified on the basis 
of their grammatical components, and a correlation is found between 
the types of answer and the kinds of question. The proportion of the 

'response utterance units' to the total number of utterance units is 

not given in the mention of percentage of occurrence of the various 
types of utterance unit.z 3 Presumably, they are examined merely 
with a view to using them as a basis for the classification of the ut­
terance units to which they are a response, and they are left out of, 
the count. In addition to the minor sentences found among the 're­
sponse utterance units,' many examples of' greetings' and 'calls' and 
some of the responses to these are also in minor sentence form,z4 as 
are many, but by no means all, of the 'signals of attention' which are 
noted. zs Thus one may glean a few indications concerning the forms 

and functions of the minor sentence here and there, but the work does 
not systematically treat this kind of sentence. Fries has shown us 
that the study of the minor sentence as a separate formal entity is not 
strictly necessary to an interesting and enlightening investigation of 
the nature of conversation. Nevertheless, there is nothing in his 
work to discourage us from studying the minor sentence as an object 
of interest for its own sake. 

The present work is based on a corpus of spontaneous conversa­
tion, It lays no claim to saying all that can be said about the minor 

sentence, but is to be taken as an approach to the subject. The cor­

pus employed is a comparatively small one, and no attempt is made 

to go outside it, The minor sentences in it are investigated as to 
their frequency in proportion to that of the major sentences, their 

form, and their relation to the rest of the discourse and the situation. 
Other possible approaches will undoubtedly arise in the mind of the 
reader. 

A study such as this may very likely prove to have practical ap­
plications. One such that occurs to the writer is its possible use to 
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the composition teacher, one of whose tasks is to keep students from 
writing 'incomplete,' i.e. minor, sentences. This study also includes 
a brief look at phonological phenomena which may account for other 

departures from the conventions of writing which are common in stu­

dents' papers. No attempt is made in the present work to make a 

systematic application of the findings to these problems, but the pos­
sibility of such an application is pointed out from time to time. 

The major sentences in the corpus have not been studied at all 
except in connection with the segmentation of the corpus into sen­
tences. It is the writer's impression that study of such sentences 
would not add very much that was new to the study of English gram­
mar, although there are a few colloquial patterns such as 

2584 6-486 R 2what do you 3s~y2 / 2 w~2/ 1uh1 / 2en 3 trust 
6urselves2

/
2 to the dtfficulties of the 3 r6ad1# 

that deserve more attention than they have heretofore received. 
Fuller study of how a major sentence pattern is finally achieved in 
speech- the process is not always smoothly carried out- might 
also be helpful to the composition teacher. For practical reasons 
such a study has had to be ruled out of the scope of the present in­
vestigation. 

2. Nature of the Corpus 

The corpus is on tapes which run for about four hours. It con­
sists of informal conversation among members of the same family 
speaking under circumstances and in a locale familiar to them. The 
speakers are the writer (E), her father (R), her sister (M), her sis­
ter's husband (K), and the couple's two children, girls aged nine (L) 
and thirteen (P). All speakers except the writer's father, who was 

born in New York City, were born in Chicago or environs, and all, 

including the father, grew up and have spent most of their lives in 

the Chicago area. The writer's mother was born in Kansas but 
grew up in northern Indiana, whence she moved to Chicago at the 
time of her marriage, where she remained for the rest of her life. 
The ancestry of all speakers is American for many generations, for 
the most part ultimately stemming from England. The writer has a 
German great-grandfather, who married an American, and the re­
mote background of her brother-in-law also includes German ele­
ments. 
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All but the children are high-school graduates. The sister's 
husband has graduated from ~aw school but did not attend college. 

The father had two years of college. The writer was for many years 

a legal secretary and has had some university training. The educa­

tional level of the speakers may, then, be said to be a little above 

average. The speech may be said to represent the local standard. 

The recordings were all made in the sister's living room on the 
occasion of several visits of. the writer and her father to the sister 
and her family, a custom of many years' standing. The tape record­
er is the property of the sister's husband and was used with his per­
mission and with the full knowledge of all speakers. The microphone 
remained stationary in the middle of the room and was not handed 
around from person to person. The machine was not kept recording 

at all times, and the speakers evinced only slight inter~st as to 

whether it was recording at any given moment. Whenever they 

pleased speakers entered and left the room. The only instructions 

to the speakers were to 'start talking' and to 'speak up, you're not 
getting on the tape.' There were a few jokes about 'I hope everyone 
watches their grammar,' and 'Don't say "lay" instead of .. lie,ft' but 
the speakers seemed to have had no idea of the use to which the ma­
terial was going to be put, nor any notion of how to distort their 
natural way of talking in order to appear more acceptable. In the 
writer's opinion, no distortion occurred. 

3. Transcription of the Corpus and 

Citation of Examples 

The material was transcribed from the tapes into notebooks and 
then typed on cards, the number of cards being 3,600. In the citation 
of examples here, the first number given is that of the card, the 
second that of the tape, and the third, connected to the second by a 

hyphen, is the number of revolutions from the beginning of the tape 

t~ the point at which the utterance cited begins. These numbers are 

g~ven mostly for the convenience of the writer, but they would be in­
dispensable for anyone who wished to check the data, and will be of 
some use to the reader as a means of identification. The letter fol­
lowing the number designates the speaker. In the transcription a 
row of x's- xxxxxx- indicates material that is unintelligible. 
Since the recordings were not 1nade under laboratory conditions, 
there is a great deal of background noise. 
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The transcription of the examples is given here in conventional 
spelling, but indications (which replace conventional punctuation) of 
the stress, intonation, and juncture are also given, following the 

Trager -Smith system. Z6 

Notes 

1. Leonard Bloomfield, Language (New York: Henry Holt and 
Company, 1933), pp. 17lf. 
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I. SUPRASEGMENT AL PHENOMENA 

It should not be a surprise that utterances transcribed from 
living speech will not always look like the examples found in text­
books. In the first place, some textbooks note only the commonest 
intonation patterns, and the less common may appear strange to 
some readers. In the second place, speakers do not always follow 

the 'rules,' particularly as to the placement of terminal junctures. 

In the third place, in this study the transcriber has chosen to err on 
the side of over-recording, in an attempt to avoid the risk of under­
recording where there are cases of doubt. Over-recording can do 
no harm, and under-recording might obscure significant data. The 
aim, of course, is to present rather than to withhold data. 

1. Intonation 

Among the intonatio11 patterns that might appear strange to some 
readers are those which do not follow the general rule that the strong­
est stress coincides with the highest pitch. Several patterns of this 
type have been described by Hill or by Kenneth L. Pike. In the cor­
pus occur what seem to be one or two new patterns not mentioned by 
either. Unusual intonation patterns are always interesting, and the 
fresh examples afforded by the corpus of those already recognized, 
as well as examples of what may turn out to be new patterns, should 
be welcome. Since our notation is the same as Hill's, and that of 

Pike is quite different, in the discussion which follows, where a pat­
tern is described by both Hill and Pike, only Hill's treatment will be 

referred to. Pike's treatment will be mentioned only in the case of 
patterns not mentioned by Hill. 

Highest pitch may occur on the weak-stressed syllable following 
the primary stress. This pattern was noticed by James Sledd and is 
reported by Hill, 1 Sledd's example being 

In the corpus, among many other instances, we have: 
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and 

3505 8-452 E zc61 3 lege entrancez/ 

Hill mentions a pre-middle pitch pattern, where the pattern is 
'that of a peak, with the highest point falling on the pre-middle,' as 
in 

Pre-middle pitch, Hill states, falls always on a secondary stress 

which occurs before the primary.z Examples from the corpus are: 

3417 8-339 R zit was e 3 xactly ll.ke the b'i.g zR6lleiflex1 11 

3470 8-395 R zA 3Tale of Two zc{ties 1# 

3520 8-475 M ~e had a regular 3 prl.nted zb6ok1# 

Hill also mentions a falling pattern, where the highest pitch is 
initial. 3 His examples is: 

Examples from the corpus are: 

945 3-76 L 3! wasn't giving thlH to zy6uzll 

824 2-579 M 3 he's a good friend of zK~n'szH 

895 3-42 E 3 I zalways got good report cards1# 

901 3-47 R 3 I see here zp,z/zand zc1# 

There are other examples where the highest pitch is initial, but the 
initial syllable has secondary stress.4 Consequently, these could be 
regarded as having the 'peak' intonation pattern, or the 'falling' pat­
tern, indifferently: 

3415 8-338 R 3 ciitest little thing you ever zs<iw 1 # 

358l. 8-568 E 3 nobody is going to hear them except zm~1 # 

Hill describes a pattern where 'the highest pitch is not a peak 
but, so to speak, a plateau which begins on a syllable with secondary 



Suprasegmental Phenomena 

stress which occurs before the primary, and extends through the 
primary. ' 5 His example is: 

In the corpus occur: 

821 2-564 E zhe 3 bugged 3 to§lephone conversations 1# 

2168 6-28 R Z) 3 don't 3 thlnk so1# 

2198 6-47 M zand he 3 hasn't 3 c6me1# 

2324 6-144 R 3 how could that 3 b~ 1 # 

2319 6-140 M 3there was something 3wr6ngz/ 

593 2-195 M zsomebody down at 3Grace's 3 6fficez/ 

11 

1921 5-224 R Zthe motor darn near jumped 3 out of the 3 car1# 

244 l-286 R zbut 3where you just look at it once a 3 yo§arz/ 

There are numerous occurrences of the highest pitch on a second­
ary followed by a drop to normal and recurrence of the highest pitch 

on the primary. If at least a single-bar juncture were present at 

some point between the twp high pitches, there would be two intona­

tion contours, but nothing indicating such a juncture can be heard. 
Examples are: 

2596 6-502 E zit's 3worse zthan an 3 automob'ile1# 

3589 8-589 M zof 3 peozple's 3 spo§ech1# 

2842 7-22 R zor was it 3 three dollars z and a 3 h~lf1 # 

This pattern is noted in Pike, 6 where it is described as 'one complex 

rhythm unit with a syllable in double function between.' An example 

given is: 

a 'book of 1 stories 
3- "2- -3- "2-4// 

This example was transc:tibed from Pike's own utterance of it on the 
record made to accompany the book, in T rager-Smith notation, by 
R. B. Lees in an unpublished paper as: 
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Lees, therefore, did not consider the rise in pitch on the secondary 
as phonemic. Francis, in his phonemic transcription of the story 
of Grip the Rat/ rather often marks a secondary stress occurring 
earlier in the phrase than the primary stress with pitch I 3/, which 
may then recur on the primary. Unlike Lees, he must consider this 

rise in pitch on the secondary phonemic. Particularly interesting 
are a few occurrences in the corpus of pitch /4/ on the secondary, 
while the following primary has only I 31: 

683 2-340 R 4 ciite 2fl.ttle con3 traption1# 

2662 7-43 K 2they've got a 4ciite 2 a 3 p;irtmentz/ 

There is another pattern with two high pitches without a single­
bar juncture between, the first high pitch being on the initial syllable, 

which does not necessarily have even secondary stress, and the 
second being on the primary. 

2868 7-251 R 3 they 2 really d'i.dn't 3 want it2 I 

358 1-416 M .3): zthought you were going to make me 

another 3 drl.nk1# 

Both of Pike's examples of 'falling slurred precontour' 8 have, after 
a drop from an initial high pitch, a rise to the same high pitch on the 
beginning point of the primary contour, the beginning point always 
being the most strongly-stressed syllable in the contour: 

I'm going to study my lesson ... 
2 1 -4- "2-4 

This pattern is evidently the same as that of the last two examples 
cited from the corpus. 

There are instances where a weak-stressed syllable immediately 
preceding highest pitch on a primary also has highest pitch, e. g.: 

2124 5-506 K zno 3 thing's 3 free1# 

2126 5-507 E 2 n6 3 thing' s 3 free 2 1 
2807 7-188 R 2there' s a hun 3 d red 3 6 2ther things that can 

go wrong wl.th a 3 st6rage battery1# 

Where highest pitch occurs on the primary, it may be that the 
other rises in pitch in the phrase are not phonemic, but they have 
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been recorded here, following the principle of over-recording, if 
indeed it is over-recording, in cases of doubt. 

2. Terminal Juncture 

Some peculiarities in the location of terminal junctures are very 
interesting. 

2.1 Absence of terminal juncture where expected 

Often there is a succession of primary stresses, each with high­

est pitch, with no indication of terminal juncture between, e. g.: 

2815 7-194 K 3 twelve 3 flfzty is 3 n6rmal zfor a 3 charged 
3 b~ttery1 # 

2100 5-464 M zshe's being 3 marzried today in De 3 caturz/ 

Very likely there is more than one contour here, but the writer has 
hesitated to mark single bars where there seems to be no audible 

indication of them. 

2.2 Hesitation breaks, pr~bably non-phonemic 

On the other hand, there are many hesitation breaks which are 

probably not phonemic at all and should not be indicated. Neverthe­
less, the location of these breaks, although not important for the 
purpose of this study, are interesting. They have been indicated as 
the type of terminal they most resemble, usually single bar. A 
problem arises as to whether the loudest stress in the material be­
tween these breaks, or between a true terminal juncture or a pause 
and a break should be automatically marked as primary, even though, 

in comparison with the material on the other side of the break, it is 

not primary. In the interest of giving, rather than withholding, in­

formation, such syllables have been marked with the degree of stress 
they actually seem to have in relation to the rest of the utterance, 

e. g.: 

600 2-204 R zthatz/z\rresp6nsible bunch of 3 gangsters 
in the 1 / 

3 Kr~m.lin1 # 
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The break often marks the end of a 'false start' of an utterance; the 
speaker breaks off and begins anew. The loud stress on these frag­

ments has not been marked as primary when it is not very loud, and 

particularly where it seemed, had the utterance continued, that a 

primary would have followed, e. g.: 

1417 4-143 M ~ell she 3 justz/zl don't kn6wz/zif she ever 
3 h<is peeled a tangerine1# 

The first single bar in the above example marks the end of a 'false 
start, • and the second marks a probably non-phonemic hesitation. 

2. 3 Terminal junctures that do not coincide with the boundaries 
of syntactic units 

Terminal junctures do not invariably coincide with the boundaries 

of the syntactic units of a sentence. Sometimes the speaker runs over 
this boundary and puts his single bar, as the terminal in these cases 
usually is, somewhere within the next syntactic unit, as in the ex­
ample on card 600, cited above, or as in the following example: 

At other times he may put his terminal within his first syntactic unit 

and run the latter part of this unit together with the next, e. g.: 

2115 5-483 M 3 r~alz/ 3 g6rgeous and I began to thinkz/ 

There seems to be enough redundancy in the language to keep such a 
'misplacement' of terminal juncture from preventing intelligibility. 
The reader is referred to Hill9 for an interesting discussion of such 
junctura! phenomena. 

Further examples of junctures which do not coincide with the 
boundaries of syntactic units are given in II.2.22. 

Notes 

1. Archibald A. Hill, Introduction to Linguistic Structures (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1958), pp. llOf. 
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2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid., p. 109. 

4. Examples (b) and ( j) on pp. 50£. of Trager and Smith, op. 
cit., seem to be instances of this pattern. 

5. Ibid., p. 110. 

6. Kenneth L. Pike, The Intonation of American English (Ann 
Arbor: The University of tvrlchigan Press-:-1946), p. 37. 

7. Op. cit., p. 159, lines 5, 14, 16, 38, e. g. 

8. Op. cit., p. 68. 

9. Op. cit., pp. 341£. 



II. SEGMENT AT ION OF THE CORPUS 

INTO FRAGMENTS AND SENTENCES 

1. Identification and Classification of Sentences 

The first task is to find criteria whereby the sentences in the 
corpus may be identified and classified. 

Linguistic scholars have been long at work in attempting to 
formulate a definition of the sentence, but not one has achieved a 

definition which satisfies everyone. The sentence may well be an 
entity which is incapable of true definition. Just as such concepts 
as 'point' and 'line' are taken as undefined terms, the 'primitives 
of the system,' in Euclidean geometry, it may in the future be agreed 
that 'sentence' is one of the primitives of the system of linguistics. 
However, among the definitions which have been offered, there is 
much that will help in the identification of sentences in the present 
corpus. 

A. Meillet' s definition is quite general: 

Au point de vue linguistique, et abstraction faite de 
toute _consid~ration de logique ou de psychologie, la phrase 
peut etre d~finie: un ensemble d'articulations li~es entre 
elles par des rapports grammaticaux et qui, ne d~pendant 
grammaticalement d'aucun autre ensemble, se suffisent a 
elle s -memes . 1 

Bloomfield's definition is virtually the last part of Meillet' s: 

It is evident that the sentences in any utterance are 
marked off by the mere fact that each sentence is an inde­
pen~ent linguistic form, not included by virtue of any gram­
matical construction in any larger linguistic form. z 

Bloomfield goes on to say that in most, or possibly all languages, 
various taxemes also mark off the sentence, and that 'in English, as 
well as in many other languages, sentences are marked off by modula­
tion, the use of secondary phonemes, • and that in English the second­
ary phonemes which mark the end of sentences are those of pitch. 
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Bloomfield thus introduces phonological signals as significant in 
determining the boundaries of sentences, in addition to the 'mere 

fact that each sentence is an independent linguistic form.' He also 

mentions the converse of this: 'two forms united by no other con­

struction' may be 'united by the use of only one sentence-pitch.' 

Thus, the 'rapports grammaticaux' mentioned by Meillet may, ac­

cording to Bloomfield, include phonological signals. 
Many of the more recent definitions use only phonological cri­

teria to determine the limits of the sentence. Whitehall finds it 
'practical to define the spoken sentence' as 

a word-group, or more seldom a single word, the end of 
of which is marked by a final tone-pause pattern. 3 

This tells us where a sentence ends. In addition, Francis tells us 

where a sentence begins: 

A sentence is as much of the uninterrupted utterance of a 
single speaker as is included either between the beginning 
of the utterance and the pause which ends a sentence-final 
contour or between two such pauses. 4 

Hill's definition mentions the constituent parts of the sentence: 

A sentence ... is a sequence of segmental material 
occurring under a single pitch superfix. The superfix 
may or may not contain more than one pitch morpheme, 
but if there is more than one pitch morpheme, the pitch 
morphemes must be linked. A sentence must also have 
a stress superfix, which also may consist of several 
stress morphemes. Obviously, also a sentence must 
contain one or several segmental morphemes. 5 

It is clear that in saying that the pitch morphemes must be linked, 
Hill is saying that parts of a sentence must be phonologically linked. 
He has isolated several patterns or devices of phonological linkage, 

which are referred to, with examples from the corpus, in II.2.l. 

Hill also states, 'Phonological linking may be accompanied by other 
devices, which are secondary.' The secondary devices are morpho­
logical, lexical and syntactic. 6 

Bloomfield states that the end of a sentence is marked by a sec­
ondary phoneme of pitch; Whitehall, that it is marked by a final tone­
pause pattern; Francis says that a pause ends a sentence-final con­
tour- in other words, a sentence ends with a characteristic contour 
and is followed by a pause- and Hill declares that the material 
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forming a sentence occurs under a single pitch superfix. These all 
seem to be slightly different ways of saying the same thing, which is, 
to put it in T rager-Smith term~, that a sentence ends with the end of 

an intonation contour and a terminal juncture. There are utterances 

in the corpus which do not end with a terminal juncture. These ut­

terances will be called fragments. Examples and further discussion 

are given in ll.2.4 and IV.2.l. All other utterances are sentences. 
The next task is to define the major sentence more narrowly. 

We have already stated that this term will be used for the type which 
has a subject and predicate. This rules out the subjectless command 
and all other subjectless sentences, which will be included among the 
minor sentences. In addition, we shall have to require that the major 
sentence be free of any elements which would cause it to depend 

grammatically on some other construction and not be sufUcient unto 
itself, to paraphrase Meillet, or be • included •.. in any larger lin­
guistic form,' to quote Bloomfield. All other constructions, with the 
exception of the fragments, will be counted as minor sentences. 

2. Segmentation of the Corpus 

The data consists of a stream of spoken discourse. The next 
problem is to segment this stream into sentences and fragments. 

We may most conveniently take as the basic unit the phonological 
phrase, as defined by Hill, 7 'a unit bounded by terminal junctures.' 
The data then, first of all, is segmented into phonological phrases, 
with a number of fragments left over which end phonetically, rather 
than phonemically, in that phonation ceases before a terminal pattern 
has been achieved. 

The problem is to determine when phonological phrases should 
be counted as separate sentences and when they should be regarded 
as linked together to form one sentence. It must also be determined 
whether a phonological phrase in minor sentence form should be re­

garded as consituting a minor sentence or whether it should be re­

garded as part of an adjacent major sentence. 

If only phonological criteria were used, the task would be quite 
simple; all phonological phrases which were phonologically linked 
would be taken together as one sentence. If they were not phonologi­
cally linked, they would be regarded as separate sentences. This 
procedure would no doubt yield interesting and useful results. On the 
other hand, there are signals of linkage other than phonological. These 
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also must be among Meillet' s 'rapports grammaticaux'; Bloomfield 
certainly had them in mind as entering into the grammatical con­

structions by virtue of which a linguistic form may be included in a 

larger linguistic form; and though for Hill the phonological indications 

of linkage are prilnary, he by no means refuses to give value to the 

secondary indications. Phonological and other indications of linkage 

do no necessarily go hand in hand. Bloomfield calls attention to 'a 
construction known as parataxis, in which two forms united by no 
other construction are united by the use of only one sentence-pitch. •B 

There are numerous examples of parataxis in the corpus. Converse­
ly, there are many 'articulations li~es entre elles par des rapports 
grammaticaux' which are nevertheless phonologically disjoint because 
one or more before the last one in a series ends with a sentence-final 
terminal juncture. 

As mentioned in the Introduction, one of the practical applications 

of the present study could be to show the composition teacher some­
thing of his students' speech habits -if the speech habits of the very 
small and homogeneous group under investigation can be regarded as 
representative of those of students in general. It seems this end will 
be better served if the study shows how close people come to forming 
major sentences in casual discourse. If only the phonological signals 
of linkage were considered, it would appear that they are quite wide 
of the mark, but this would be an unfair conclusion in view of the fact 

that they do make use of secondary signals. Besides, it is only the 
secondary signals that are" used in writing, except for the few clues to 
phonology which punctuation affords, and a student's ability to use the 
secondary signals in speech ought to facilitate his writing. We will 
therefore give our speakers credit for their use of secondary signals 
and count together as constituting one sentence those phonological 
phrases which have secondary indications of linkage, even though the 
phonological indications may be contrary. 

2. l Types of phonological linkage 

Even though they are to be regarded as overridden by the second­

ary indications of linkage, it will be of interest to examine the types 
of phonological linkage. They have been described by Hill, 9 and his 
description will be briefly given here, with examples from the corpus. 

The first type of linkage 'can be called extension of contour by 
addition of a monotone morpheme in which the monotone level is the 
same as the level of the final pitch phoneme of the preceding mor­
pheme. dO There are many examples of this type of linkage in the 
corpus, e. g.: 
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3522 8-479 M z6h1# 1I don't think you 1wthe1# 
2755 7-141 K znot 3 th1s trip1#1you 1w6n't1# 
2757 7-142 M ~here do the 3Granstroms g61#1if they don't 

go to the 1garbage dump1# 
1621 4-432 K zthe 3 b6nes can go on there1#1Honey and 1 stuf£1# 
3479 8-405 K zr 3 mfssed some important partsz/zapzparentlyz/ 
2551 6-440 R zthere aren't any dead Assyrians in ~6llandz/ 

za:re therezll 
2590 6-497 R zyou've been in ~ed 3/ 3 h~ven't you 3/ 

3259 8-128 E 3it's fairly zeasyz/z1sn't it 3/ 3 to sing 3
/ 

3207 8-68 K zl.t was 3 hard 3Pyou 3mean 3 11 

3416 8-338 K zthat's years a 3g6 3Pthey 3made that 3/:You 
3mean 3 ll 

2619 6-535 K zit's a 3sha£t1#11s all there 'is 1there1 ll 

The second type of linkage described by Hill, 11 is what he calls 
linkage by complex contour, which 'can be described by saying that 
a pitch morpheme whose peak is /4/ is linked to a preceding mor­
pheme whose peak is /3/. • This pattern is relatively rare in the cor­
pus. A thorough search of about 1,000 cards turns up only the follow­
ing possible examples of it: 

1942 5-246 K Zthe same plugs you had in the car when you 
3 b6ught itZfZwere )n the car whem you 4 s6ld it1# 

568 2-168 E Zthe 3bare rugz/ 4jitterbilgz/ 
2627 7-8 K Zthat 3quart 3/ZilhZ/ 4 graduate I use 1# 
2863 7-244 M zthe 3 h6gz/zwith 4peanuts1 # 
1415 4-143 E zthe art of 3peelingz/zyou can wl.n 4peeling 

contests 1# 

The third type of linkage is by far the most common in the corpus. 
It is called minimal linkage by Hill, who says that it 'occurs when the 
final pitch phoneme of the preceding morpheme is identical with the 
initial pitch phoneme of the following morpheme. >IZ Examples are 
abundant in the corpus, e. g.: 

632 2-260 R 
734 2-408 K 

2696 7-71 M 
2641 7-19 K 

zand I ~eard itz(zon the 3radio 1# 
zthat was the 3alibl.z/zthey 3gavez/zfor not 
3seeing each other1# 
3m1ne aren't falling apart2 1\ 2 why should 3f. bother2

/ 
3 Harold 3 Ahbe 2 got a new Magnavox2 Whas 3 1t 

got gorgeous 3 t6ne 1# 
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2790 7-168 R 3l zdon't zkn6wz/zit must have been six \veeks 
ago1 # 

960 3-88 R zyes 3 he 31sZfZhe's a ~arm blooded zanimal1# 
3385 8-306 R Zr said how 3much 3

/
3 twenty five zd6llars 1# 
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In the examples on cards 2619, 2696, 2641, 2790, 960 and 3385, 

the phonological signals of linkage are not accompanied by secondary 
indications. Therefore, the two phonological phrases of which each 
example consists are counted as two sentences. The fact that a 
series of phonological phrases constituting more than one major 
sentence may be phonologically linked might account for some of the 
'comma splices' which are found in composition papers. 

2.2 Phonological indications of separation occurring 

with secondary indications of linkage 

Conversely, secondary indications of linkage are not always ac­
companied by phonological indications. It may be interesting to ex­
amine some examples of utterances which, according to the secondary 
indications of linkage, constitute single sentences but which are 
nevertheless divided by a phonological indication of separation, that 
is, a pitch and juncture pattern which normally terminates a sentence. 
There is no point in describing all of these final pitch and juncture 

patterns and giving examples of them. Let it suffice to take the one 

that is the most conclusivel-y and spectacularly final, the one where 

the last pitch is /I/ and the terminal is /#/. The location of these 
breaks will be of particular interest. A sampling of them will be 
given, first where they occur between the syntactic units of sentences, 
and then where they occur within such units. 

2.21 Between syntactic units 

The break on / 1#/ may come between a main clause and a follow­
ing subordinate clause introduced by a relative pronoun, the subor­
dinate clause modifying the entire main clause: 

3342 8-245 M ZLinda even azgreedz/zthat she'd walk as far 

as the 3Methodist Chiirch 1 #~hich would make 
it only 36ne block stra.ight ahead 1 I 1 and 36ne 
block to the left1 # 

3561 8-533 M 2we've just about given up 3 h6pe ofz/ 2getting 
any of you up here 2

/ 2 to 3s~e us 1#2wh}ch n"lakes 
us very un2h.ippyl # 
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It is remarkable that in the last example the speaker is reading from 
a letter, which had a comma after us, not a period. 

The break on 11#1 may co:rpe between~ main clause and a follow.:. 
ing subordinate clause introduced by a relative pronoun, the subordi­

nate clause modifying a noun or noun phrase in the main one: 

3520 8-475 M zwe had a regular 3pr1nted zb6ok1#zthat had all 

the 3c6urses1 # 
629 2-255 R zhl.s a 3p6log'istszlzhave almost without ex 3d:ptionzl 

zig 3n6red the fact 1 # zthat he 3d1dzlzaddzlzthe 
zphrasezlz unzlt':sszlzwe are at 3 tacked1# 

The break on 11#1 may come between a main clause and a subor­
dinate clause beginning with a subordinating conjunction: 

2447 7-278 

2704 7-81 

2802 7-183 

2137 6-3 

2158 6-19 

2690 7-65 

838A 3-6 

2114 5-482 

31-1-34 

E zwhat would they 3sm~ll li:ke 1#zif you 3 bdrned 
them1# 

M ~hen they clean them it 3 hurts 1#zif they do 
it 3r1ghtz I 

R 3you've got a new 3 battery1#3 H 3Izyour 3 tr6uble 
wa.sz I znothing but 3sulphating1 # 

R Zr don't 3d6ubt it1#Zbezcause uhzl 3people after 

allzlz have got 3s6me brains1 11 

R ZI got it of course for seven 3 teen1#zbecause 

they were changing the 3m6del1# 
M zwell You have to 1wait1#zunt11 they z kn6w 

\vhat 3lzwhether they 4 need it Or notlll 
E ZI want the l.ntonation patterns z t6o 1 #Zwhether 

there are \vords or zn6t 1# 
M z i thought she'd put a 3string around it1 I 

1 instead of just leaving it in a 3 b6x1#zlike 
she did the 36ther one 1# 

R zthat is what we • re going to find 36ut1 #zwhen 
Khrushchev lets 3g6 3lzwith his 3r6cket1# 

The break on 11#1 may come between a main clause and a subordi­
nate clause which is the object of a verb in the main clause: 

217 1-245 R zr was 3 totally at a zl6sszllzto i 3magine 1#zwhere 
they Zpicked out thiH2 /Zhundred and thirty-eight 
3 fl.gure 1 # 

The break on / 1#/ may come between a clause beginning with a 
subordinating conjunction and the following main clause: 
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3451 8-375 M 2if you're looking for the 3easiest1 # 2 that would 
be the 3easiest1# 

1098 3-212 E 2if Ken'll Hsten to a 3 Mozart 3symphony1 #~e 
have to llsten to 3 Jail House 4R6ck1# 

2039 5-346 R 2as I 3s~y 1 # 2if you're educating a 3 b~by2 / 2or a 
3c~t2 / 2maybe all of this stuff would be all 
3right1# 
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The break on / 1#/ separates a concluding prepositional phrase 
from the preceding sentence, of which it is semantically a part: 

1663 5-4 L 2yeah1#3I carved2
/

2part of it1# 3yeah2 / 2for 
2M6ther2 11 

1566 4-310 R 2and he made us all talk 2Sp~nish1 # 26ut of these 

uh2 / 3 b6oklets1 I 1for a 1while 1# 

1162 3-294 R 2 and he won \h~t case 1 ~f6r the railroad1# 
3097 7-496 K 2you 3always 3mimic 2

/
2 in 3fr6nt of the 3c:fmera1# 

3g6sh1 #21ike a 4 m6ron1 # 
1935 5-239 K 2and my bill was thirty-two dollars and a 3 hcilf1# 

z for a 4 tuneup 1# 

The break on / 1#/ may separate a concluding participial phrase 

from the preceding sentence, of which it is semantically a part: 

1795 5-111 K 2he was a great poli 3 tician2
/

2in Illi 3n6is 2
/ 

2telling us about the story of the 2salmon1# 
2g6ing up the 2river 1 # 2g~e 1 # 

3220 8-83 R 3 th:ft ls 2 /
2your 3 l:fke water 1#2£iltered through2

/ 

2about fifty feet of 3sand1# 
2583 6-486 R 2 it sounded ll.ke a 3cat1 /f2 stealing 3 f6od2

/
2 out of 

a 3can1# 
2372 6-189 K 2I've been down in the 3 basement1# 2cleaning my 

3 dark room out1# 

2157 6-18 R 2when 3I bought th1s 3 Rambler 2 ll 2the price was 

nineteen forty- 2flve 1# 2Uiid down in your 2l~p 1 # 

The break on / 1#/ may separate modificatory material- adjecti­
val, adverbial, and other types- from the preceding sentence, of 
which it modifies a particular element: 

291 1-340 E z I want 3native speakers of 3 English 1#36nly1# 
1430 4-152 R 3 they're Z....vritten1 #2vihy 2 simplyl# 

3413 8-336 R 2the 3 R611y makes a two and a 2quarter 1#3square1 # 
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The break on / 1 #/ separates from the preceding sentence materi­
al modificatory of it as a whole, which could be considered an adjunct 
of the sentence: 

1495 4-214 L lf got 2scratched1# 2right2Mre1# 

1623 4-435 K 3b6nes1# 1 l 1 said1# 2not 2cauliflower and stfiff1 # 
2767 7-150 R 2they've got 4 ffir 3c6ats 1 ~t6o1 # 

The break on / 1#/ often separates from a preceding sentence 
what could be called a sentence adjunct to it, but the semantic con­
nection is closer than that of the adjuncts just above, since the ad­
junct here consists of a sort of tag, a restatement of the last phrase 

in the sentence, and actually repeats one of its elements; in other 
words, it is in apposition to it: 

196 l-208 R 26h1 ~she'd pay eighty 2c~nts 1 #2your eighty 

cents 1# 
475 2-84 M zyou 3s~ez/za.z/3man or a 3/ 2corporation that's 

really one 3manl.fZowns the 3 bank building1 # 
l.the old zbank building 1# 

2038 5-345 R 3y~ahl#ZJ.t•sz/zso 3tr1viall#Zso 3chlldi~hl# 
2165 6-25 M 3surel#Zthat's the 2 / 31ittle 6ne1# 2the 3English 

6ne1 # 

The break on / 1#/ sometimes separates from a preceding sen­
tence a marked infinitive phrase with a close semantic connection 
with the sentence: 

2666 7-46 M 3c6mmas are G.sedl#Zto 3s~t offz/zparenz/ztheticalz/ 
2phrasesl# (Here again, the speaker is reading, 

this time from printed material.) 
481 2-91 M zs621l 2the 3 landlord2 / 2f6rms 2

/
2hl.s own 4bank 1# 

2to go into his 4 bullding 1# 

The break on I l#f may separate a subject plus verb constr.uction 

from the object of the verb, this object not being a subordinate clause: 

1435 4-158 R zand uhZflonce 2y6u have2 / 2r~ally2 / 2under2st6od 1 # 
2 the 3d~tails2 11 (etc.) (full sentence on p. 43) 

The break on fllf! may separate the subject and predicate of a 
sentence: 
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1852 5-157 R 2but even this 3genius that was handling uh2
/ 

3Kelvinator 1#2couldn't uh2
/

2pull the auto 3 m6bile 
end of it out of the 3red 1# 

967 3-93 R 1and the reason he 3 keeps 2warm1#2is because 

he has a layer of 4blubber2 / 2all 36ver him2 / 

3045 7-411 K 2the guy to the 2left1#2 1s his 1father 1# 

2.22 Within syntactic units 

The break on / 1 #/ may occur between an article, a possessive 
or demonstrative adjective and the following noun or remainder of 

the noun phrase: 

3447 8-372 M 2well 3I think this 2
/

2place out here 'is a 1#3nut 

house2 / 

360 1-419 K ~ell I'm 2watching the 1 ~amateur hour1# 

The break may occur between an adjective and the following noun: 

3485 8-414 R 2now in the 3 b6ok 3
/

2there's 3only 26ne2
/

2female 1# 
2character1# 

2481 6-349 R 2there's a 3n6ther 2
/

2 north and 3s6uth1#2alley1# 
2495 6-369 R 2but 3all those houses2

/
2are on north and 

2 south1#2streets 1# . 
The break may occur between a preposition and the following 

noun phrase: 

3504 8-450 M zdid \v~ have to take a laboratory science for 1# 
2 c611ege entrance1# 

3178 8-46 K 2but 3 ! just can't 2
/ 2 see1#2wells and septic tanks 

that 2cl6se with1#3 forty thousand 3 h6mes they 

expect to build down there1ll 

In spite of the phonological break in all these utterances, begin­

ning on p. 21, each of them is counted as one major sentence. 
The fact that / 1#/ can occur in so many places within a major 

sentence may account for a large number of misplaced periods in 
composition papers. 

2. 3 Further considerations in the counting 
of major and minor sentences 
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Two phonological phrases not forming a part of or composing a 
major sentence will be regarded as one minor sentence if they are 
phonologically linked, but as two minor sentences if they are not 

phonologically linked. This arbitrary procedure is considered bet­

ter than having to argue in each case the question of whether two ad­

jacent minor sentences are linked in other ways. 

A sequence of phonological phrases which are linked and form a 
major sentence will nevertheless be regarded as a sequence of minor 
sentences if the same speaker does not utter them all. This is an­
other arbitrary rule, but itis desirable to show when a major sentence 
is the result of one person's effort and when it is a joint composition, 
as in the following examples: 

1185 3-343 M ZSidney Harris says people that don't zsp~akz/ 
E zhave nothing to 3say1# 

However, in most cases where a sentence is finished by another 
speaker, it is already a major sentence in the mouth of the first 
speaker, and the second merely adds additional material, e. g.: 

3526 8-480 E 2we went to the 3same 3sch6ol1# 
P 2tw6 years 3 later 1# 

Such a 'tag' by another speaker will be regarded as a separate minor 

sentence, a procedure which is necessary because of cases like the 
following: 

3488 8-422 R 2that' s 3all you ever 4 s~e of her 1# 
M 2 in the 3m6vie3/ 

where the tag is a question and not intended as a continuation of the 
preceding sentence. 

If a speaker is interrupted by another but continues his sentence 
after the interruption, the two parts of the sentence, on either side 

of the interruption, will be considered as separate, unless the speak­

er's continuation of his utterance is not influenced by the interruption. 

1498 4-218 M ~e are going to get a big long 3 letter2
/ 

2 to3m6rrow 1 / 1or 2M6nday1 / 1de 2 scribing in 
de3 t~il 1 / 

P 2 read them 2 6ut1 #1what they 1 ~re 1 # 
M 1what we're sup3p6sed to d62

/
2 and 3n6t d6 1# 
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Here the continuation of M' s sentence is presumably the same as it 
would have been had there been no interruption. The two utterances 
of M are therefore counted as one major sentence. 

1814 5-125 R 2 do you take 2 baths2 ll 
M 3n6w 1

/
1and 2 then 1# 

R 2 in a 2 tub2 ll 

In ~ tub could be interpreted as a part of the major sentence do you 
~baths, but because of the intonation, both are obviously separate 
questions, and M's utterance is not an interruption but the answer to 
the first question. R' s second utterance is almost certainly influ­

enced by M' s answer to his first; it would very likely have been dif­

ferent had M' s answer been different. Therefore, R' s second utter­

ance is not counted as part of his first, a major sentence, but as a 

separate minor sentence. 
Very often the second speaker's utterance can hardly be consid­

ered an interruption. It is often a continuation of the utterance of the 
first speaker, which it brings to completion as a major sentence. 
The first speaker then either confirms or denies the continuation. 

In such cases, the confirmation or denial, as well as the second 
speaker's continuation, is counted as a separate minor sentence, 

e. g.: 

1640 4-465 L 3 I3 /
2 had a whole 3thlng 0£2

/
2 of 1

/
1uh 1

/ 

E 3whlskey1# 2 yeah 1# 
L 3yeah 1# 3whisker/ 

3380 8-301 R 3n6 1# 2it's2
/

2 it's got "'a2
/

1uh 1
/ 

K 36h 1#3 oh 3yeah1#3curtain1# 
R 2 a 3curtain1# 

The second and third utterances in each of these examples are each 

counted as separate minor sentences. 

Sometimes the second speaker's utterance induces the first to 

add more to his original sentence. Both these utterances, that of 
the second speaker, and the continuation by the first speaker, if 
they are not major sentences each by itself, are counted as separate 
minor sentences, e. g.: 

1614 4-424 K 2 a small2
/

26ne of those uh1 /
3 c6ck1tail tables 

beside my 2 chair 1
/

1to put the 1 / 1a 3pl.3.te "bn2
/ 

2 to put the 3stuff bn 1# 
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R za 3garbage holder 1# 
K 3yeah 1

/ 1for the 3bones and thi:ngs 1# 

3431 8-357 M zwhat do 3y6-u think she should take 1/ 1Betty1# 
E 3what 1# 
M 21n her senior 3year 1# 

In these examples, both the utterance of the second speaker and the 
second utterance of the first speaker are counted as separate minor 
sentences. 

There are a few sequences of two major sentences which, al­

though they are not connected by a conjunction, seem to be seman­

tically linked, and it is to be noted that they are also phonologically 

linked. Such sequences have been counted as one major sentence, 
e. g.: 

1932 5-235 R 2they've ceased to be a conzvenience 1/ 1they're 

a 3nuisance 1# 

The same principle_ that of semantic linkage- governs the 
counting of major sentences connected by conjunctions. There are 

a few monologues of some length in the corpus in which long strings 
of major sentences which have no close grammatical or semantic 

connection are connected by and, but, ~· etc., e. g.: 

1159 3-289 

1160 3-291 

1161 3-294 
1162 3-295 
1163 3-295 

R 

R 

R 
R 
R 

2 and there was a 3n6ther zsiich case c"bming 
iip in the next 3week or two 1# 
zs"b this guy turns ar6undzllzthl.s orZflcial3 / 

zand hi:resz;zuncle Harry toz/zrepresent the 
3 railr"bad 1# 1which he 3did 1# 
zand the case dune up befOre the same 3judge 1# 
zand he won 3that case 1#3f6r the railr"bad 1# 
2
and the judge s1iys it d"besn't matter to 3y6u 

2
very much Mister Bowman 3wh6se cow is 

gored2fld6es lt1# 

It seems grotesque to count all this material as one major sentence 
simply because of the conjunctions, which perhaps function merely 
as 'don't interrupt' signals. Consequently, the passage has been 
counted as five major sentences, one per card, as shown. It is con­
nected sequences like 

1390 4-122 M zwell I 3have to be "bn my lfeet 1#z1ind my 3feet 
h1ive to be zc6mfortable 1# 
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1737 5-76 L 2 the teacher s~ys 2 b6yz 1# 2but they're 
3buwiyz 1# 

that are counted as one major sentence, in spite of the break on 

/ 1# / before the conjunction. 

There is a problem in the treatment of tags like aren't they? 

don't they? as in the following examples: 

2762 7-145 M 2 they g'b to 3sleep2 fld6n't they3 / 

2765 7-149 E 3they're smarter than 2 humans 1# 2 aren't they 3 / 

and interpolations like the you know in the following example: 

1129 3-245 E 2 it'd be a lot 3cheaper3
/

2 just to buy the 
3 record 1

/
1you 3kn6w 3

/
2 and 3play it 1# 

which are formally major sentences. They are quite numerous and 
if included in the count of major sentences would greatly increase 
their number. One of the impoTtant points to result from this study 

is that major sentences considerably outnumber minor ones, even 
in this type of discourse. It seems to the writer that this point is 

more strongly made if the number of major sentences is not aug­

mented by these tags and interpolations, and therefore they have 

been arbitrarily excluded £room the count of major sentences; that 

is, they are regarded as part of the major sentence with which they 

occur and are not counted as separate sentences. Of course, they 
are not included with the minor sentences, either. 

There are some minor sentences that are followed by a subject­
predicate construction which is phonologically linked to the minor 
sentence by extension of contour by addition of a monotone morpheme • 

e. g.: 

1100 

192 

2392 
3379 

3-215 

l-204 

6-209 
8-301 

R 3T1me 1#1I 1think it was 1# 
M 3dollar s1xty-3n1ne 1#1you 1 s~id or something 

like that 1# 
M 3M.lf2 / 2I 2 gu~ss2 ll 
K 2 the 3b~llows 3fly'bu 3m~an 3 ll 

These could easily be interpreted as major sentences with a reversal 
of the position of the object or complement, but Hill states, 'In a 
superfix in which one of the morphemes is a monotone, the monotone 
morpheme characterizes the dependent sentence .• u For this reason, 
and because of the position of the elements, it is the writer's pleasure 



30 Spoken English: Minor .and Fragmentary Sentences 

to consider the major sentence here as dependent on the minor one 
and to count the whole construction as one minor sentence. This has 

the advantage of not only characterizing the grammatical situation 

more accurately, in the opinion of the writer, but it again enhances 

the evidence in favor of the count of minor sentences in the corpus 

and makes the preponderance of major sentences more spectacular. 
Interjections such as well, my gosh, sure, yeah, etc., are very 

frequent in the corpus. They often introd~n utterance and are 
included in the same intonation pattern with it, e. g.: 

3300 8-188 E ~ell 3 why do they have to be so narrow Zmfnded1# 

3301 8-188 M ~ell the congre 3 gation wouldn't know the 

differencez/ 

Very often, introducing an utterance, they occur under a separate 

intonation pattern, e. g.: 

3302 8-188 E 3 n61#3 s6metimeZJZwhen you've got a couple 
of 3 s6loistsz/zMargeZ/:xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

795 2-482 E 3 y~ah1 #zwellz/zin 3 thl.s zuhz/ 3 c'ihy in 3 Wylie's 

790 2-478 E 
st6ry111 
zof 3 c6urse3/zwell it would bez/ 4hideous1# 

Still others are spoken as a response to another person's utterance, 

their function being that of attention or 'message received' signal, 
e. g.: 

753 2-432 E 3 i zmean it was just llttle 3 bl6bs of stilffz/ 

K 3 yeah1# 
3437 8-365 K ~hat was that Zmade of1#Zdtdn't zburn1# 

R 3mica1# 
K zoh1# 

It seems to the writer that these interjections consitute a separate 
class of minor sentence, in that they do not consist of morphemes that 
have much lexical content, their grammatical functions is nil, or near­
ly so, and thus they add very little to the communication. Even their 
function as attention signals is very slight, since the speakers can see 
and are looking at each other. The considerable amount of breath 
spent in their utterance would seem, however, to indicate that the 
speakers attach some value to them; maybe they have a lubricating 
or cushioning effect. 
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On the other hand, there is a small number of interjections 
which have a certain amount of content or which further the discourse 

in some way. Some indicate an emotional attitude of the speaker, 

e. g.: 

3371 8-284 M 2 she's more self-sufficient around 3 h6me 2
/ 

2than 3 these klds are1# 
L 3 all 2 rightz I 

Speaker M then resumes. Speaker L is one of these kids. 

Speaker M is on a diet, which involves avoidance of alcohol. This 

oh dear is her reaction to being offered a drink, as she feels her re­

sistance crumbling. 

3355 8-264 M zy6u knowz/~here Mary ended zu:pzllzat the 
po3 Hce station1 #zwhich is 3cH!ar 3 JZacross 
the 3railroad ztracksz/3 three zbl6cksz/ 
2 straight azh~ad 1 # 

3356 8-275 R 3good zgrl.ef1# 

Other interjections are ans}Vers to questions, e. g.: 

3135 8-16 M z dl.d you 2 sh6v3 el it 3
/ 

R 3sure1# 

In cases like the last four examples, where the interjection has some 
communication value, and particularly where, as in 3371, 3356 and 
3135, it is the only utterance of the speaker at that time, i.e., it is 

not appended to more material from the same speaker, the interjec­
tion has been counted as a minor sentence. Where the interjection 

simply functions as a colorless attention signal or as a sentence 

starter, as in the other examples given, it has not been counted. To 
count all interjections as minor sentences, though the writer wishes 
to favor their count as far as possible, would, in her view, constitute 
an unfair overloading of their number. 

As stated in II. l, only subject-predicate sentences are counted 
as major ones. Therefore, such subjectless sentences as 

2886 7-265 M 3go and 2ttirn that T J.\i" offl# 
703 2-359 K zthl.nk 3sa 3/ 
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even though the first type is the common 'imperative,' usually ac­
corded status as a principal sentence type, and the lack of subject 
in the second is due to ellipsis, are included in the count of minor 

sentences. There are a few other subjectless sentences, also 

counted as minor ones, which do not seem to be in either of these 

two classes. Subjectless sentences are given fuller treatment in 
IV.2.2. 

2.4 Fragment defined and illustrated 

As already mentioned, in addition to the major and minor sen­
tences in the corpus, there are utterances which are here called 

fragments. A fragment is defined as an utterance which is broken 

off abruptly. Features which distinguish a fragment from a minor 

sentence are sudden cessation of phonation, often in the middle of 

a word, and an incomplete intonation and stress pattern. Further, 
the great majority of minor sentences consist of one or two sentence 
components - a noun phrase, a prepositional phrase, etc. - and 
the boundaries of an utterance consisting of a minor sentence will 
be the boundaries of the sentence component of which it consists, 
e. g.: 

914A 
190 

3-59 K 2w6oden 2 dumbb~lls 1# 
1-204 M 21n thl.s quirter 1# 

A fragment, however, will very often be broken off in the middle of 
such a component, e. g.: 

1936A 5-242 
2970 
3461 

7-340 
8-385 

735 2-410 

R 3h~'ll do it for ab~utz/ 
R zwell 3that is az/ 
M 2w~ just g~t a 3smittering of it 1#zal~ng with 

a llttle zShikespearezllzand a ll.ttlez/ 

R 2well2/ 2 I think they were 3dr6.nk 1# z, c~use 
th~t· s the2/ 

The break-off is often so abrupt that many fragments cannot properly 

be said to end with a single-bar terminal, although they are so marked 
in this paper. 

The distinction between a minor sentence and a fragment is not 
always clear. Where there is doubt, the utterance has been counted 
with the minor sentences. 

There is a slight problem as to what fragments should be counted. 
When the utterance is abruptly broken off, as in the above ex­
amples, there is no problem; the utterance or the fragmentary part 
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of it is counted as a fragment. But the question arises as to whether 
to call a fragment every little hesitation that occurs in the delivery 
of a major or minor sentence. If all these were counted, it would 

make the number of fragments quite high and again, in the view of 

the writer, unfairly overload the count of fragments. 

Following are some of the situations in which fragments are 
found in connection, mostly, with major sentences, with the writer's 
decision as to whether the fragments in certain situations should be 
counted or not. 

Many major sentences are preceded by a fragment; the speaker 
begins a construction, changes his mind, breaks it off, and begins 
a new construction, which is generally carried to completion, e. g.: 

2044 5-353 M 2well uh those2
/

2 th6se2
/

2 that mimeographed 
3sheet is2

/ 

2697 7-71 p 3whihe' s m~3 f3are y~u reading my 
2pamph3let 3

/ 

1000 3-125 L 3M6m2/ 2 do ybu 2 kn6w what a 1# 3Peggy dldn"t 
know when a fish was a 3fish 1# 

2162 6-24 K 2Marge 3/ 2 said she. d like to h~ve 3g6tten a 2
/ 

2 what' s the little ~ne we saw to 3day 1# 
3084 7-478 K 2h~w 3small you look Peggy compared to2

/ 

"11e' s a great 3blg briiiser 1# 
3253 8-120 K 2it' s 36n.the way to2/z.when we turn east on 

3sevent//z.we g~ past the road that gbes to 
3thls place 1# 

2960 7-331 R 3th~t' s 3/ 2 the 3c6lor in that' s 2/ 3excellent1# 
3isn't it 1# 

336 1-392 E 2well I dbn't 2 think that2
/

2 the 3Lict ls 1 11 3were 
there2

/
2 or '\veren't there 1# 

The more lengthy of these 'false starts' have been counted among 

the fragments, but the shorter ones have seemed so insignificant 

that they have not been counted, either as fragments or as minor 

sentences. 
A speaker will often begin a sentence and then stop it abruptly 

but, instead of starting a new construction, will repeat some of the 
last of the utte ranee and then continue, e. g.: 

296 1-343 E 1I dhn't want a record of wh:lt he's 2 1earned 1
/ 

2what 3he's learned 1 ll 2 ~s a second 3Linguage
1ll 

2! want a record of what 3we've learned2
/

2 as 
a 3£lrst language 1# 
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These fragments have not been counted. 
More often the speaker will utter an item of the same grammati­

cal function as the one preceding the break, doubtless intended to re­

place it as a correction, and then continue. Very often the word to 

be replaced is not completely articulated, e. g.: 

2371 6-189 K zr got an 36ldzf3ca3f3folding 3K6dak 1# 
3335 8-233 M zand her 3grandfather' s been pickz/ztaking 

her 36ve r there 1# 
1280 3-530 E 2 some of them don't aspirate initial 2 sto2/ 

2 voice1ess zc6nsonantszll 

In other cases, the sentence continues a little beyond the word that 
is later corrected before it is broken off, e. g.: 

331 1-388 E zexcept 3 i don't know of any Sc~da3h6ovians 
thatZJlgirlsz/zthat were named ZEricaz/zdo y6uzll 

2108 5-474 M zwe 3don't3/Zd6 anyZ/Zpilt anything 2 6n 'em 1# 

In one case it is a lacuna that is filled in, e. g.: 

1805 5-121 K zit'd make a znice for your 1/
2 tlung for your 

3bath 1# 

In many cases a phrase, or sometimes even a major sentence, in­

tervenes between the part of the sentence that is broken off and its 
continuation, e. g.: 

3600 8-599 K 

1839 5-145 K 

2 the 3federal es 3tate tax is thir2
/

2 well I 
re 3dilculated it 1/ 1bediuse there was some 
more de 3ductions 1# 3twenty 2 seven thousand 
3 d6llars 1# 

z- z 1 zwhat' s keeping Nash g62 I I call it Nash # 
z Arne ric an Mota r s 3g6ingz /zi s the 3Ramble r 1# 

At times there is no correction, just an interpolation, after which 
the first sentence is continued, e.g.: 

3278 8-164 E 3Ri:ng 2 Lardner once wro2/ 2 I 3thlnk it was 
Rl.ng Lardner 1 ll 2wrotez/ 2 just a 3w6nderful 
story ab'but the octogen~rians in 2 Fl6rida 1# 

1603 4-401 R 3s6meb'bdr/ 2I don't kn'bw who it 3was 2/ 2 cooked 
up the i 3de a that uh2

/
2 i t would be in one thousand 

3years 1# 
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1291 4-6 K 3 I have lunch wlth a 3d6ctor2
/

2I don't know 
what kind of a doctor he 2 l.s 1# 2 at H€m 3rl.ci's 1# 

35 

It would be a needless complication to count as a fragment and 

a minor sentence or as two minor sentences the two parts of a major 

sentence which is broken in one of the above. ways. Consequently, 

the two parts are counted as one major sentence, as if, in the last 
example, e. g., the speaker had said: 

The interpolation 

21 don't know what lUnd of a doctor he 2l.s 1# 

is counted as another major sentence. Where a sentence is broken 
off and then resumed after a correction, there being no interpolation, 
the utterance is counted as one major sentence, and the fragment is 
not counted, as if on card 1280, e. g., the speaker had said: 

2 some ~£them d~n't aspirate initial voiceless 2 c6nsonants2 ll 

Many major sentences have a conjunction trailing after them 

which concludes the utterance, e.g.: . 
2412 6-229 E 2and if I'd had the 3Brl.lliant3/ 3gee 3/

2 I could 
have gotten s~me 3real nice shots and 1 I 

3467 8-392 P 3everybbdy h~d to read Tale of Twb zcities2
11 

Iandi/ 

2691 7-6 5 E 2well if they're 3cr6okedz/zybu know they 
2need it2 ll 2or 3

/ 

2553 6-440 M 2well are they going ~n Assyrian bus2
/ 

3busine s s 3/ 2 br2
/ 

3425 8-349 M 2y~u can take 2 speecllll 2drama and 3stagecraft
1# 

zorz/ 

618 2-242 R 2he 3slts 2d6wn a.!1d 'Uh2
/ 

51 1-70 E 4sure2/ 2it isn't the same as what they hear 

frbm 4us 3
/

2 sb2
/ 

The major sentences have been included in the count of n<ajor SQ11-

tence s, but the conjunction has been counted as a fragn1ent. 
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Ill. COUNT OF SENTENCES AND 

TYPES OF SENTENCE IN THE CORPUS 

A count of the sentences and fragments in the corpus shows that 

there is a total of 4,245 sentences and fragments. Of these 1,258 

have been counted as minor sentences and 157 as fragments. The 

number of minor sentences and fragments, therefore, totaling 1,415, 

constitutes exactly one-third of all the sentences in the corpus. If 
a generalization may be made from this body of material, it can be 
stated that while minor sentences constitute a significant proportion 
of the sentences in informal conversation and no doubt play a very 
important role in it, the major sentence is still the preponderant type, 

outnumbering the minor sentence- and the fragment- two to one. 

As stated on p. 18, subjectless sentences, that is, the impera­

tives, also those which have no subjects due to ellipsis, and a few 
others to be discussed late;, have been counted as minor sentences. 

There are 328 subjectless sentences, 140 of them imperatives. If 
these subjectless sentences were counted as major ones, the number 
of major sentences would be 3,158, as against 1,087 minor sentences 
and fragments. The major sentences then would constitute virtually 
75 per cent of the total number of sentences in the corpus. 

Of the minor sentences in the corpus, not excluding the subject­

less sentences, which constitute 27 per cent of the total number of 

minor sentences, nearly half, or about 46 per cent, consist solely 

of nouns or nominal phrases. The next largest category, after the 
subjectless sentence, is the subordinate clause, a subject-predicate 

construction beginning with a subordinating pronoun or conjunction. 

These constitute about 10 per cent of the number of minor sentences. 
Prepositional phrases account for about 6 per cent, phrases with ad­
jective head for about 4 per cent, and phrases with adverb head for 
about 3 per cent. The ren-.aining 4 per cent consist of r:niscellaneous 
items, such as utterances consisting of interrogatives, e. g.: Where'> 
Why? Why not? etc., and exclamations, e.g., Sure! Well! Gosh! 
when t~ ~e counted at all. 



IV. CLASSIFICATION OF MINOR SENTENCES 

The next matter of interest will be to classify the minor sentences 
and, in so doing, to discover the various kinds of their raison d'ihre, 
that is, to find what advantage the minor sentence affords the speakers. 
As we have seen, they are quite adept at forming major sentences. 
Why do they use minor sentences at all? How are minor sentences 

useful in this type of discourse? 

Examining minor sentences in relation to the total discourse, one 
finds that they fall into two broad groups. The sentences in the first 
of these groups have a close connection with an adjacent- usually a 
a preceding- major sentence; in fact, considered without the adja­
cent major sentence, they lose most of their significance. Such sen­
tences will be called dependent minor sentences. The sentences in 
the second group have a looser connection with the adjacent major 
sentences, in that they do not depend on them for their significance; 
that is, they derive no more significance from the adjacent major 

sentences than any sentence does from its context. These sentences 
will be called independent minor sentences. 

1. Dependent Minor Sentences 

A little over half of the minor sentences are dependent, but if 

the subjectless sentences were counted as major rather than as minor 

sentences, the proportion of dependent minor sentences to the inde­
pendent ones- all but a very few of the subjectless sentences having 

been classified as independent- would be nearly three to one. 

Not all of these sentences are dependent upon an immediately 

preceding major sentence. Some of them are immediately dependent 
on an adjacent minor sentence which is, in turn, dependent on a major 
one, e. g.: 

2722 7-111 M zis she 3hippy 1#zshe won't even 4 speakzto 
Jmez/ 

2723 7-111 K 2wh6 1# 
P 3B6ots 1# 
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l.l 

M 3Boots 1# 
K 3hUh 3

/ 

2724 7-112 M 3B6ots 1# 

2747 7-133 K 2 she only h~s 36ne girl 1#~6n't 2 she2
/ 

2748 7-134 P 2tw6 1# 
M 2 tw6 1# 

2749 7-134 R 2 tw62(·tw6 1#2 two 2pair 1# 

2750 7-134 M 3two 2b6ys2ll 2 and two 3gl.rls 1# 

2832 7-212 R 3how much does a battery 3c6st2/ 2Ken2/ 

2833 7-212 K 2 thlrty-five 2d6llars 3ll 
2834 7-213 R '\hir2 ty- 3five 3d6llars2

/ 

3297 8-186 M 2 tha.t's the wOrst 3p~rt of l.t 1#2 try-ing to 

the 3w6rds 1# 

3298 8-187 p 2 separ~te 3what words 1# 
3299 8-188 M 2 the 3w6rds to this thing1# 

Class A 

separ~te 

The minor sentences in this class could be expanded to major 
ones simply by repeating material from the preceding sentence, a 
procedure which would not change their function in the discourse. 
Under these circumstances, the fact that a sentence is in a minor 

form would have two principal advantages. The first is simple 

economy: the avoidance pf repetition of work that has already been 

done. The second advantage is probably the most important: the 
avoidance of the monotony that would..ensue from repetition. The 
avoidance of monotony would have two results, the first simply es­
thetic, and the second the more practical one of helping the speaker 
to hold his place in the conversational sun. The speakers here treat 
each other courteously and do not often flagrantly break in on one 
another, but one may imagine that a person hearing again what had 
just been uttered might not be able to overcome a temptation to in­
terrupt. 

The minor sentences which could be expanded to major ones by 

using material just uttered in a major sentence are called class A. 
This is the largest class of dependent minor sentences, comprising 
about 4 7 per cent of them. 

In over half of the cases in class A, the material from the pre­
ceding major sentehce could be repeated ve rbatirn, e. g.: {both sen­
tences are given in the citations which follow) 

3519 8-474 M 2 you must have2/ 2for 3g6tten2/ 2 'cause I know 
they 3d1d 1# 
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E z.may 3be 3
/ (they did could be repeated after 

the minor sentence) 

710 2-366 R 2well it was just 3murder 1# 
711 2-366 K 3carelessness 1 I 1 th~t· s all 1# (it~ could be 

repeated at the beginning of the minor sen­

tence) 

In the remaining cases the material from the preceding sentence 
that could be repeated would have to be changed as to grammatical 
form. 

Sometimes there would have to be a change in the form of the 
verb, e. g.: 

953 3-83 L 2what does he 3breathe wlth1# 
954 3-83 R 4liings 1# (breathe would have to be changed 

to breathes to make he breathes with lungs) 

A change in the form of the noun would be necessary here. 

2747 7-133 K zshe bnlyh~s 36ne girl 1/zd6n'tz.shez/ 
2 748 7-134 P 3tw6 1# (girl would have to be changed to 

girls to make she has two girls 

Often a change in pronoun would be necessary, e. g.: 

2463 6-318 M 2 you don't h~ve to 3g6 on ~y side streets 1# 
2464 6-320 R zhalf a block on 2 Grace Streer/ (you would 

have to be changed to !• to make ! have to 
~ half~ block on Grace Street) 

When the major sentence is a question and the minor one the 
answer to it, a change in word order would often be required, e. g.: 

499 2-102 M 3they've zgot it at za:uz/zthe entrances of the 
3city no~ll 3what zis it 1# 

500 2-104 K 3speed 1# z rad~r ztimed 1# (This could be pre­

ceded by it is, a reversal of is it in the pre­

ceding sentence) 

In a very few cases a contraction would have to be changed to a 
full form, e. g.: 

563 2-160 K 3whb' s watching l!televl.sion 1# l!ful.ybbd~/ 
(this could be expanded to is anybody 
watching television? using the full form is) 



Classification of Minor Sentences 41 

In about twenty cases, more material in addition to that from 
the preceding sentence would have to be supplied, a form of do or 
be, or an article or a preposition, e. g.: 

2911 7-286 E 2where was 3 that taken1# 
2912 7-287 K 3 Helen' s house 1# (at would have to be supplied 

to make that was taken at Helen's house) ---------
1106 3-218 K 2wh6 3 plifys itz./ 1P6ggy1llz.Pr6sley 3

/
3 huh 3

/ 

(~would have to be supplied to make 
does Presley play it?) 

1287 4-4 

1288 4-4 

M 2having another fight about religion w!th 

her 3 sister1 # 
M 2all they 2talk about when1 

/
2they get 

to1 gether 1 # (is would have to be supplied 
to make religion is all they talk about) 

In about twenty cases the minor sentence is negative, while 
the preceding sentence is positive, or vice versa, which would 
necessitate various changes, e. g.: 

2413 6-230 R ~~ll3/ 2you 3did get some good ones 1 # 
2414 6-232 E 2we11 nothing you could blow 3up3

/ 1llke 
the ones in 3 Egypt1 # (several changes 
would have to be made to give I didn't 
get anything, etc.) ----

In a very few cases lexical items in the major sentence pre­
ceding the minor one would have to be changed, e. g.: 

1073 3-190 R 2the 3m6noxlde will get you2
/

3very 
2 suddenly1 # 

1074 3-191 R 2and the 3d1oxlde2
/

2a llttle 216nger1# 
(will take could be inserted after dioxide, 

but not will get or will get you) 

Of course, in many cases more than one of these changes would 
have to be made in the material from the preceding major sentence, 

e. g.: 

1962 5-269 M ~Mit are you 3siiying1 # 
1963 5-269 L 3d6g1 # (I am saying 'dog' would require 

change i~ word order-:-Tc.rm of verb, and 
form of pronoun) 
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The minor sentences in class A seem to have been uttered for 

the following purposes: 
With the intention of correcting an item in the preceding sen­

tence, e. g.: 

1829 5-136 M 3 Chrjs1er is the stock to buy1 # 
1830 5-136 K 3 n61 #z. American 3 M6tors 1 # 

2486 6-362 R 2 is 3 KHdihe the next one to 2Keeler 2 1l 
2487 6-363 E 3 n6 1 ~Trl.pp 1 # 

1841 5-150 K 2merged with 2Packard1# 1didn't they2ll 
1842 5-150 M 2Hudz/ 1 son1 # 

Correction accounts for about 18 per cent of the minor sentences in 

class A. 
With the intention of stating in a different way an item in the 

preceding sentence. It may be a lexical item, usually, but not al­
ways, a noun, that is restated by another noun, a pronoun by a noun, 
a relative conjunction restated by a subordinate clause, or an item 
restated by an interrogative, e. g.: 

1486 4-207 E zshe's uhz/zallergic to 3 t!!verythlng 1#zhmz/ 
1487 4-207 M 3 h6use dustz/ (restates everything) 

1182 3-341 R 2 sMest way ls 2 / 1never I spt!!ak1# 

1183 3-342 E 3 never say 3 nuttin1# (restates~ speak) 

976 3-98 R zand they have a uhz/ 3 bl6od supply1ll z.tha.t is about 
three or four 3 times 2/zas much as they 3nt!!ed1# 

K z6h2 / 

977 3-100 R 2 a 3 huge azmount of 3extra 3 bl6od 1# (restates 
~ blood supply that is about three ~ four 
times as much~ they neea) 

6 36 2-266 M ~ell 3y6u 2kn6w 3 whj2 /zthey d6n'tz/ 3 mt!!ntion 

it1# 
637 2-267 R z.because he2 / 3 egged zthe Japa3 n~se3f3:rnto 

at4tacking us 1# (restates why) 

1518 4-243 R 2well that 3 h6rse that you keep in the basement2
/ 

2that would make 3 anybody allergic 1# 
1520 4-243 M 2the ~hat2 ll (restates that horse) 

1823 5-132 K 2 they say it's a good in3 v~stment r'i.ght now 1 # 
2American 3 M6tors at seven and a hal£2 11 
(restates it) 
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t f th t S in class A perform the function Nearly 50 per cen o e sen ence 

of restatement. 
The remaining 3'5 per cent of the sentences in class A restate 

something in the preceding sentence, but they give more information 

about it, or add to it. Their function is one of supplementation, e. g.: 

are 
tive 

1435 4-158 R z.and ilhz./3 once z.you havez./z.reallyz./ZU.nderz.st6od1 # 
2the 3 details 2 Wof the 3 s6lar system 1 #~henever 
anybody 2tells youZfZanythi.ng about the 2 'influ­
ence2.fZof the 2pl<1nets2 ll 

1436 4-159 M 2the 2.m6on's 2 /2.going over U3 ranus
3
/zor 

2 s6methlngzll 
1435 4-159 R zthe 'influence of Della z.Stellaz/ 2you'll just2

/ 

2almost 2bust laughing 1# (the two minor 
sentences, M's utterance and the influence 

of Della Stella, restate and supplement the 
influence of the planets) 

57 l-76 M 3 wellz/zbut the thing 4I saw2 ll~as 3 under 3
/

2 a 
4 railroad track1 # 2couple of 3 h6boes 1 # (the 
minor sentence couple of hoboes supplements 
under ~ railroad track) 

3250 8-116 K zyeah it's just two ml.les from our 4c6ttage1 # 

3251 8- 117 R 2m 3JuN/3 right at the end of forty- 2£ive1# 

3260 8-129 R 3 everybody likes a 2picnl.c 1# 
3261 8-129 K 2but 2Grampa1# (supplements everybody) 

Many answers to questions beginning with who, what, when, etc., 
included here, since the minor sentence restates the interroga­
and adds supplementary information to the major sentence, e.g.: 

2075 5-421 R z.whereabouts 2 'is it1#2on 3 Dempster you say 3
/ 

2076 5-421 K 2just east of the 3 h1gh schoo11 # 

2832 7-212 M 3 h6w milch does a battery 3 c6st2 /z.Kenz/ 

2833 7-212 K z.thirty-fl.ve zdollarsz.ll 

316 1-369 M ~here does she 3 Hvel # 
317 1-369 E 3 near the unizversityzll 

Answers to simple questions also often fall in this category, 
the function being purely one of supplementation, e. g.: 

511 2- 115 K 2do you 3 read Gasoline Alley in the zc6mic s 2 11 

512 2-115 R 2 s6metl.mes 2 / 
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2634 7-13 
2635 7-14 
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K zbut w6n'tlr/ 1uh 1 /ldezgerfer~te3 / 

R zn6 1#3uh uhz/znbt in 3that time 1# 

1814 5-125 R zdb you tAke zbaths2 ll 
1815 5-125 M 3n6w 1/ 1and 3then 1# 

2390 6-205 K 1w~s itzy6urs~ 
2391 6-207 M 2 rnine and zRuth'sz/ 

The line between supplementation and restatement is not always 
clear, so that some examples have been arbitrarily included in one 

category or the other. 

1.2 Class B 

Of the minor sentences dependent on a preceding major one, 

about 26 per cent are or contain a repetition of an item in the major 

sentence. These minor sentences, like the ones in class A, could 
be made major ones by repetition of more material from the pre­
ceding major sentence, but in that case the second utterance would 
be, for the most part, merely a verbatim repetition of the first. 
To repeat only part of the preceding material, and therefore to utter 

a minor sentence, has the function of extracting part of the preceding 

utterance from its surroundings and holding it up naked, so to speak, 

for inspection. This is apparently the raison d'etre of the class B 

minor sentences. 
The minor sentences in this class fall into two categories: 

The minor sentence consists entirely of the repetition, or, if 

there is other material in the minor sentence, this is separated 
from the repetition by a terminal juncture, e. g.: 

24 1-25 
25 1-25 

R zth~y· re 3ignorantz/ 21n 3Englishz/ 

E z~n 4inglish 1# 3yesz/zyes 1# 

Two-thirds of the sentences in class B are of this type. 

The minor sentence has other material besides the repetition, 

from which it is not separated by any kind of terminal juncture, e. g.: 

1203 3-371 E zhe 4 really g'Hs the 3feel bfz/zb£ thl.s just 
3slightly substAndard z:English 1# 

1207 3-375 M zhilrdly 3 sl:ightl~/zit's 3pretty1# 

The additional material, as in the above example, usually modifies 
the item repeated from the major sentence. In a few cases the new 
material is interrogative, e. g.: 
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2802 7-183 R 3you've gbt a new 3boittery 1#31f3 / 2 your 
3tr6uble w'As2

/
2nothing but 3sulph'Ating 1# 

2803 7-185 K 1was 2whoit2/ 

3297 8-186 M 2 th'At's the worst 3poirt of lt 1# 2 trying to 

separ'Ate the 3w6rds 1# 
3298 8-187 p 2 separ'Ate 3whoit wbrds 1# 

45 

In a very few cases, the additional material is of such minor im­
portance as to be almost negligible- an article, an exclamation, 
or a conjunction tying the repetition to material across the single 

bar, e. g.: 

2574 6-477 K z.pic 3c6lo' s 2 /z.the 3noime bf it 111 

2575 6-477 E 2 a 3piccolb 1# 

1628 4-440 E 2 s~e tha.t 2 turkey' s filll of 2 b6ne s 1# 
1629 4-440 K 2 and 3f~et 1 # 
1631 4-442 R 2 the ~ill 3/ 2 and the 3f~et 1# 

This class of minor sentence has several functions, as follows: 
Where important material is added to the repetition, the repeti­

tion evidently has been made for the purpose of expressing this new 

material, that is, the repetition is something on which to hang the 

new material and give it.a context, e. g.: 

2767 7-150 R 2 they've gbt 4fO.r 3c6ats 1#3t6o 1# 
2769 7-152 E 2 y~ah th~se 3built-tn fO.r 2 c6ats 1# 

1019 3-139 K 

1021 3-141 R 

2 what do the 3g1lls do 1# 3 stroiin the2/ 3oxygen 
2~mt of the 3w iite r 3/ 
2 1 2 ... ... 3 , 
not th~ uh I H 2 0 oxygen 1# 

Where no new material, or no important new material, is added, 

the repetitions have evidently been made, that is, the expressions 

have been pulled out of the preceding sentence and held up for the 

following purposes: 
Simply to single out the expression and direct attention to it, 

e. g.: 

34 1-41 R 3g~e 3 / 2 there were a 2 bunch2 / 2 of 2 Sunday2
/ 

2 drive rs2
/

2 6ur/ 2 this 2 fifte r 2/ 2 n6on2/ 

35 1-41 M 3oh 2welf/ 2Sunday 2drivers2 11 

In a couple of cases, the item is announced as the subject of further 
discourse, e. g.: 
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. 
3469 8-392 E zi read a Tale of Two Cities by my 3sel£1# 
3470 8-395 R z A 3Ta.le of Two zc1ties 1# 3didn't Sldney 

Carton get his zhead chopped off very nobly1# 

709 2-364 R 2 it's 3just llke the Tiztfutic 1#zall z6ver 

again1# 
710 2-366 R znow the Ti 3tanicz/zwell it was just 3murder 1# 

There are about ten examples of singling an item out for contem­
plation or as the subject of further discourse. 

For the purpose of affirming what the preceding speaker has 
said, e. g.: 

1013 3-135 R 1they' re cold zblooded 1# 
1014 3~135 M zcOld 3bl6oded 1# 

1957 5-267 L 3perro 1# 
1958 5-268 E 3that' s rlght 1# 3perro1# 

Some of these are answers to questions, e. g.: 

3463 8-388 M zyou had Silas ZMarnerzll zin your second 
zyea~ll 

3464 8-389 E zyeahz/zSi1as zMarner 1# 

926 3-67 R zwhat in heaven's name is general zscl.ence 1# 
927 3-67 L 3scl.ence 1# 

2057 5-387 K 2was my 3shrine pin 'bn that3/ 

2058 5-388 M 3w~sz/zy?!ah 1# znot 3n6w 1# 

In a few cases the repetition is made by request: 

568 2-168 E zwell 3you weren't ~ere for the2
/ 3bare 2 riig 

4jitterb~i/2Marge2/ 
569 2-168 M ZI've seen e 3n6ugh 3/ 2 of 3tha~/ 
570 2-169 K 2the 3what 3/ 

571 2-169 E 2 the ~are rug 3jitter 3/ 4j1tterb~g 1# 

About 26 per cent of the sentences in class B are for the purpose of 
affirmation. 

There are seven pronunciation corrections, which, of course, 
are not exact repetitions, but they are repetitions of the same item 
as uttered previously, e. g.: 
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3147 8-24 K 2and I got a 3 te'lephone call 2from Mr. 
3 Newman21Zwanted to 3 see me21 

3148 8-25 M 3Nehman1# 

1732 5-73 L 2hc3w do floating biiwiyz 3 help them 1 # 

1733 5-74 R 2b6yz1# 

In about 20 per cent of the sentences in class B, the speaker 
registers an emotional reaction to an item by repeating it with a 
particular 'tone of voice,' among the most prominent components 
of which is the intonation. Surprise is registered, e. g.: 

256 1-304 E J']: 2th6ught2 I 2you 2 sofid2 I 2you could 2d6 it2 I 
2with six 4 inches2 l 2of 3 tofpe1 # 

257 1-306 E 3 six 4inches21 

1050 3-163 R 2and if you look l.nto your 26wn throat2 ll2you 
can see the arches where once 3y6u had 
gills like that1 # 

1051 3-166 L 3 gills 21 

A few repetitions are made for emphasis, e. g.: 

1134 3-249 M 2you get 3 fifteen minutes of com2mercials 21 
2and.five minutes of 2records 1# 2Flfteen 

minutes of com2mercials2 12and five minutes 
of 2records 1# 

There is an element of irony in some of the repetitions, e. g.: 

3506A 8-454 E 2I took 4b6tany2 f36nly 1# 
3507 8-454 M 2oh2 l 2b6tanyi#2they don't even 4ha:ve botany1 I 

1in thls 16utfit1# 

2111 5-480 M 2 she said you mean you want a fancy Zwra:p 2 11 

2112 5-480 M 2and Y said 3 yes 1# 

2113 5-480 M Zwen2 ll 3 £ancy 2wra:p1# 

47 

In a few cases something like contempt and scorn is registered, e. g.: 

2659 7-43 E ~hat do th~y 3 d6 1#2just live in the 2d6rmit6ry 2 11 

2660 7-43 M 2d6rmit6ry2
/

2they're in an a3 pa:rtment1# 

1203 3-371 E 2he 4 really 2gets the 3 feel ot?'/ 20£ thls just 
3 slightly substandard 2English1# (More 



48 Spoken English: Minor and Fragmentary Sentences 

conversation, plus reading from the author 
in question, the English being spectacularly 
substandard) 

1221 3-403 M 3 just 2 sl1ghtly substandard1# 

l. 3 Class C 

In this class are minor sentences or fragments which are 
brought to completion as major sentences by material following ut­
tered by a second speaker, or by the same speaker after an inter­
ruption or interpolation under the circumstances described at the 
beginning of the second paragraph of II.2.3. An example of the first 
speaker's completion of his own sentence is given at the bottom of 

p. 26. Examples of completion by a second speaker are: 

3588 8-580 E 3 n61 #2it 3 1sn't about people2UZit's about iih2 / 

3589 8-580 M 2pe3 ciili2arities2 / 2of 3 peop2le's 3speech1 # 

1745 5-80 L 21n the back of the 3 b6ok it2 / 

1746 5-80 M 2 says 2buwiyz1 # 

3388 8-315 R 3 yeah2
/

2 it winds around a uh2
/ 

3389 8-315 M 3 spindle1 # 

Only a very small proportion, about 5 per cent, of the minor 
sentences and fragments which are dependent upon a major sentence 
(here they constitute part of it) are in class C. 

1.4 Class D 

In this class, the minor sentence forms the last part of a major 
sentence begun in the preceding utterance. 

In l9 cases, where the previous utterance is not a major sen­

tence, the following minor sentence makes ft so. Examples are 
the final parts on cards 1640 and 3380 on p. 27 and of the last three 

examples above. 
More often the previous utterance is a major sentence, and the 

following minor one fits right on to the end of it, extending it, e. g., 
card 3526 on p. 26. Sometimes the addition to the sentence is of­
fered provisionally, on rising intonation, e. g., card 3488 on p. 26. 

However, in one or two cases, the addition makes of a preceding 
major sentence a minor one, e. g.: 

2153 6-15 K 2 I don't 2kn6w of any2
/

2do 3 y6u3
/ 

R 3 n61 # 
Z.154 6-15 K 2unless that 3 smil12

/
2uh 3 Rirnbler 2

/ 
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1. 5 Class E 

For about 6 per cent of the dependent minor sentences, those 
in class E, the connection is with the following, rather than the 

preceding, major sentence. 
Twelve of the minor sentences in this class are nominal phrases 

which are incorporated into the following major sentence by being 
repeated therein, either verbatim or by reference by means of a 
pronoun, e. g.: 

1678 5-19 R 3 C6urage 2C6ve1#2where' s Courage 2C6ve1# 
1158 3-288 R 1 an bld 2c6w worth abbut 1 / 1a 2dollar and a 

2h<ilf 3
/

2he got a hundred 3 d6llars fbr it1# 

Twenty are minor sentences or fragments evidently intended as 

the beginnings of sentences. They are repeated and ultimately com­
pleted as major sentences after an interruption, e. g.: 

427 2-42 
428 2-42 

429 2-43 

E 2when the 3 ll:ght flashes 2 UZthen2
/ 

R 2there' s a 3 button on the1 / 2fr6nt 2 /
2maybe 

H you push 3 thcft3
/ 

E ~hen the 3 light flashes 2 11 2then you're 
re3 c6rding1 # 

In ten cases the minor sefltence or fragment is not repeated verba­
tim at the beginning of the major sentence, as it was in the last ex­
ample, but is represented by a substitute such as a pronoun, e. g.: 

1335 4-47 M 2w~ll 2 / 2the only thlng 3 i know ab6ut 2
/

2 that
2

/ 

2 is that 3 V~sper used to say2 / 2and 2V~sper 
was a fanatic 2

/
2a great2

/ 

K xxxxxxxxxxxx 
1336 4-49 M 3 sh~ used to say2

/
2 that2

/ 2or at least she 
said 3 xxx~xxx1 # 

In some of these latter cases there is no interruption; the speaker 
simply repeats himself by giving a pronoun for part of the minor 
sentence or fragment, as in the first example below, or a noun in­
stead of a pronoun which is in the minor sentence or fragment, as 
in the second example: 

273 l-320 R 3 reading would be 2 / 2that would be 2
/

2like 
2 spt'!ech2 11 

2325 6-144 M 2they wihe 2 11 2the bolts were ups'ide 3 d6wn on 

the wr6ng 2
/

2 sl.de4
/

2or 3 s6mething2
/ 
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The raison d'etre of the minor sentence form of these last three 
classes of dependent minor sentences is quite different from that of 

the first two classes. The utterances in classes A and B were de­

liberately in minor sentence form; they were intended as minor sen­

tences by their speakers. In contrast, those in class C were in­

tended as the beginnings of major sentences, and they eventually do 
arrive at this condition. Many of those in class D are for the pur­
pose of making those in class C major sentences or of adding to 
sentences already in major form. The utterances in class E are 
either for the purpose of introducing a major sentence, into which 
they are later incorporated, or they were intended, like those of 
class C, as the beginnings of major sentences. What happens to the 
sentences and fragments in classes C and E, and the fact that those 

in class D ·occur, is an indication that the impulse to form major 

sentences must be quite strong, even in casual discourse like this. 

2. Independent Minor Sentences and Fragments 

The minor sentences and fragments which have no connection 
with or dependence upon a major sentence are of the following types. 

z. 1 Sentences abandoned before completion 

Sentences which are simply abandoned by the speaker before 
conclusion are all counted as fragments and have already been de­
scribed under II.2.4, beginning on p. 32. As stated in Ill, on p. 37, 
157 utterances have been counted as fragments. This is 11 per cent 
of the total number of minor sentences and fragments. To recapit­
ulate what was said in II.2.4, and to give further examples, there 
are three main classes of fragments: 

Those which are a false start, after which the speaker begins 

a new sentence, e. g.: 

336 1-392 E ~ell i don't think that2/~he 3 f~ct ls 1 ll 3w~re 
there2 / 2or "w~ren't there1# 

697 2-353 E 3 our 2great civil de3 f~nse which uh2
/ 2our 

3 6nly 2 defense is to get out of Chi3 coigo1 # 
zas 3 fast zas we 3 c oin1 # 

Those which result when a sentence is broken off and never re­
sumed. The speaker is either interrupted or merely quits, e. g.: 
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53 
204 

1-54 

1-71 
1-220 

M 3they zcan't put into a 1 / 

E 4wellz/zdon't 3 y6u3/zget a kind of az/ 

R zwell 3 how ~ill it 3 b6ther you if theyz/zif 
you just fill z6utz/ 
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Those which result when the speaker has uttered a major sen­

tence and then utters a conjunction or a subordinator, e. g.: 

717 2-373 R zand 4 6ne zof those didn't have any bi3 n6culars 1# 
zand uhz/ 

117 1- 135 M 3 she '11 never hear about itzll zorz j3 anythi.ng1 # 
1but1 / 

993 3-118 E 3 n6z/3i can play it at zsch6ol3/zor uhz/ 

3318 8-215 M ltiike that uhz/zGerman in your third 3 year 1# 
zinstead ofz I 

2420 6-237 K zbut 3i'm gonna ~atch1 #zif it's real 3 c6ldz/ 
zthe 3 shutter speed goes way down1# 1because 
uh1 1 

Fragments which are not ultimately brought to completion as 
major sentences constitute 28 per cent of the independent minor 
sentences and fragments. 

2.2 Subjectless sentences 

As already mentioned, there. is in the corpus a considerable 
number of sentences which have a verb focus but nothing that can be 
analyzed as the subject of the verb. These constitute 43 per cent of 
the independent minor sentences. 

2.21 Imperative sentences 

A little over a third of these sentences function as commands, 

imperatives, or requests, e. g.: 

1368 4-87 
1802 5-118 
1701 5-36 

R zdon't talk to any of the h1gher-ZUps 1# 
M 3 put them zback1# 
L zwait a minute1# 

2.22 Elliptical sentences 

Nearly half of the subjectless sentences are in this fortn because 
a process of ellipsis of the first one or two weak or tertiary-stressed 
syllables has evidently taken away the subject, as well as, in many 
cases, other material. 
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It may be of interest to examine all the sentences which seem 
to have undergone ellipsis of this kind in order to discover what the 
grammatical elements are which may be thus removed. Following 
is a list of such elements, with examples. The item believed to 

have been 'lost' due to ellipsis is indicated in parentheses following 

the example. 

An article, definite or indefinite: 

3265 8-134 R 3 temperature's thi:rty-2f6ur 1# (the) 
1730 5-70 K 2 a3 l<irm goes off1 # (the) 

2017 5-313 K 2HHlow I 2kn6wl/ 2came 2bcick3
/ (a) 

1997 5-293 M 3 n62
/

2 it's 2up there2flsh6rt onef# (the) 

In the entir'e corpus there are only 28 instances of the omission of 

an article. 

A possessive adjective: 

This is the only instance of the omission of a possessive adjective. 

A conjunction: 

3023 7-391 K 3 you 2guys go 3 downhill with a 2
/

2with a 
3 sled 2or to3 b6ggan2

/
2for 3God's sakes 

miss that 3 bench1# (if) 
943 3-79 L 2far as 3I know he's ;-2mammal2ll (as) 

1075 3-19 3 K 2want to do it 3 qu1ck3
/

2 start with a cold 
3 engine 1 # (if you) 

These are the only cases in which there seems to have been omission 

of a conjunction. 

A preposition: 

238 1-275 M 2c6urse the stuff that 3 he d6es 2
/

2is really 
3 c6mplicated1# (of) 

2424. 6-241 K 2wel12
/

2there's 3 s6methlng in there2 / 2that 
they 3 s~y you2 / 2gotta 3w~tch 3/

2or your 
3 shutter 2 speed will be almost 4 st6pped1 # 
3 r~al cold weather 1# (in) 
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There are three more instances of the omission of the of in of course. 
These and the examples above are the only instances ofthe ~ission 
of a preposition. 

A verb or verbal auxiliary: 

1883 5-181 M zyou got a reztainer feezll (have) 
1652 4-475 R zyou a zbunnyzll (are) 
1111 3-22 3 K zall your 3 h6mework done Butch 3/ (is) 
2046 5-356 R zshe that zbigz/za 3 f6oe/ (is) 

533 2-129 K zp~ople living ln themzll (were) 
989 3-115 L zyou gonna play it while we're zh~rezll (are) 

2713 7-100 M zany body want to buy a 3 ticket to the Shrine 
cl.rcuszll (does) 

2339 6-159 P zshe go to 3 b~d3/zalzre'a4dy4 / (did) 

There are only ten of these. All of them are questions with rising 
intonation. The only main verb omitted is a present tense form of 
be, specifically is and are. There are only four unequivocal in­
-;t"ances of the omission of a main verb. 

There, alone or with a form of be, sometimes with an article: 

2759 7-145 R zought to be a lot of 3 deer around there 1# 
(there) 

2423 6-241 R z~dn't 3 be any oilz/ (there) 

1024 3-145 K zno oxygen 3 th~re1 # (there is) 
1088 3-203 K Ztoo many 3 peop1e in one zr6om1# (~ 

were) 
1779 5-103 R zmore 1 / 3 flsh 1# (there are) 
2845 7-225 K zn6zll 3 big zdifference1f-(there is a) 

2358 6-178 K 3 two Of 'em broken downzstairs 1#-( there are) ---
920 3-63 E 3 any zc6m3 ments3

/ (are there) -----

The subject of the sentence: 

82 1- 100 M zcouldn't keep him a3 r6und any more 1# (they) 
382 1-464 R zcan't keep the two zllnesz/zof thought 

zs~parate 1 # (I) 
422 2-38 K zsay you 3are -going 4 6ff the wagonz/ (you) 
690 2-347 K zdepends on where the 3 b6mb landsz/zi 

supzp6sezll (it) 
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1317 4-26 R 3 cltmbed 2U.p 2 / 26n a 2 hH12
/

3 all dressed in 
white 2nightgowns2 I (they) 

1512 4-236 L 2ba.ve to get rid of all 3our stuffed 3 animals 1# 
(we) 

There are 83 instances of the omission of the subject alone from 

the sentence. 

The subject and an auxiliary verb: 

1113 3-224 K 2 show grampa your 2paintings2 ll (did you) 
1287 4-4 M 2having another fight about religio~'i.th 

her 3 sl.ster1# (she is) 
1304 4- 16 K 2got a few more ZUp there1# (they have) 

1333 4-45 K 2been in deep freeze for an 3 h6ur2/ (it has) 

1509 4-235 L 2g6t to get rid of 3 all our stUffed 2ani~a~ 
(we have) 
z---

1577 4-335 K 
3
want some 2h~lp211 (do you) 

1020 3-139 K strain the2 / 3 6xygen out of the 3water 3/ 

(do they) 
z---

2725 7-113 M so dis 2gusted w'ith her 2 / (I was) 
2059 5-388 K 2be back by lsundar/ 2or Jsiturdayl/ (will it) 

3 ---
478 2-89 K squeezed for 3 r~nt 1 # (they~ being) 

There are 101 sentences from which the subject and all or part of 
the verb are missing. 

That the omission of weak-stressed syllables from the begin­
ning of an utterance is a process which actually operates in the lang­
uage seems clear enough from the above examples and particularly 
so in view of the fact that there are instances where the speaker 
supplies the missing material in a further utterance, usually phono­
logically dependent on the first, e. g.: 

1973 5-265 K 2get some money 2back3
/

3t6o2
/

2we 2 sh6uld2 / 

1841 5-150 K 2merged with 2Packard1#1d1dn't 2they2 / 

A response by another speaker sometimes clearly indicates his un­
derstanding that unuttered material was intended and of what it is, 

e. g.: 

1885 5-182 M 2t~ll hl.m2 ll 
1886 5-182 K 21 3 t6ld him2 / 2y~ah1 # 
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As stated before, all the sentences which have no subjects are 
counted as minor sentences. Most of them are independent minor 

sentences, but a few do have a dependence on a nearby major sen­

tence. Some of them are in class A of dependent minor sentences, 

e. g.: 

946 3-76 R lrs the elephant a 2m~mmal2 ll 
L 3y~ah 1 # 

947 3-79 R 2 I'ooks more like a 3hose c'a.rt2
/ 

381 1-463 R 3well I 3wl.ll 1flb'U.t I zca.n't 1# 
382 1-464 R 2 can't keep the two zu:nesz/2 of thought 2 separate1# 

In all of these cases subjects could be supplied from the preceding 

sentence. Several subjectless sentences are in class B, e. g.: 

691 2-347 K lma/be our 2.c6ttage2/ 2buy wasn't too lbad2
/ 

2 if w~ can g~t lout 3 / 2g~t lout in time2 ll 
692 2-349 E 2 gih lout thihelflyeah 1# 

250 1-299 M 2 th~n you2
/

2 turn it l6ver 1# 
251 1-301 E 2 turn it 2 6lverl/ 

Here the material repeated from the preceding sentence is a verb 

phrase. Further examples are cards 2803 and 3298, quoted on P· 
45. Several subjectless sentences are in class D, where the pre­
ceding class C sentence has stopped after the subject and the class 
D sentence supplies the predicate, e. g., card 1746, quoted on P· 48, 
and the following, which adds another verb to a predicate already 
present in the class C sentence: 

618 2-242 R 2 he lsits 2.d6wn and l:J.h2/ 

619 2-24 3 K zplhys lg6lf 1# 

There are three or four independent subjectless sentences be­

ginning with why or why not which are probably elliptical, i.e. • ca­
pable of expansion with a subject, and an auxiliary verb, in most 

cases, e. g.: 

146 1-175 M 2 why hhve a 3scene about it 1# 
1393 4-125 L 2 why w~ar those at 3~11 1 # 

140 1-161 E 2why nbt make a 3deal wl.th he r 1# 
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Should~ would make a major sentence of the first example, and 
do you of the second. Howeve-r, the speaker of the third would be 

more likely to say why don't you, rather than why do you not, so 
expansion of this example would involve further changes. 

2.23 The problem of distinguishing between 

imperative sentences and those which 
have undergone ellipsis of the subject 

A point of considerable interest to the writer is that, with the 
exception of the above sentences beginning with why, a sentence 
which has no subject and whose verb is in the simple form, with the 
possible exception also of those which have rising intonation, e. g.: 
cards 1113, 1577, 1020, 2059, 1885, on p. 54, and 251, on p. 55, 

are indistinguishable in form from the favorite type of imperative 
sentence, e. g., the examples given in IV.2.2l on p. 51 and the fol­

lowing: 

This raises the question as to whether, in conversational English, 
at least, the imperative sentence should be regarded as a separate 

form class. 
That many of the non-imperative sentences are elliptical does 

not offer much help. Because of the presence in the corpus of such 

sentences as: 

3236 8-97 M zyou 3pick ilp y'hurZj3jiink h~re 1#zw'lll you 
pleasezll 

16 54 4-482 L z~ve rybody 3come and 4 s'i.t 3d6wnz/ 

which certainly have an imperative function, all of the subjectless 

sentences which have such a function may be said to be elliptical. 

2.24 A third class of subjectless sentence 

Of even more interest, however, is the presence in the corpus 
of a considerable number of subjectless sentences, with simple-form 
verbs, which have no imperative function whatever and which cannot, 
so it seems to this writer, be safely called elliptical. At least they 
are not elliptical in the sense that there is an unequivocal choice of 
material with which they could be expanded so as to become major 
sentences; further, in most cases, any material which might so ex­
pand them is much more lengthy than one or two weak-stressed syl­
lables, as in all the examples of ellipsis given above. 



Classification of Minor Sentences 57 

Following are the n10st striking examples of these subjectless, 

simple-verb, non-imperative, non-elliptical sentences. Here the 

contexts, because most of them are quite long, are given in paren­

theses without the suprasegmental indications. 

1711 5-56 (L-reading from a schoolbook-'Would you 
like to spend a summer with the Pruitts ?' What? 
With the fish, with fishing nets all cluttered all 
over the beach? No.) 
E zget your fOod at the 4 supermarket1#znot out 

of the 3 seaz/ 

493 2-99 (K Could have used Community National Bank, 
or Northwest National Bank, Suburban North 

National Bank, something.) 
K zkeep the word Des 3PLHnes out of itz/ 

537 2-131 (M We used to go in all of them. K People 
living in them? M No, not people living in 
them. E Where? M Empty houses. E Where?) 
M 3 6h1 zuike the 3 crystal 6ff 3/ 3 the chande31iers 

3
11 

3 and 3 stufe/ 
529 2-125 (R We didn't peek in the windows, we went right 

into the house.) 
M zwalk 3 in1 # 

589 2-192 (R Whq.t do you want another Rambler for? K Not 

another one.) 
K zsell the 3 6ld 6ne1 # 

688 2-346 (R Well, what'll we do if we have a war?) 
M zjump in the 3 la:ke 3/ 

780 2-466 (E Where are they going to go?) 
K zjust get a3way from the blg 3 cityz/ 

781 2-466 (M The hinterlands.) 
M <:pitch a 3 t~nt 1 # 

2915 7-290 K zscare ll.ttle 3 chlldren1 # 1M<irgaret1# (Comment 

on a picture of M, in which she looks a fright.) 

237 3 6-190 (K I got an old folding Kodak my father had. I've 

been down in the basement, cleaning my dark­
room out.) 
K zget 3 rid of that darn thing 1#Zput it 3 right bn 

3 t6p 1# 
2223 6-68 (K Oh, yeah, you can get a lot of work done if 

you want to pay for it, sure.) 
zput our 3 pier l.n3

/ 
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From the presence of these sentences in the corpus, it seems 

to this writer, that in spoken English, at any rate, there is not a 
formal class of sentences that can be labeled 'imperative' (or 'com­

mand' or 'request,' as some grammars have it). There is a for­

mal class of sentence, the one under discussion here, which has no 

subject and whose verb is in the simple form. It simply mentions 
an action, without specifying the doer of the action or saying any­
thing about the action's tense or aspect. The hearer of the sentence 
receives information, not from the form of the sentence, but from 
its context or its lexical content as to whether he or anyone is to 
perform the action mentioned. 

In the examples just given, it seems clear that the speaker does 

not intend the action mentioned to be performed at all. The follow­

ing examples are descriptions of procedures, which somebody may 
perform, but certainly not the hearers: 

2469 6-326 R zcrawford to zGracezll zhalf1 #3 quarter of a 
zbl6ckz/~est on Grace turn 3 l~ft 3/zinto an 
zalleyzll zfor a quarter ofz/zbf a zbl6ckzlzthen 

turn rightZ I z l.nto a3 n6ther alleyz I zand uhz I 
zsee if you can find our gar 1age1# 

In the foregoing example the speaker is describing the route he will 
take to drive home. When the hearers visit him, they park their 
car in front in the street. If they found our garage, they would not 
be able to get their car in it. --

1910 5-209 K zit's got a.z;zit's not 3 n~wZfZthey had it in 
the model 3TZIZset your 3 thr6ttle3lzandzl 
Ztake your fOot off thezlzp~dalzll zandzlzgo 

withZ6ut anyzlzpressure on your 3 f6ot toZI 
zto ride these 3 turnpikes 1# 

1975 5-271 R 3 tunezlzm6tor 1#zsluggish and 3 r6ughz/znine 

seventy zfl.ve 1# 

In this last example the speaker is reading from an automobile re­
pair bill, describing work which has already been done. The pro­
priety of calling these sentences • imperative' seems very dubious. 

All these observations are prompted by the fact that the writer 
had at first intended to class imperative sentences, since they are 
so generally accepted as being 'complete,' as major sentences, but 
because of the border-line cases like the last three just cited, 
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found it difficult to draw the line between imperative and non-im­
perative sentences when they are thus formally indistinguishable. 

A propos of the suggestion that the subjectless sentence, or 

verbal phrase, merely mentions an action, and that this action is 

not always to be performed by the hearer, it should be noted that 

the corpus also has nominal and adjectival phrases which request 

action, or abstention from action: 

1330 4-42 R zjilst a 1dr6p or tw6 Ken1# 
1686 5-23 R zjust a zs~cond1 # 
3116 7-525 K zHghts1# (after showing slides in a darkened 

room) 

3012 7-381 E 4 n6 3 f1ghting pleasezll 
1124 3-232 E zl6uder 1# 

and, of course, not all nominal or adjectival phrases have an im­
perative function. Thus, there would seem to be some parallelism 
between verbal and other phrases in this respect. 1 

2. 3 Other types of independent minor sentence 

The remaining 29 per cent of the independent minor sentences 

are uttered in a variety of sifuations and for a variety of purposes. 

The commands or requests consisting of nominal or adjectival 
phrases have just been noticed above. Another nominal phrase 
functions as an o_ffer: 

Seven minor sentences are uttered as the speaker reads them 
from written matter, e. g.: 

453 2-63 M 4T~xaco 1 #3 C!ties 3 S~rvice1 # (from a 
balloon) 

3257 8-126 R 3 fabulous story of Port Charzl6tte1# (from 

a brochure) 

A very few minor sentences are constructions which are ac­
cepted literary patterns, e. g.: 

2651 7-27 R 3 6h3
/

3 for zsummer again'# 
261 1-312 E zthe larger the 3 c6rpusz/zthe 3 b~tter 1 # 
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There are about forty utterances consisting solely of exclama­
tions generally consisting of items which occur only in this use 

(e. g., gosh), or of terms of address, e. g.: 

1540 4-267 L zDaddyz/ 

3187 8-51 p 3 Llndazll 

2953 7-322 P 4M6therz/ 
2148 6-11 K 3n6Z/3n61# 
2866 7-249 M zmy 3g6sh1# 1you 1p1g1 # 
908 3-52 E 36h zyou 3bad zgirl1 # 

2597 6-502 E z6h1# 46h4 /zmy 3g6shz/ 

There are six uses of the expression thanks as the head of the 

construction or by itself. 
Four minor sentences consist of constructions beginning with 

how about or what about: 

1327 4-30 
18 33 5-139 

1757 5-90 

915 3-58 

K zh6w about your 3chicken llvers1# 
M zyeah but what about Chrysler's buying 

American 3M6torsz/ 
E 3 yeahz/zand how about Mlster B 0 W I 3E3/ 

zwho invented this 3knHe1# 
E zhow about those 3 ln~ian c1iibs 1# 

A considerable number of minor sentences are uttered as slides 
are shown on a screen. The operator announces the subject of the 
picture usually with a noun or nominal phrase, e. g.: 

3078 7-467 K 3 hamburgers 1 #z6ut in the zyard that day111 

3026 7-395 K 3 thls oneZfZKaren's 3 wedding 1# 

3079 7-469 K 3 marshmallows 1# 
3057 7-245 K zthe 3 g1rls' yard1#3 rizver in the 3 background1# 

The viewers reply with adjectives or adjective phrases, e. g.: 

2971 7-340 R 3 16vely1# 
2908 7-283 R 4very 3nice1# 
2954 7-324 E zve3 ry 3 nice 1# 
2932 7-302 E zvery 3 g6od 1# R 3 v~ry g6od1 /f 
3109 7-516 R 3 very zg6od 1 # 

There are a few exclamatory minor sentences beginning with 
what or how, e. g.: 
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1819 5-129 M 2h6w re2v6lting1# 
3272 8-157 R 2gee2

/
2what a 3 h6rrid l6oking2 / 2bunch of1# 

2octoge3 n<lrians in1/
3 

')QOO{XxxxxXxxXXXXXX1# 

A few questions consist of an interrogative, e. g.: 

1613 4-423 L 2wMt2 ll 
853 3-18 L 3 n61#4why1# 

61 

About thirty minor sentences are adjacent to major ones uttered 

by the same speaker and seem to be some sort of comment on it, 

but they are not dependent upon the major sentence in any of the 

ways described, e. g.: 

3313 8-205 M 3 6h 2dear 1# 3 y6u know I'm on the 3wagon 

Dear2
/

2n6w 3 I'm 3 6ff2 / 2all my reso3 lu­
tions1# 

1545 4-279 R 3 much 2g6od may it d6 her2 / 3 seven 2 angels
1
# 

1with seven 2churches1# 

In the study of ellipsis above, only sentences were mentioned 

where a minor item could be supplied which would not change the 

construction, or there plus a form of be, or the subject, or the sub-
-- - 45 

ject and part of the ver) phrase. There are also in the corpus . 
minor sentences which could be expanded to major sentences, With­

out in any way changing their function in the discourse, if they were 
supplied with both a subject and a complete verb. In every case the 
verb need be no more than a form of be, and the subject could be ~ 
pronoun. For instance, 23 of these minor sentences would be maJor 

ones if the speaker had troubled to begin them with~ or 0 ~· 
e. g.: 

2301 6- 129 

464 2-74 

3325 8-221 

M 2 r1ght up 3 here 2
/

2at the 3 c6rner 1# 

K 3 pe rfect 1 # 
M 2 n6t too 3 Lite 2 I 

P d th th t ' ( ) th etc., would make major repose ~~· ~ ~ , are --=.y_, 
sentences of the remaining 22. 

The rest of the independent minor sentences, about 20, stand 
. tl at the alone by thernsclvcs. They are not elliptical in the sense 1 

hearer can readily supply for himself one or two syllables of gram­
matical material, as in all the cases of minor sentences regarded 
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above as elliptical. Most of these are noun phrases. A topic is 
offered for consideration, without comment, e. g.: 

321 1-374 E 2well2 / 2because 3first 2you have to be a 

Ca3 nadian2 / 2 see2 Jlqu6ta and stfiff1# (The 

last phonological phrase here constitutes 
the minor sentence which is the example.) 

350 1-410 M 3 all 2these 3Swedes3/ 2 in Alsace-Lor3 raine2
/ 

(This follows a sentence which declares that 
the Scandinavians really got around.) 

75 1-91 E 3well 1/Pall 2He3ming~ay stories 2
/ (This 

follows a sentence which declares that a par­

ticular Hemingway story ended rather incon­

clusively.) 
1323 4-34 M 2 a hundred 3 years ago1# (This follows a 

description by the senior speaker of some­
thing his father had witnessed in his youth.) 

Note 

1. These remarks concerning subjectless sentences have al­
ready been presented, in a more condensed form, in the writer's 
'The Classification of Imperative Sentences in English,' Studies in 
Linguistics, 17 ( 1963), p. 23. 



V. CONCLUSION 

How valid any conclusions may be as to the language practices 
of all the speakers of the English language, if such conclusions are 
based only on a comparatively small corpus of material taken from 
a very small, homogeneous group, may well be questioned. Even 

how representative these speakers are of any of the larger social 
groups to which they belong can only be guessed at. However, the 

totality of the speakers of a language is made up of just such small 
groups, and only a study of all of them can inform us of the habits 
of the speakers as a whole. A study of only one group, then, is at 

least a part of the beginning. 
We have seen that for the present group of speakers, the major 

sentence is, indeed, the favorite type, but that the minor sentence 
does have the importance ascribed to it by Curme and Hall. How­
ever, popular notions that casual discourse consists almost entirely 
of minor sentences and fragments are disproved, as far as the ca_su­

al discourse of this group of speakers is concerned. Hall's imag_
1

-

nary conversation, where the minor sentence outnumbers the maJor 
one in a proportion of five to three, seems to be far from repre­
senting the actual proportion of minor sentences in everyday spe~ch. 

Th t
. . f education 

e ques Ion has been raised as to whether degree o 
, ·n casual 

would affect the frequency of one s use of minor sentences I 
discourse. Judging by the functions of the minor sentences as re-

1 d . th h . . . that it would vea e 1n e present study, t e wr1ter is of the op1n1on 
not, but only an investigation of the habits in this respect of groups 
of speakers, each group of a different level of education, could re­

liably answer this question. . 
How truly useful to the composition teacher the present investi­

gation may be is open to doubt on two counts. One would think that 
more reliable results for this purpose could be obtained from a group 

of students who are actually taking composition courses or from _a 
group of persons of the same age level and degree of education, 

1
£, 

· d d d t" · . . · or sentence In ee e uca Ion IS a factor uuluencing the use of the min 
in speech. The contributions of the two children in the present 
group does not constitute very much of the corpus and has not _bee~ 
studied separately. The other consideration is that conversation 15 
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a dialogue, an interplay between at least two speakers, while the 
composition is a monologue. Since nearly half of the minor sentences 
are dependent on major ones and many of the latter are uttered by 

another speaker, one might expect that a monologue would contain 

fewer minor sentences. Fortunately, there are several monologues 

in the corpus consisting of narratives by a single speaker with only a 
few interruptions from the listeners. Examination of these mono­
logues does indeed reveal very few minor sentences in them. One of 
the monologues, by M, begins at 8-233. It consists of 23 major sen­
tences, most of them very long, and only three minor ones. There 
are also two fragments of the false-start type, where the item is im­
mediately corrected and the sentence is then carried to conclusion. 

One of these has been cited, card 3335, on p. 34. At the beginning 

of this monologue there are several interruptions from another 

speaker, who is disputing the facts. One of the minor sentences is 
in response to this second speaker. Otherwise there are no utter­
ances from other speakers, not even of the attention-signal type, 
except for the good grief on card. 3356 on p. 31. which comes at a 
climactic moment in the narrative and is really more than an atten­
tion signal. 

In another monologue by the same speaker, beginning at 5-462, 
there are twelve major sentences, many of them very long, one 

false-start fragment, and three minor sentences, two of which are 
subjectless sentences due to ellipsis, and one a comment on a pre­
ceding sentence. This last is on card 2113, cited on p. 4 7. 

A monologue by R, beginning at 4-374, contains nine major sen­
tences of great length. There is no minor sentence, unless a short 
passage of unintelligible material contains one. There is only one 
utterance from another speaker during this discourse, this utterance 
being a minor sentence of class D. The original speaker repeats 
this utterance, which is the conclusion he had intended to give to one 
of his own clauses, and continues. 

In another monologue by the same speaker, beginning at 4-70, 

there are 13 major sentences and two minor ones, both subjectless 

sentences due to ellipsis. During this recitation there are no utter­
ances from any other speaker. 

A narrative by K, beginning at 4-58, contains nine major sen­
tences and two minor sentences, of which one is subjectless due to 
ellipsis. A monologue by R, beginning at 3-274, contains eleven 
rnajor sentences, and one minor sentence of class E, card 1158 on 

p. 49. There are no utterances from other speakers here. The 
series of sentences beginning on card 1159, cited on p. 28, is from 
this monologue. 
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If the spoken language habits of composition students are any­
thing like those revealed by the present corpus, it would seem that, 
since major sentences constitute such a large proportion of their 

patterns, they are well prepared by their speaking habits to form 

such sentences in writing, particularly because the major sentence 

almost crowds out the minor one in monologue. The problem, then, 
would be one of relegating the minor sentence to the very limited 
use which is permitted in formal writing. 

Of further use to the composition teacher would be a continuation 
of the study begun here of the frequency and kinds of non- coincidence 
of primary and secondary indications of linkage between phonological 
phrases. Habits in this sphere would affect the student's segmenta­

tion of his own written continuum into sentences. Another study of 

great interest, also useful to the composition teacher, which is 
hardly hinted at here, would be a study of the well-formedness, from 

the literary standpoint, of the major sentences in a corpus such as 
this one. Some, probably a relatively small proportion of the major 
sentences uttered here would not be acceptable constructions in 
formal writing, e. g.: 

3531 8-485 M 2but 3w~ 2 g6t thls2 / 2befbre we ever 3started 
our freshman year 1# 1this book we made up 

our minds abbut our 1c6urses 1# 

Incidentally, this is a··beautiful example of extension of contour by a 
monotone pitch morpheme, as described on p. 19. Description of 

h 11 · 1 · . d 5 would also t e co oqu1a maJor-sentence patterns menbone on P· 
be useful. 

To sum up briefly the actual results of the present study, it 
shows that the major sentences are major in two respects: t~e fre­
quency of their occurrence, and the dependence of half the mlnor 

h 
. "d t be the back-sentences on t em. The maJor sentence can be sa1 o 

bone of spoken, as well as written, discourse in English. The_ ex-. 

1 
. . hieved lD sp1te 

amp es g1ven on p. 34£. ofmaJor sentences which are ac 

f b · · l . eat urge on o e1ng 1n errupted by other maJor sentences show a gr 
the part of speakers to form such sentences in spite of obstacles. 

Tl 
· ken cornrnu-

le m1nor sentences have all the importance in sp 0 . 

nication which Curme and Hall ascribe to them. By being in mln~r 
f th . ces wh1ch orrn, e sentences 1n class A of dependent minor senten ' 
could be made major sentences by repeating material already utter<"d, 
spare the hearer the ennui of hearing such repetition, and the lack of 
repetition makes the new idea stand out more clearly. The sentences 
in class B consist of repetition of material from the preceding 
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sentence. Repetition of more material from this sentence would make 
the class B sentence a major sentence. This major sentence would 
then simply be a verbatim repetition of the preceding sentence and 
the whole function of the class B sentence, which is to highlight by 
repetition only a small part of the preceding sentence, would be lost. 

The sentences in classes C and D combine to form major sentences, 

and some of those in class D are intended as the continuation of a 
major sentence. Some sentences in class E announce what the topic 
of the following major sentence is going to be. The minor sentence 
on card 1678, quoted on p. 49, for instance, could be expanded to a 
major sentence by putting it in the form, 'Now I am going to talk 
about Courage Cove,' which would scarcely be an improvement over 
its present form. It is true that some of the sentences in class E 
owe their existence to confusion of some type, as in the case of the 
one on ca.rd 427, where there is an interruption, and on cp.rd 1335, 
where the speaker got into too many intricacies, as well as suffering 
an interruption. Both of these sentences are also quoted on p. 49. 

The greatest proportion of the independent minor sentences are 
the subjectless ones. Of these, the 'commands' are regarded as full 
sentences by Bloomfield and are perfectly acceptable in any kind of 
discourse. 'Commands' may also be uttered in major sentence form, 
as is the one on card 3236, cited on p. 56, and it seems there must 
be a certain advantage in having a variety of ways in which to tell 

people to do things. It has to be admitted that there is nothing much 

to say in favor of the sentence which is subjectless because of the el­
lipsis of initial weak-stressed syllables. The amount of breath saved 
is negligible, but it seems to contribute a comfortable air of infor­
mality. Minor sentences of other types also serve as indicators of 
-or perhaps responses to- the degree of formality of the occasion: 
'Thanks,' instead of 'I thank you,' 'More peanuts?' instead of 'Will 
you have more peanuts?' and so forth. The advantage of replies like 
'yes' and 'no' instead of full repetitions of the statements affirmed 
or negated hardly needs mentioning, and, of course, there is hardly 
any other way to call a person than by uttering a minor sentence con­
sisting of his name or appellation. 

Apart from any practical applications one might see for it, it is 
hoped that this study has some value simply in showing the relative 
frequency of major and minor sentences and in what it has brought 
out concerning the various forms and functions of the minor sentence 
in living speech. 

. .. 
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