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INTRODUCTION

A theory of parsing must explain how sentences are processed. Speci-
fically, it must explain how a serially presented surface string is ana- "
lyzed into its underlying representation. Two central components ofithe * -
underlying representation include (a) a specification of how any partic-
ular constituent is configured with other constituents, which we refer
to as syntactic attachment; and (b) an assignment of semantic roles to
constituents, which we refer to as thematic role assignment. This rep-
resentation for a sentence generally specifies what goes with what in
a sentence, as well as the semantic relations holding between one con-
stituent and another. Constructing this representation under the limits
imposed by the serial order of a sentence string constitutes a large part
of what is required to read and understand a sentence.

Consider the two parse trees shown in Figure 11.1. These trees con-
sist of the same constituents, but they differ in how the constituents
attach into the tree. In the first case, clearly attaches to the sentence
node (8), and in the second case it attaches to the verb phrase node
(VP). Does this have any consequences? Certainly. The point of syntac-
tic attachment constrains the possible thematic roles that a constituent
can fill. In the example, when clearly is attached to S, it fills the role

“of a parenthetical comment of the speaker; when it is attached to VP,

it modifies the verb, specifying the manner in which the writing was
done (Jackendoff, 1972). Of course, constraints in the other direction
may also hold. That is, the thematic role that a constituent is to fill will

231







