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VP inversion and aspect in written texts*

Gregory L. Ward — Betty J. Birner

Introduction

While the syntax of English inversion constructions has been Lhe recent
subject of considerable debate (c.g., Levin 1985; Green 1985; Bres-
nan — Kanerva 1989; Levine 1989; Culicover — Rochemont [in press], inter
alia), far less altention has been paid to the pragmalics of these construc-
tions. Nolable exceptions include” Green (1980, 1982) and Hartvig-
son — Jukobscn (1974), who posit a number of discourse functions for the
various types of inversion. Common to all work on inversion with which
we are familiar, however, is the assumption that inverled sentences and
their canonical word order counterparts are semantically equivalent. That
is, as Green (1980: 582) notes, there scems to be no truth-conditional
difference belween an inversion and its canonical word order variant.
Nonectheless, we have discovered a non-truth-conditional asymmetry be-
tween certain types of inversion and their subject-verb-object (SVO)
counterparts.' These inversions, in which a VP appears in sentence-initial
posilion, are literary in nature and particularly characteristic of journal-
istic prose (Green 1982: 134—139). In certain contexls, these inversions
permit an interpretation not shared by the corresponding SVO variants.
Consider (1a) and (1b) in the following conlext:

¢)) In the last few weeks before yesterday’s final vote in Washing-
ton, many Scnators changed their posilions on the new income

tax proposal.

a. Senator Jones of Ohio was voling in favor of the bill.

b. Voting in favor of the bill was Senator Jones of Ohio.
_c. ‘Senator Jones of Ohio voled in favor of the bill’

* We would like 1o thank David Dowty for many uscful discussions of the issucs raiscd
in this paper and, in particular, for supggesting the Gricean approach adopted hcrein.
We are also indebled to Beth Levin, Bradley Pritchett, and Richard Sproat for helpful
comments. Finally, we would like to thank Georgia Green for her much-appreciated
insights info the syntax, scmantics and pragmalics of inversion consiructions, which
have inspircd this and related work. As always, all errors are ours alone.
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From the SVO variant (1a) one could plausibly infer that the completed,
or perfective, inlerpretation in 1c does not hold (e. g., that Senator Jones
changed his mind and ultimately voted against the bill). From the inver-
sion in 1D, on the other hand, one could rcasonably infer that Scenalor
Jones did in Tact vote {or the bill in question. In this paper we investigale
the nature of this asymmetry. We argue that the aspectual asymmetry
Hlustrated in (1) is the result of a syntactic constraint on inversion
interacting with neo-Griccan pragmatic principles.

Previous studies

As noled by Benncll —Partee (1972); Dowly (1979); and Stunp (1985),
inter alia, a sentence in the past progressive, unlike the preterit, docs nol
neeessarily entail perfectiveness.? Consider, for example, the accomplish-
ment predicale in (2):

(2)  a. Sixteen-ycar-old Johnny Smith swam across Lake Michigan
yesterday.
b. Sixlcen-year-old Johnny Smith was swimming across Lake
Michigan yesterday.

Ifitis truc that Johnny Smith swam across Lake Michigan, then it follows
that at some interval he was swinuning across Lake Michigan. However,
the entailiment is unidirectional in that (2b) does not entail (2a): Unlike
(2a), (2b) can receive an imperfective interpretation, i. e, that Johnny did
not swim completely across the lake. That non-completion of the swim
in question contradicts (2a) but is consistent with (2b) can be seen in (3):

(3)  a. Sixteen-ycar-old Johnny Smith swam across Lake Michigan
yesterday. 4 Unfortunately, he got caught in a bad storm and
never made it to the other side.

b. Sixteen-year-old Johnny Smith was swimming across Lakc
Michigan yesterday. Unfortunately, he got caught in a bad
storm and never made it to the other side.

The oddness of (3a) results from the perfectiveness of the preleril con-
tradicting the subsequent asserlion of imperfectiveness; with the past
progressive in (3b) there is no entailment of perlectiveness and thus no
contradiction of the subsequent assertion,

Correspondingly, a subsequent assertion of perfectiveness is redundant
only in the case of the preterit, as illustrated in (4):
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(4)  a. Sixteen-year-old Johnny Smith swam across Lake Mic!ligan
yesterday. 4 In fact he made it all the way (o the other side.

b. Sixtecn-year-old Johnny Smith was swimming across Lake

Michigan yesterday. In fact he made it all the way (o the other

side.

In (4a), the assertion of completion in the sccond cla_\usc_ is rcdund.ant
given the preceding preterit. In (4b), however, completion is not entailed
by the past progressive, hence no redundancy. In f{act, use of the past
progressive may license an inference of non-completion, as in (1a) above

and the following exchange:

(5) A: Lately, many high school students have been auem.pling ridic-
ulous stunts to impress their friends. Yesterday, sixteen-ycar-
old Johnny Smith of Martinsville was swimming across Lake
Michigan.

B: How [lar did he get before he gave up?

In (5), B infers that Johnny did not in fact complete his swin} across the
lake. Thus, we can conclude that the progressive and preterit sentences
in the above examples stand in a unidirectional entailment relation.
Given this relation, the imperfective interpretation associated with the
pasi progressive can ‘be accounted for pragmatically, as @ case of con-
versational implicature involving Grice's (1975, 1978) maxim of Quantity.
Under this view, a speaker’s use of a “weaker” or less informaltive form
can implicale that (the proposition associaled with) a “stronger” or more
informative form is falsc, unknown, or otherwise inappropriate (c. Horn
1972, 1984; McCawley 1978; Gazdar 1979; Dowly 1979; Hirschberg 1?85;
inter alia). Such an approach is taken by Stump (1985) in his analysis of
the perfect tense. Stump argues that a relation of multual cnlailmc.nt holds
between the perfect tense, illustrated in (Ga), and the preterit (ensc,

iltustrated in (0b):

(6)  a. John has seen Mary.
b. John saw Mary.

In Stump’s theory, the two tenses have identical truth condilions. and
differ only pragmatically, with the additional interpretation associated
with the perfect tense being analyzed as a casc of generalized conversa-
tional implicature. Citing McCawley’s (1978) “principle of less linguistic
effort”, Stump claims (hat a speaker’s use of the “more effortlul” (6a)
will implicate that the “less effortful” (but equally truthful) (6b) does not
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apply.® Given the greater structural and semantic complexity of the
perfect tense, it is argued that its use will implicate inapplicability of the
preterit. As stump (1985: 233) puts it, “somconc using a present perlect
sentence like [6a] conversationally imiplicates that sfhe has a reason for
not using the corresponding preterit {6b), namely that John’s sccing Mary
happened during some cxlended now which is especially salient.”

The pragmalic approach to tense and aspect outlined in Stump 1985
can be straightforwardly extended to cover the past progressive/preteril
alternation discusscd carlicr. However, unlike the mutual entailment re-
lation which holds between the perfect and the preterit, we have scen
that the entailment relation between the past progressive and the preterit
is unidircctional. Given this rclation, the use of the past progressive can
gencrate a conversational implicature involving Horn’s (1984) lower-
bounding “Q-Principle”: “Make your contribution sufficicnt; say as much
as you can.” From this principle, it follows that the use of the relatively
marked, morphologically more complex progressive Q-implicates that the
less marked and morc informative preterit does not hold. Thus, a speak-
er’s use of the past progressive — in an environment where the preterit
form is structurally possible — can implicate that the use of the less
marked, i.c., preterit, form is inappropriate. In the case of (2b) above,
use of the past progressive can thus induce an imperfective interpretation,
given the existence of the “competing” preterit form in (2a).

Aspectual asymmetry and inversion

Now we arc in a position to address the question poscd at the. outsct
regarding the aspectual asymmetry illustrated in conncction with (1)
above. That is, why docs the inverted past progressive in (1b) scem to
allow a perfective interpretation, while the corresponding SVO progres-
sive in 1a does not? The answer lies in the fact that, unlike the SVO
progressive, (he inverted variant has no preterit form with which it can
“compete”, and Uierefore lacks the implicature of imperfectiveness iden-
tifiable with the SVO progressive. Consider (7) —(8): -

(7) a. Pennsylvania was among six stales lo boycolt Sovict-made
vodka in protest of the Soviet attack, Liquor Control Board
officials said yesterday ... Joining Pennsylvania in the boycott
of the Soviet-made vodka in state liquor stores were Alabama,
lowa, Ohio, New Hampshirc and West Virginia.
[ Philadelphia Inquirer, p. 1 — A, 9/8/83]
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b. *Join(ed) Pennsylvania in the boycott of the Soviet-made vodka
in stale liquor stores (did) Alabama, lowa, Ohio ...

(8) a. Alabama, lowa, Ohio, New Hampshire and West Virginia
were joining Pennsylvania in the boycott of the Sovict-made
vodka in state liquor slores.

b. Alabama, Iowa, Ohio, New Hampshire and West Virginia
joined Pennsylvania in the boycott of the Sovict-made vodka
in slate liquor slores.

Here we sce that while the past progressive and prelerit forms compele
in the SVO examples in (8), such competition is ruled oul on syntactic
grounds in the case of inversion, since the preterit does not undergo
inversion (cf. [7b]).* Therefore, no implicature of imperfectiveness is
generated with the participial inversion, since there is no “less marked”
perfective inverted form with which the progressive could compete.® As
a result, the progressive inversion is free Lo reccive cither a perfective or
an imperfective interpretation, as evidenced by (9):

9) Joining Pennsylvania in the boycott of the Sovict-made vodka
in state liquor stores were Alabama, lowa, Ohio, New Hamp-
shire and West Virginia ...

a. ... unlil the national liquor lobby intervened, preventing
them from actually initiating any boycott.
b. ... for a total of six states involved in the boycott.

The [clicitous final phrases in (9a)—(9b) demonstrale that the inverted
participle is “perfectively neutral” in the sense that neither a perfective
nor an imperfective interpretation is induced by virtue of the progressive’s
form or (semanlic) meaning alonc. This obscrvation is consistent with
Stump’s (1985: 261) analysis of the progressive as simply a predicative
construction consisting of a copula and a present participle phrase.®

Interestingly, we find that even when the progressive is anomalous in
canonical word order, the corresponding inverted progressive is noncthe-
less possible. Consider the SVO past progressive in (10):

10) There were only classes of people in 18th century France: the
very rich and the very poor. #Over 97% of the population
was flalling into the latter category.

As Dowly (1979) and Stump (1985), inter alia, have argued, the anomaly
of participles like that in (10) can be altributed to semantico-pragmatic
factors. Given the complete temporal overlap of the progressive and the
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prelerit for stative predicales, there is nothing that one form conveys
which is not also conveyed by the other. In Hornian terms, then, there
is nothing for the more complex and marked progressive to convey which
the preterit doesn’t convey as well, hence the infelicity of employing the
morc marked form. However, consider the inverted stative progressive in

(1):

(11) a. Falling somewhere in a category between Einstein’s theory and
sand Mcas — difficult to sce but undeniably there, nevertheless
— is the tropical ‘city’ of Islandia, a string of offshore islands
that has almost no residents, limited access and an unlimited
future. (Brown Corpus 47 1744)
b. ‘The tropical “city” of Islandia ... falls somewherc in a calegory
between Einstein's theory and sand fleas ...’

Here, the stative idiom fall into a category can felicilously appear as an
inverted progressive, as in (11a), with the interpretation of (11b). Such
an inlerpretation ariscs in the absence of an inverted simple [orm with
which the inverted participle in (11a) could compete. Again, we sec that
inverted progressives correspond to both the SVO simple present and the
SVO progressive lorms; inverted slative predicates are different only in
thal one of the two corresponding SVO forms is ruled out on independent
pragmatic grounds.”

Similarly, when the simple form is deviant in SVO order, as in (12a),
the corresponding inversion may nonetheless be well-formed (12b) and
reccive a progressive interpretation (12¢):

(12) a. #Many Chicago businessmen learn Japanese this summer.
b.  Learning Japancsc lhis summe are many Chicago business-
men, :
c.  ‘Many Chicago businessmen are learning Japancse this sum-
mer.’

In fact, it is consistently the case that given a well-formed SVO simple
present, preterit, or progressive predicate, there exists a corresponding
and semantically equivalent inverted progressive. Thus, we conclude that
the abscnce of a Hornian Q-implicature associaled with inverted pro-
gressives ariscs from the absence of a competing inverted simple form.
This, in turn, follows from a synlaclic constraint in English on inversion,
to which we now turn.
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The syntax of VP inversion -

We have scen that the interpretation of inverted progressive VPs follows
naturally from independently motivated pragmalic principles, given that
progressives may undergo inversion while verbs in the simple present and
preterit tenses may not. The question remaining, then, is why the simple
forms do not occur in inversions. We claim that this restriction follows
from a general syntactic constraint allowing VP inversion only when
auxiliary be is present.® Consider the paradigm in (13)—(15):

(13)

John Smith swam across the Atlantic.

John Smith was swimming across the Atlantic.

. *Swam/swim across the Atlantic (did) John Smith.
[. Swimming across the Atlantic was John Smith.

ee o

(14) a. John Smith runs a mile every morning.

John Smith is running a mile every morning.

. *Run(s) a milc every morning (does) Jolin Smith.
Running a mile every morning is John Smith.

oo

&

(15) a. John with will win the diving competition.
' b. John Smith will be winning the diving competition.
c. *Win the diving competition will John Smith.
d.  Winning the diving competition will be John Smith.

Heic, we sce that the preterit in (13c), the present in (14c), and the future
in (15¢) all lack auxiliary be, and are thus excluded from inversion
contexts. All of the corresponding progressive scntences (13d)—(15d), on
the other hand, do contain auxiliary be and are fully grammatical.
However, it is not the case that all auxiliary verbs allow inversion.
Consider the examples of auxiliary have in (16):

(16) a. John Smith has run a mile every morning.
b. John Smith has been running a mile cvery morning.
¢. *Run a mile every morning has Joln Smith.
d. Running a mile every morning has been John Smith.

Here we see that the auxiliary verb fave does not license the inversion of
the VP in the perfect tense (16c). Thus, on the basis of such examples,
we conclude that the presence of auxiliary be is both a necessary and a
sufficient condition for grammatical VP inversion.’

An apparent counterexample to our claim that the presence of auxiliary
be is sufficient lo allow VP inversion is provided in (17):
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(17) a. #Being over 6 feet tall was John Smith.
b. #John Smith was being over 6 feet tall.

Given the prescuce ol auxiliary be in (17a), why is it nonctheless ill-
formed? We maintain that the source of the deviance of (17a) is pragmalic
rather than syntactic. Consider again the inverted stative present participle

in (18):

(18) a. Falling somewhere in a category between Einstein’s thcory
and sand fleas — difficult to sec bul undeniably there, nev-
crihieless — is the tropical ‘city’ of Islandia, a string of
offshore islands that has almost no residents, limited access
and an unlimited future, [= 12a]

b. #The tropical ‘city’ of Islandia, a string of offshore islands
that has almos( no residents, limited access and an unlimited
future, is falling somewhere in category between Einstein’s
theory and sand fleas — difficult to sce but undeniably there,
nevertheless.

Recall that Stump (1985) and Dowty (1979) analyze SVO stalive predi-
cates such as (17b) and (18b) as pragmatically deviant. Iowcver, the
inverted VP in (17a) is deviant while that in (18a) is not. Again, the
difference can be atlributed to the presence of a “competing form” for
the inversion in (17a), namely the AdjP inversion in (19):

(19) Over 6 feet tall was John Smith.

That is, given the complete temporal overlap of the progressive in (17a)
and the preterit in (19), there is no rcason for a spcaker to use the more
complex and marked progressive form in (17a) given the existence of the

simple preterit in (19). However, in the case of (18a), there cxists no less -

marked or less complex inverted form for the inversion to compete with,
hence no infelicity arises from ils usc.' Thus, we conclude that the
infelicity of (17a) docs not counter our claim that auxiliary be is a
necessary and sulficicnt condition for grammatical VP inversion,

We have argucd that the aspectual asymmetry found in connection

wilh inverted progressives is the result of there being no inverted simple
form with which the inverted progressive can compete. When competing
inverted forms are possible, then aspectual symmetry obtains between
SVO and inversion. Consider the passives in (20).

(20) a. John Smith was driven out of office.
b. John Smith was being driven out of office.
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c. Driven out of office was John Smith,
d. Being driven out of officc was John Smith.

Here, the presence of auxiliary be licenses the inversion of both the simple
passive VP (as in [20]) and the passive progressive VI (as in [20d]). As a
result, these two inverted forms compele in the same way as do the
corresponding SVO passives (20a) — (20b), and we therefore find the samc
implicature of imperflectiveness in the inverted progressive in (20d) that
we found in connection with the SVO progressive in (5). As an example
of this implicature in the casc of inverted passives, consider the discourses
m (21):

(21) a. Last year’s crop failure bankrupted a number of farmers in
California’s Central Valley. Being forced (o sell his farm was
64-year-old Sam Gustafson of Bakersflicld. Fortunately, he in-
herited a great deal of money and didn’t have to seli after all.

b. Last year's crop failure bankrupted a number ol farmers in
California’s Central Valley. Forced to sell his farm was 64-year-
old Sam Gustafson of Bakersfield. # Fortunately, he inherited
a great deal of money and didn’t have to scll after all.

As was the case for SVO word order, the competition between the inverted
progressive and simple forms in (21) licenses the inference in (21a) that
Farmer Gustafson did not in fact end up sclling the farm. An imperfeetive
interpretation in (21b), however, is infelicitous in the context of the
inverted (non-progressive) passive. Thus what would otherwise be a
puzzling exception to the asymmetry displayed by inverted progressives
is straightforwardly accounted for.

Conclusion

In this paper we have argucd that the aspectual asymmetry between
inverted and SVO progressives is the result of an interaction between a
syntactic constraint and neo-Gricean pragmatic principles. Specifically,
we have shown that VPs can invert only around auxiliary be. Given this
synlactic restriction, the asymmetrical temporal and aspectual inlerpre-
tations associated with inversion and canonical word order can be
straightforwardly accounted for by appeal to general pragmatic princi-
ples. Use of the SVO past progressive, for example, can implicate that a
perfcctive interpretation is inappropriate, given the existence of another
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(less marked) SVO form — the preterit — which could also be used to
convey this interpretation. Since the simple form is disallowed in inversion
on syntactic grounds, there is no alternative form with which the inversion
competes; thus the implicature associated with the SVO progressive docs
not obtain. Where there is a competition of forms, as in the casc of
inverted passives, the aspectual interpretation of inverted and non-in-
verted forms is entirely symmetrical.

Notes

1. Our use of the term inversion is not meant to imply the acceptance of a multi-stratal
syntactic analysis which involves movement of the VP. In this paper, we remain neutral
with respect to the correct syntactic analysis of inversion; however, sce Birner (in prep.)
for a review and discussion of the syntaclic issues related to inversion.

2. By preterit, we mean the simple past (ense, as in Joln lef1; by progressive, we mean Lhe
progressive aspect, regardless of lense, i.c., a copula and a participial phrasc, as in
John isfwas leaving; by perfect, we mean the perfect {ensc, as in John hasthad left; and
by perfective, we mean “completed”, as in Laid off from his job, John applied for
unemployment, where the past participial free adjunct is interpreted perfectively. See
Stump (1985) for discussion.

3. Sce Horn (1984) for a critique of McCawley's “principle of less cffort™.

4. In the following scction, we propose a synlaclic principle to account for this restriction.

5. An interesting implication of our analysis is that inverted and non-inverted sentences

are not “competing allernatives™ in the sense of Tlorn (1984). That is, the usc of a

marked syntactic construction (inversion) does not seem o implicate that the unmarked

(SVO) word order varianl “docs not obtain™. This suggests (hat differences between

related synlactic conslructions do nol give risc to Hornian Q-implicatures.

Stump provides scveral other examples of “perfectively ncutral” participial phrases,

including adnominal participles, augmented adjuncts, and augmented absolutes. For

cach of these participial constructions, Stump obscrves, the plirase in question is vaguc
with respect to perfectivity; only the context — and not the linguistic form — will
supply the perfective or imperfective interpretation. On the basis of his cvidence,

Stump (1985: 256) concludes that “the progressive aspect in fact has no independent

semantic status in English — thatits truthconditions arc entirely determined by general

semanlic propertics of present participles.” OF course, what these constructions have
in common with inverted present participles is that they all occur in cnvironments in

6.

=

which the preterit is not possibic, hence there is no form with which the participial

phrasc can compele.
7. David Dowly has pointed out to us that when fall is used non-idiomatically (and non-

statively), the SVO progressive is fully [clicitous:

(i) a. Johnny Smith was falling into the lake.
b. Falling into the lake was Johnny Smith.

As before, the inverted variant in (ib) corresponds to two SVO forms: the preterit and
the progressive. However, with non-stative fall, both forms (and interpretations) arc

10.
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possible with SVO word order, given the temporal distinctness of the two forms in
question. Dowty has also provided us with two further examples of statlive fall, in
contexts other than inversion:

(i) a. Any pesticides falling into this category should be fabeled.
b. Falling into the category of class 3 hypertensives, John is a candidatc for a
severe heart attack.

In these examples of present participle phrases (see Stump 1985), no infelicity results,
despite the stative aspect of the predicate. Again, we can attribute the well-formedness
of these examples to the lack of a simpler competing form which could scrve to block
the participial forms.

. There is litlle agreement in the synlactic litcrature as to the correct constilucnt analysis
of the English auxiliary; therefore, we shall simply assume the cxistence of some AUX-
like constituent for the auxiliary clements under discussion. However, nothing in the
following discussion depends on this assumption.

_ While we are concerncd here with VP inversion in particular, the he requirement
appears 1o be more general. That is, with the exceplion of locative inversion (i), all
other types of inversion require be:

(i) In the garden stands a scarccrow.

(i) a. Injurcd by the gunman was Sandy Thomas. (past parliciplc inversion)
b. *Injurcd by the guninan {appeared/lay) Sandy Thomas.

(iif) a. Also angry were three Republican congressmen. (AdjP inversion)
b. *Also angry {grew/complained) threc Republican congressmen.

For evidence that locative inversion is distinct from VP inversion on synlactic, semanlic,

and pragmatic grounds, sce Ward — Birner (1989)

The exislence of (i) is not a counterexample 1o our claim regarding the absence of a
competing inverted form for (18a), since it is an instance of locative inversion, argucd
abovc to be a distinct construction.

(i) Somewhere in a catcgory between Einslein's theory and sand fleas — difficult
1o sec but undeniably there, ncvertheless — falls the tropical ‘city’ of Islandia,
a string of ofTshore islands that has almost no resideats, limited access and
an unlimited future.

As discussed above (footuote S), a speaker's choice of onc syntactic conslruction over
another (truth-conditionally cquivalent) one appears nol to give risc lo Hornian Q-
implicatures; the cxistence of (18x) and (i) as non-compcling forms for expressing the
same proposilional content supporls this conclusion.
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