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Goals
Empirical:

What is the form, function, and distribution of  vocatives?

Analytical:
What derives the form, function, and distribution of  vocatives 
and how do they differ from propositional arguments?

Theoretical:
What do vocatives teach us about the system that regulates interactional language?
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Vocatives
(1)  a. Hey Wonder Woman! It’s time to save the world.

b. It is time to save the world, Wonder Woman.
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Vocatives
(1)  a. It is time to save the world, Wonder Woman.

b. It is time for Wonder Woman to save the world. 

(2) a.       * It is time to save the world, the original Wonder Woman.
b. It is time for the original Wonder Woman to save the world. 

(3) a. It is time to save the world, woman.
b.       * It is time for woman to save the world. 

4

Vocatives are 
used to talk to 
people

Propositional 
(p-)arguments 
are used to talk 
about people.



Vocatives
(1)  a. It is time to save the world, Wonder Woman.

b. It is time for Wonder Woman to save the world. 

(2) a.       * It is time to save the world, the original Wonder Woman.
b. It is time for the original Wonder Woman to save the world. 

(3) a. It is time to save the world, woman.
b.       * It is time for woman to save the world. 
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Vocatives do not behave 
like p-arguments.

Is there a structural 
difference?



Vocatives
(1)  a. Hey Wonder Woman!

b. Hey Wonder Woman! it’s time to save the world.
c.      * It’s time to save the world, hey Wonder Woman.

6

There are different 
types of vocatives

Is there a structural 
difference?



The proposal in a nutshell
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Vocatives as calls 
for attention

Propositional
structure 

Interactional
structure 

 NP/DP

 GroundP

Hey Wonder Woman!

Vocatives as addresses 
in interaction

 NP/DP

 GroundP

 RespP

It’s time to save the world, Wonder Woman!



Roadmap

• Background: 
• The grammar of  i-language

• The category of  vocative phrases: 
• Vocatives are GroundP

• The internal structure of  vocative phrases
• Vocatives contain NP, DP, and GroundSpkr below GroundAdr

• The structure of  Calls vs. Addresses
• Calls are RespP, Addresses are GroundP

• Responding to vocative calls. 
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The grammar of  i-language
Background
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The universal spine hypothesis 

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification

The spinal 
functions

10

Wiltschko 2014



The universal spine hypothesis (Wiltschko 2014)

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification  argCx

 [u coin]  argCx

Spinal 
functions

Configuration 
of the spinal 
functions

11
Context 
enters 



The universal spine hypothesis (Wiltschko 2014)

 Linking

 Anchoring

 Point-of-view

 Classification UoL

Expression of the 
spinal functions

12

Lexicon 
enters

Meaning is composed 
of UoLs and the 
spinal functions



The interactional spine hypothesis (ISH)

Interactional structure

 S
 Grounding

 Responding

Propositional structure
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Domain of  truth and thought

Domain of  use and interaction



(1) I Gal Gadot was amazing as Wonder Woman, eh?
R Yeah, I know, right? 

i-language

Request 
confirmation 
of agreement

Confirmation 
of agreement

Request 
confirmation 
of agreement 
of agreement
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The interactional spine hypothesis

 r-
structure

 Grounding

 Responding

 UoL

 argCx

 [u coin]  argCx

Expression of the 
spinal functions

Configuration 
of the spinal 
functions

15

Spinal 
functions

p-structure



16

GroundP

 Ground

 [u coin] p-structure
 Ground

What I’m saying is 
in my/your ground

What I’m saying is 
not in my/your ground

[+coin] [-coin]

The interactional spine hypothesis



The interactional spine hypothesis

Synchronize minds 
(common ground)

17

GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr
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What I’m saying is in 
my/your response-set

What I’m saying is not in 
my/your response-set

[+coin] [-coin]

RespP

 Resp-set

 [u coin]
GroundP Resp

The interactional spine hypothesis



GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr

The interactional spine hypothesis
Sequence moves 
(turn taking)

Adr Spkr

Initiating 
move

Reacting 
move
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GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr



The interactional spine hypothesis

20

(1) I Gal Gadot was amazing as Wonder Woman, eh?
R Yeah, I know, right? 

GroundP

 Ground

 
[+coin]
eh

p
 Ground

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp
 [+coin]

����������

right

Adr

UoLs of  i-language include
• recycled words
• dedicated particles
• Intonational contours



Speaker Addressee

The interactional spine hypothesis

S asserts p if  
i) S believes p
ii) S wants A to believe p 

Bach & Harnish 1979

Bel (p) Bel (p)
p

Classic Speech-Act Theory

I have a new dog.Why isn’t he 
saying anything?

Assertions need 
a response



Oh, really! 
That’s great.

I have a new dog.
Speaker Addressee

Presentation Phase

Acceptance Phase
Speaker Addressee

Bel (p)
Bel (S,p)

Bel (S,p)

Bel (S,p)
Bel (p)

Bel (A,p)

Bel (p)
Bel (A,p)

I have a new dog

Oh really.
That’s great

Initiating move

Reacting move

The interactional spine hypothesis
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IP

AspP

CP

...vP

DP

AspP

KP

...nP

CP           linking             KP

IP          anchoring        DP

AspP       point-of-view        PhiP

vP       classification       nP

occupied by the possessive morphology may be viewed as the nominal equivalent of 
INFL. And since (in English) possessive morphology is in complementary distribution 
with determiners, this position has been identified as D (see Leu 2008 for a recent 
discussion). Interestingly, D does indeed serve some of the same functions as INFL, in 
that it serves to relate the individual to the utterance. For example, in languages that 
encode definiteness, it relates the referent to the discourse by marking whether it serves 
as a novel or a familiar discourse referent (Heim 1982). In this way, D functions as the 
nominal anchoring category.  

Similar parallels have been established for the other categories of the spine 
(Alexiadou and Stavrou 1998; Cardinaletti and Starke 1999; Bernstein 2001, 2008; 
Grimshaw 2005; Koopman 2005; Rijkhoff 2008, inter alia). In particular, verbal Aspect 
is parallel to nominal number (Travis 1992, Megerdoomian 2008; and references therein); 
the verbal classification system known as Aktionsart finds its nominal equivalent in 
classifications based on mass/count and are labeled Seinsart in Rijkhoff 1991; finally the 
verbal system of complementizers is replicated by some case-assigning elements such as 
the dummy preposition of, which we may analyze as occupying K (Lamontagne and 
Travis 1986, Bittner and Hale 1996).   

 
(77)  The parallelism between the nominal and verbal spine 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The parallel between the nominal and the verbal domains, supports the Universal-Spine- 
Hypothesis. Since both verbal and nominal projections are dominated by functional 
structure with identical spinal functions, it follows that the spine is intrinsically category-
neutral. It may be instantiated by nominal or verbal categories. This predicts that we 
should find some patterns of category-neutrality in the domain of functional categories. 
That is, it has often been claimed that lexical roots are intrinsically category-neutral in 
that they are not lexically specified as either nouns or verbs (Marantz 1997, Borer 2005). 
Consequently they can be equally realized as nouns or verbs, as in (78). Their categorial 
identity is determined by the syntactic context.  
 

(78) a. I like to dance. 
b. I like that dance. 

 
It is in this sense that roots are category neutral. But a similar pattern is also observed 
with function words suggesting that category-neutrality is not restricted to lexical roots. 

GroundP     grounding         ??GroundPGroundP

GroundP     grounding         ??RespPRespP responding

23

The parallels 
between nominal and clausal structure

Is there evidence 
for grounding and 
responding in the 
nominal spine?



What we do with nominals?

Grammar of  truth:
• We talk about people and 

things.

Grammar of  interaction (use):
• We use nominals to talk to

people and express our 
attitudes towards them.

GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr R-structure

RespP

 Resp-set GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr



Two sources for person

GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr R-structure

RespP

 Resp-set GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

PRAGMATIC PERSON
… corresponds to interactants
… locus of  formality

GRAMMATICAL PERSON
… binary features [+/-1/2]

Ritter and Wiltschko 2018, 2019, 2020



Two sources for deixis

GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr R-structure

RespP

 Resp-set GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

PRAGMATIC Deixis
… conditioned by discourse factors
… Speaker/Adr old/new

GRAMMATICAL Deixis
… conditioned by spatial factors

Colasanti and Wiltschko 2019, in prep.



Vocatives

GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr R-structure

RespP

 Resp-set GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

Hey

Wonder woman

Call

Address

Evaluation



The category of  vocative phrases
Evidence from interpretation
Evidence from distribution
Vocatives are GroundP
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Evidence from interpretation

“addresses maintain or emphasize the contact between speaker and addressee.” 
Zwicky (1974: 787)

29

 NP

 N
Cody

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 Cody Vocative function
i) Names & identifies Adr
ii)Personalizes p-content for Adr



Vocative identifies the addressee

Context: In a classroom. At the end of  a written test, Emily is still working on her test 
despite the fact that the teacher had indicated that time is up and all other students 
have already handed in their test. 
Teacher: a. Time’s up Emily. Please hand in your test now. 

b. Time’s up. Please hand in your test now.

30

Vocative selects 
addressee from a 
group of potential 
addressees



Vocative identifies the addressee

Context: Emily is the only student who had to write a make-up test after school. All 
other students have gone home and Emily is alone in the classroom with the teacher. 
Teacher: a. Time’s up Emily. Please hand in your test now. 

b. Time’s up. Please hand in your test now.

31

Vocative initiates 
conversation

Context: Emily is the only student who had to write a make-up test after school. All 
other students have gone home and Emily is alone in the classroom with the teacher. 
Teacher: a.       * Time’s up Emily. Please hand in your test now Emily.

b. Time’s up. Please hand in your test now Emily.

Vocative can’t 
be repeated



Vocatives personalize p-content

a. You shouldn’t text while driving
b. You shouldn’t text while driving, Konrad.

32

Impersonal 
statements 
become personal

Context: Konrad is texting while driving his mother to the dojo. 
Mother: Uhmm. You shouldn’t text while driving.
Konrad: Relax! I can multi-task. I’m a good driver.
Mother: No. You don’t understand. You shouldn’t text while driving, Konrad.



Vocatives personalize p-content

Context. 2 friends are discussing current events around the world. 
Kelly: Donald Trump is still refusing to commit to a peaceful transfer of  power.
Jamie: Oh shit!/*Oh shit, Kelly!

33

Exclamatives
become personal

Context: 2 friends just completed their driver’s test
Kelly: They just told me that you passed and I didn’t.
Jamie: *Oh no!/Oh no, Kelly!



The category of  vocative phrases
Evidence from interpretation
Evidence from distribution
Vocatives are GroundP
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Evidence from distribution

Categorial identity determines distribution

35

 NP

 N
Cody

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 Cody

Vocatives do not 
behave as DPs nor NPs



Vocative phrases are not DPs

1. a. Sweetheart, where are the avocados?
b. Kid, where are the avocados?

2. a.       * I asked sweetheart if  they knew where the avocados were.
b.       * I asked kid if  they knew where the avocados were.

36

Nominals that 
can be used as 
vocatives can’t 
(always) be used 
as p-arguments



Vocative phrases are not DPs

37

1. a.       * The/This kid! That’s my seat. 
b. The/This kid is in my seat

Nominals that can 
be used as p-
arguments can’t 
(always) be used 
as vocatives



Vocative phrases are not DPs

a. *Kid that works here, do you know where the avocados are?
b. *Emily, who is a fighter, can you teach me self-defense?

a. I asked the kid that works here if  they knew where the avocados were.
b. Emily, who is a fighter, taught me self-defense.

38

No relative 
clauses with 
vocatives



Vocative phrases are not DPs

Context: Mother to her daughter, Emily:
1. a. Emily, what are you doing?

b. What are you doing, Emily?
c. What I asked, Emily, is what are you doing?

2. a. *You, what are you doing?
b. *What are you doing, you?

c. *What I asked, you, is what are you doing?

39

Pronouns are 
determiners
and cannot be 
used as 
vocatives



Vocative phrases are not DPs

Context: Mother to her daughter, Emily:
1. a. What are you doing?

b. * What is Emily doing? 

2. a. * You, what are you doing?
b. * What are you doing, you?

c. * What I asked, you, is what are you doing?

40

Pronouns can be 
used as p-
arguments



Vocative phrases are not DPs

Context: Substitute teacher to student whose name they don't know:
a. *You, what are you doing?
b. *What are you doing, you?
c. *What I asked, you, is what are you doing?

41

The restriction 
is not 
pragmatically 
conditioned



Vocative phrases are not DPs

Context: Substitute teacher to student whose name they don't know:
a. ?YOU! ( ?With the green shirt)! What are you doing?
b.    * What are you doing, ?YOU? (With the green shirt)?
c.    * What I asked, ?YOU (with the green shirt), is what are you doing?

42

Stress and 
gesture license 
GroundP



Vocative phrases are not NPs

1. a. *Kid is sitting in my seat.
b. *I saw kid in my seat.

2. a. John is in hospital.
b. the way to use knife and fork
c. Mary is chair of  the department.
d. He found door after door closed.
e. She is playing piano for the choir

43

Bare nouns do not 
have specific 
reference

But vocatives do!



The category of  vocative phrases
Evidence from interpretation
Evidence from distribution
Vocatives are GroundP
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Vocative Phrases are GroundP

45

Specific reference is a 
function of i–structure

GroundP is not 
construction-specific 
(unlike VocP) NP

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

NP



Vocatives are GroundPs

46

 GroundAdrP

  GroundAdr  CP

DP

 

 GroundAdrP

 
 GroundAdr

kid

Nominal GroundPs
are licensed in 
clausal GroundP



Distribution of  vocatives

a. Cody/kid, this is my seat. S-initial
b. This is my seat, Cody/kid. S-final
c. Listen, Cody/kid, this is my seat. S-medial
d. I said, Cody/kid, that this is my seat. S-medial

47



External syntax of  vocatives

48

 GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

Kid/Cody

 CP

this is my seat

 GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

Kid/Cody

 CP

this is my seat

 CP

this is my seat

 GroundAdrP

S-initial S-final



External syntax of  vocatives

Not movement to RespP 
Well occupies RespP (Wiltschko, to appear)

a. Well Cody, this is my seat.
b. Well, this is my seat Cody.
c.     * This is my seat, well Cody

49

 GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

Vocative

 CP

 RespP

Well



External syntax of  vocatives

S-medial vocatives have restricted distribution:
• following (certain types of) topics 
• immediately preceding embedded clause

a. [That new kid in my class], Cody, I really like her. Hanging topic

b. [Those new shoes of  yours], Kelly, Marge also has a pair Hanging topic
c. [As for meat], Kimiko, I like beef. As-for topic
d. [Speaking of  Marge], Mohammed, I heard she got a new job Speaking-of topic

50

What about 
S-medial 
vocatives?



External syntax of  vocatives

S-medial vocatives have restricted distribution:
• following (certain types of) topics 

51

What about 
S-medial 
vocatives?

 GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

Vocative

 CP

pron

 RespP

Hanging Topic

• hanging topics and as for/speaking of topics identify the 
content of  an earlier thread of  the conversation

• They identify the target of  the reaction



External syntax of  vocatives

a.    *  [That new kid in my class], Cody, I really like [that new kid in my class] 
b. Cody, [that new kid in my class] I really like [that new kid in my class]

a.    * [Those new shoes of  yours], Kelly, Marge also has [those new shoes of  yours]
b. Kelly, [those new shoes of  yours] Marge also has [those new shoes of  yours] 

a.    * [Meat], Kimiko, I like [meat].
b. Kimiko, [meat], I like [meat].

a.    * [Marge], Mohammed, I heard [Marge] got a new job.
b. Mohammed, [Marge], I heard [Marge] got a new job.

52

Other topics 
differ



External syntax of  vocatives

53

Other topics 
differ

 GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

Vocative

 CP

 CP

Topic



External syntax of  vocatives

S-medial vocatives have restricted distribution:
• following (certain types of) topics 
• immediately preceding embedded clause

54

a. I’m afraid, sir, [that my coyote is nibbling on your leg]. 
b. I imagine, Lady Jane, [that you will find the sherbet pleasant]. 
c. I wonder, grandmother, [if  you recall the 1915 flood]?



External syntax of  vocatives

GroundP can be embedded

55

 GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

Vocative

 CP

V

VP

CP



External syntax of  vocatives

56

1. a. I’m afraid, sir, [that my coyote is nibbling on your leg]. 
b. I imagine, Lady Jane, [that you will find the sherbet pleasant]. 
c. I wonder, grandmother, [if  you recall the 1915 flood]?

2. a. I’m afraid, (*sir), of  your coyote.
b. I imagine, (*Lady Jane), a world of  pleasing sherbet.
c. I wonder, (*grandmother) about the 1915 flood



Vocatives are GroundPs

57

 GroundAdrP

  GroundAdr  CP

DP

 

 GroundAdrP

 
 GroundAdr

kid

Nominal GroundPs
are licensed in 
clausal GroundP



Vocatives are GroundPs

Evidence from Self-talk

1. Matzi to self: 
a. You’re an idiot.
b. I’m an idiot.

58

2. Matzi to self:
a. Matzi, you’re an idiot.
b.    * Matzi, I’m an idiot.

No Addressee
No GroundAdr

No GroundAdr
No Vocative



Summary
There is a structural difference between vocatives and arguments:

Propositional arguments = DPs
Interactional arguments = GroundPs

59

So why are definite 
DPs ill-formed but 
names are ok?



Roadmap
• Background

• The structure and function of  the interactional layer

• The category of  vocative phrases: 
• Vocatives are GroundP

• The internal structure of  vocative phrases
• Vocatives contain NP, DP, and GroundSpkr below GroundAdr

• Restriction on nouns
• Any noun that can serve to name the speaker is a legitimate vocative nominal

• The structure of  Calls vs. Addresses
• Calls are RespP, Addresses are GroundP

• Conclusion
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Vocatives contain NP complements

61

 NP

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

GroundAdrP

 Ground
<Adr>

 Vocative

Alternative:
Vocatives as 
intransitive 
GroundP



Vocatives contain NP complements

Evidence 1:
The logic of  extended projections: 

to be a nominal GroundP, there must be a nominal nucleus

62

 NP

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 NP



All vocatives contain NP complements

Evidence 2:
Vocatives may contain other material typically associated with nominal constituents

a. No, my Lady. They’ll not risk anything that illegal. (Dune, p. 181)
b. Where are you my little bookworm?

https://www.thoughtco.com/vocative-grammar-1692598
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https://www.thoughtco.com/vocative-grammar-1692598


NP moves to SpecGroundAdrP

• Evidence from interpretation

• Evidence from licensing

64

 NP

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 NP

Adressee role 
is assigned in 
SpecGroundAdr

GroundP is 
activated via 
movement into 
Spec



Argument from intepretation

65

Names can move as 
NPs (without DP)

 NP

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 NP



Evidence from vocativization strategies

Vocative suffixation: kid à kiddo
1. a. It’s your turn, Kiddo.

b.      * It’s (the) kiddo’s turn.
c. It’s (the) kid’s turn.

Vocative clipping: honey à hon
2. a. Are you ready to order, Hon?

b. *Is (my) hon ready to order.
c. Is my honey ready to order?
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GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

-o
-clipping

 NP



Evidence from vocativiztion strategies

Fer,     serv-e,        aqua-m
bring   slave-VOC water-ACC

‘Slave, bring water

67

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

Vocative 
Case

 NP



Some Vocatives contain DP

1. a. Kid! That’s my seat.
b. *The kid! That’s my seat

68

No definite 
articles

2. a. What happened, my love/darling?
b. What happened, my friend/child?

Terms of endearment 
& kinship terms

3. a. What have you done, you idiot/bastard?
b. What have you done, you linguist/philosopher?

Evaluative 
vocatives



Some Vocatives contain DP

69

3. a. What have you done, you idiot/bastard?
b. What have you done, you linguist/philosopher?

Evaluative 
vocatives

4. a. What have you idiots/bastards done?
b.  What have you linguists/philosophers done?

Evaluative meaning is 
absent in p-arguments



Some Vocatives contain DP

70

 DP

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 DP

 D
my
you

 NP

N

But if DP can be 
present, why is 
definite article 
ruled out?



Definite articles prevent reference to Adr

Hypothesis:
• DP can only be interpreted in SpecGroundP if  it contains 1st or 2nd person 

features.
• 1st and 2nd person features are interpretable in interactional structure
• There is no interactional equivalent of  3rd person

71

 DP

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 DP

 D
  my 1

   you 2
*the 3



Vocatives

GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr R-structure

RespP

 Resp-set GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

Call

Address

Evaluation

Is there evidence 
for GroundSpkr



Some vocatives contain GroundSpkrP

73

1. a. What have you done, you idiot/bastard
b. What have you done, you linguist/philosopher

2. a. What have you done, idiot/bastard
b. What have you done, linguist/philosopher

Is the contrast 
structurally 
conditioned?

😠

😶



 NP/DP

 GroundSpkrP

 RespP

 GroundAdrP

Some vocatives contain GroundSpkrP

Call

Address

Evaluation

GroundSpkr is required 
for evaluative vocatives

😠



 DP

 GroundSpkrP

 GroundAdrP

1. a. What have you done, you idiot/you bastard
b. What have you done, you linguist/you philosopher

2. a. What have you done, idiot/bastard
b. What have you done, linguist/philosopher

Some vocatives contain GroundSpkrP

Why does GroundSpkr 
require DP?

😠

😶

 NP

 GroundAdrP



Some vocatives contain GroundSpkrP

76

1. a. What have you done, you idiot à DP denotes a referent
b. What have you done, idiot à NP denotes a predicate

Referents can be evaluated, 
predicates cannot be.

Target of 
evaluation

 DP

 GroundSpkrP

 GroundAdrP



Some vocatives contain GroundSpkrP

77

1. a. What have you done, my love/my darling
b. What have you done, my friend/my child

2. a. What have you done, love/darling
b. What have you done, friend/child

Is the contrast 
structurally 
conditioned?

😶

🤗



Some vocatives contain GroundSpkrP

1. Waitress to customer
a. Are you ready to order, love
b.     * Are you ready to order, my love

2. Store-keeper to customer:
a. What do you want, son?
b.       * What do you want, my son?

78

😶
🤗

😶
🤗



Some vocatives contain GroundSpkrP

79

1. a. Are you ready to order, my love à DP denotes referent
b.      Are you ready to order, love à NP denotes a predicate

Referents can be evaluated, 
predicates cannot be.

Target of 
evaluation

 DP

 GroundSpkrP

 GroundAdrP



Some vocatives contain GroundSpkrP

80

2. a. What have you done, my love/my darling
b. What have you done, my friend/my child

1. a. What have you done, you idiot/bastard
b. What have you done, you linguist/philosopher

🤗

😠

What determines whether 
the evaluation is 
negative or positive?



p-arguments lack GroundSpkr
1. a.        *What are you idiot doing

b. What are you doing, you idiot.

2. a. What are you linguists doing

b. What are you doing, you linguists.

81

😠

😶

😠

😶



p-arguments lack GroundSpkr
1. a.        *My son came to confession today.

b. Are you coming to confession today, my son?

2. a. What are you linguists doing.

b. What are you doing, you linguists.

82

😠

😶

😶
🤗



The syntax of  calls and addresses

83

Calls Addresses

 NP/DP

 GroundP

 RespP

 NP/DP

 GroundP

Predictions:
• different distributions
• different content
• different interpretive functions



Different distributions
Addresses
1. a. I imagine, Lady Jane, that you will find the sherbet pleasant. 

b. Lady Jane, I imagine that you will find the sherbet pleasant. 
c. I imagine that you will find the sherbet pleasant, Lady Jane. 

Calls
2. (Hey) Grandma Myshkin!  Tell me about Lublin.

Zwicky 1974, Slocum 2016
84

May occur initially, 
medially or finally

May ONLY occur 
initially
And constitute an 
independent utterance. 



Different content

(1) Grandma Myshkin! Tell me about Lublin.
(2) Hey Grandma Myshkin! Tell me about Lublin.

(3) I imagine, Lady Jane, that you will find the sherbet pleasant. 
(4)     * I imagine, hey Lady Jane, that you will find the sherbet pleasant. 
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Calls may be 
preceded by hey



Different interpretive functions
“Calls are designed to catch the addressee’s attention, 
addresses maintain or emphasize the contact between speaker and addressee.”

(Zwicky 1974: 787)

Addresses
1. a. Wonder Woman, tell me about Aries.

b. I imagine, Wonder Woman, that you will save the world.
c. Nice kick, Wonder Woman.

86

• name the 
addressee

• personalize the 
p-content

Wonder Woman has her back towards the speaker
2. (Hey) Wonder Woman!  

• Call for 
attention



 DP/NP

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 DP

RespP

  Resp

 Resp-setAdr

 Hey

 Wonder Woman

The structure of  Calls & Addresses
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AddressesCalls

• RespP is not embeddable
• Calls have an extra layer of  structure to host 

intonation and hey
• RespP is locus of  call for attention/response

• GroundP is embeddable
• GroundP lacks positions for call UoLs
• GroundP is locus of  Adr & evaluation

NP
 DP/NP

 

GroundAdrP

  Ground
<Adr>

 DP

 Wonder Woman



Roadmap

• Background
• The structure and function of  the interactional layer

• The category of  vocative phrases: 
• Vocatives are GroundP

• The internal structure of  vocative phrases
• Vocatives contain NP, DP, and GroundSpkr below GroundAdr

• The structure of  Calls vs. Addresses
• Calls are RespP, Addresses are GroundP

• Responding to vocative calls. 
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GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr

The interactional spine hypothesis

Adr Spkr

Initiating 
move

Reacting 
move
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GroundAdrP

 GroundAdr

p-structure

RespP

 Resp-set

 Resp

 GroundAdr GroundSpkrP

 GroundSpkr

 GroundSpkr



Response to vocative

1. I: Hey Betsy? R: Yes
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GroundP

RespP

 

 Resp-setSpkr

RespPInitResp
Resp

[+coin]
Hey

Betsy

[+coin]
Yes
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One might of course deny that the parallel multi-functionality of confirmationals and 
response markers is a matter of syntax, the fact remains that there must be a system in place 
which regulates the distribution and interpretation of interactional language and that it must 
exist independent of the UoLs that express it. Otherwise it would be surprising that the 
same patterns are found in both confirmationals and response markers. According to the 
ISH, it is the spine which makes available this system. The assumption that both 
confirmationals and response markers occupy positions along the interactional spine 
explains their parallel behavior. And the assumption that the Response set can be indexed 
to either the speaker or the addresses explains the differences: the speaker-oriented move 
is a reactive move while the addressee-oriented move is an initiating move.  

Another characteristic that sets apart reactive moves from initiating moves has to 
do with the expression of emotions. Emotions are typically triggered by the experience of 
a particular event and this event can be an initiating move. Reactions are often associated 
with emotions because emotions themselves are reactions. It thus comes as no surprise that 
reactive moves contain more expressions of emotions than initiating moves. While this is 
not part of grammar per se, it has an effect on the expression of the reaction, i.e. it affects 
the response markers. In this way response markers differ from confirmationals, which are 
tied to initiating moves and hence do not express emotions to the same extent.  

A third difference between confirmationals and response markers concerns the 
target of confirmation and the target of response, respectively. For confirmationals it is the 
host which serves as the target of confirmation, response markers differ. They can be used 
in isolation in which case they are anaphorically related to the previous utterance which 
constitutes the target of response. However, the target of response may also be spelled out, 
repeating the previous utterance. In addition, the host clause of response markers may also 
elaborate on the content of the response. A reactive move is always a reaction to something 
and a reaction with something. Either one or both or none of these components of reactive 
moves may be explicitly spelled out. In this respect confirmationals differ: they can only 
combine with their target of response.  

GroundSpkrP

 Ground Groundsit

 [+coin] p-structure

GroundAdrP

 Ground Groundsit

 GroundAdr

 GroundSpkr

 [+coin]

RespP

 Resp Resp
Resp-set

 [+coin]
 Resp

“I’m responding 
to what you are saying”

“I’m acknowledging that what you 
are saying is in your Ground”

“I agree with you! What you are 
saying is (also) in my ground. ”

“What you are saying is true”

 [+coin]



Polar response markers
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6.3.1.2 The syntax of polar response markers as answers 
 
The analysis of polarity introduced above allows us to straightforwardly analyse polar 
response markers used as answers to polar questions. Specifically, I assume that the 
positive and negative content of the response markers yes and no serves to value [ucoin] in 
C, this is illustrated in (21). 
 

(21) The syntax of polar response markers 

 
 
Thus, response markers are similar to affirmative and negative marking in regular clauses 
denoting positive and negative sentences. At least in this use, they associate with the 
propositional structure rather than the interactional structure. Thus, despite the fact that 
there is a dedicated response layer in the interactional structure, which is responsible for 
move-typing, not all moves need to be typed. Answering a polar question with yes or no 
functions as a response by virtue of being a reaction rather than by virtue of being marked 
as such. It is only necessary to type a given utterance as a response if that is its sole purpose, 
as is the case for certain backchannels or if the response somehow deviates from the normal 
course of a conversation (see section 6.3.4). Note that this is not particular to the 
interactional layer. For example, utterances may function as exclamations without being 
marked as exclamatives. 
 The assumption that answers to polar questions are associated with the 
propositional structure is consistent with the form of response markers across different 
languages. For example, in some languages, answers to polar questions are formed by 
repeating the main verb or auxiliary of the initiating move and by negating the verb for a 
negative answer (see Holmberg 2016 for detailed discussion). This is illustrated in (22) for 
Finnish.  
 

(22)   Finnish  
I   Lui-t-ko sinä tämän kirjan?     

read-2sg-Q you this book 
‘Did you read this book?’  

R  Lui-n.  
Read-1sg 
‘Yes.’ 

 R  E-n  (lukenut) 
   not-1sg  read 
   ‘No.’  

Holmberg 2016: 53 (5) 

proposition

 
 [+coin]

 CP

IP

World

 C

 C

proposition

 
 [-coin]

 CP

IP

World

 C

 C

noyes

1. I: Did you save the world?
R: Yes.

No.



Response markers as agreement markers
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R neg No  ASSERT not p 
 
The response markers assert that the positive or negative proposition is true, respectively 
where the content of the proposition is dependent on the previous utterance. On the 
proposal developed here,  the fact that a simplex form can denote a full proposition, or its 
negation, follows from the assumption that it associates with syntactic structure, which in 
turn contains the proposition introduced in the previous utterance.  
   

6.3.2 (Dis-)agreement: When response markers associate with GroundSpkrP 
 
In the previous section, we have seen that response markers can be used to value the 
polarity of a proposition. This happens in a context where the initiating move introduces 
the positive and negative proposition in the form of a polar question and it is up to the 
responder to choose among the two options. In this subsection, I show that polar response 
markers can be used in different ways; they don’t always value the polarity of a 
contextually salient proposition by valuing the coincidence feature in C. I now show that 
they can also be used to value the coincidence feature in GroundSpkr indicating whether or 
not a contextually salient proposition is in the speaker’s ground, as illustrated in (27). 
 

(27)  

 
 
 
Indicating that a given proposition is or is not in the speaker’s Ground is only felicitous if 
valuation of polarity is not necessary. There are two contexts where this is possible, as I 
will now show. First, response markers can be used to respond to initiating moves other 
than polar questions in which case polarity valuation is not necessary or even possible 
(section 6.3.2.1). Second, when the initiating polar question is a biased question one of the 
propositions is more salient. In this case valuing polarity is not necessary and hence 
indicating that the salient proposition is in the speaker’s ground is felicitous (section 
6.3.2.2). I will further show that association with GroundSpkr underlies the logic of so 
called-agreement based systems as found in Mandarin, for example.   

 

6.3.2.1 Responding to different speech acts 
 
In the formal literature, response markers are typically analyzed in their guise as polar 
answering particles, the response trigger being a polar question, or else (less frequently so) 
as a response to assertions indicating agreement or disagreement. In both these cases 

GroundSpkrP

 Ground GroundSpkr

p-structure

 GroundSpkr  CP

GroundSpkrP

 Ground GroundSpkr

 [-coin]
no p-structure

 GroundSpkr  CP
 [+coin]

yes

Katie: Why would he do something like that? 
Brooke: Yes, I know. That is the question.

BB-2012-05-23 

Response to wh-Question
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R neg No  ASSERT not p 
 
The response markers assert that the positive or negative proposition is true, respectively 
where the content of the proposition is dependent on the previous utterance. On the 
proposal developed here,  the fact that a simplex form can denote a full proposition, or its 
negation, follows from the assumption that it associates with syntactic structure, which in 
turn contains the proposition introduced in the previous utterance.  
   

6.3.2 (Dis-)agreement: When response markers associate with GroundSpkrP 
 
In the previous section, we have seen that response markers can be used to value the 
polarity of a proposition. This happens in a context where the initiating move introduces 
the positive and negative proposition in the form of a polar question and it is up to the 
responder to choose among the two options. In this subsection, I show that polar response 
markers can be used in different ways; they don’t always value the polarity of a 
contextually salient proposition by valuing the coincidence feature in C. I now show that 
they can also be used to value the coincidence feature in GroundSpkr indicating whether or 
not a contextually salient proposition is in the speaker’s ground, as illustrated in (27). 
 

(27)  

 
 
 
Indicating that a given proposition is or is not in the speaker’s Ground is only felicitous if 
valuation of polarity is not necessary. There are two contexts where this is possible, as I 
will now show. First, response markers can be used to respond to initiating moves other 
than polar questions in which case polarity valuation is not necessary or even possible 
(section 6.3.2.1). Second, when the initiating polar question is a biased question one of the 
propositions is more salient. In this case valuing polarity is not necessary and hence 
indicating that the salient proposition is in the speaker’s ground is felicitous (section 
6.3.2.2). I will further show that association with GroundSpkr underlies the logic of so 
called-agreement based systems as found in Mandarin, for example.   

 

6.3.2.1 Responding to different speech acts 
 
In the formal literature, response markers are typically analyzed in their guise as polar 
answering particles, the response trigger being a polar question, or else (less frequently so) 
as a response to assertions indicating agreement or disagreement. In both these cases 

GroundSpkrP

 Ground GroundSpkr

p-structure

 GroundSpkr  CP

GroundSpkrP

 Ground GroundSpkr

 [-coin]
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yes

Tracy: Give it to me! 
Brooke: No!

GH-2012-01-20 

Response to imperative
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R neg No  ASSERT not p 
 
The response markers assert that the positive or negative proposition is true, respectively 
where the content of the proposition is dependent on the previous utterance. On the 
proposal developed here,  the fact that a simplex form can denote a full proposition, or its 
negation, follows from the assumption that it associates with syntactic structure, which in 
turn contains the proposition introduced in the previous utterance.  
   

6.3.2 (Dis-)agreement: When response markers associate with GroundSpkrP 
 
In the previous section, we have seen that response markers can be used to value the 
polarity of a proposition. This happens in a context where the initiating move introduces 
the positive and negative proposition in the form of a polar question and it is up to the 
responder to choose among the two options. In this subsection, I show that polar response 
markers can be used in different ways; they don’t always value the polarity of a 
contextually salient proposition by valuing the coincidence feature in C. I now show that 
they can also be used to value the coincidence feature in GroundSpkr indicating whether or 
not a contextually salient proposition is in the speaker’s ground, as illustrated in (27). 
 

(27)  

 
 
 
Indicating that a given proposition is or is not in the speaker’s Ground is only felicitous if 
valuation of polarity is not necessary. There are two contexts where this is possible, as I 
will now show. First, response markers can be used to respond to initiating moves other 
than polar questions in which case polarity valuation is not necessary or even possible 
(section 6.3.2.1). Second, when the initiating polar question is a biased question one of the 
propositions is more salient. In this case valuing polarity is not necessary and hence 
indicating that the salient proposition is in the speaker’s ground is felicitous (section 
6.3.2.2). I will further show that association with GroundSpkr underlies the logic of so 
called-agreement based systems as found in Mandarin, for example.   

 

6.3.2.1 Responding to different speech acts 
 
In the formal literature, response markers are typically analyzed in their guise as polar 
answering particles, the response trigger being a polar question, or else (less frequently so) 
as a response to assertions indicating agreement or disagreement. In both these cases 

GroundSpkrP
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yes

Steffy: Wohoo
Brooke: Yes!

BB-2012-05-03 

Response to exclamative



Response markers as acknowledgment markers
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Dorothy: [We’ve got] to do this shopping Peter.
Peter: Yeah, no it’s alright nanna, we’ve got 5 minutes. 

Burridge & Florey 2002: 164 (12) 
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One might of course deny that the parallel multi-functionality of confirmationals and 
response markers is a matter of syntax, the fact remains that there must be a system in place 
which regulates the distribution and interpretation of interactional language and that it must 
exist independent of the UoLs that express it. Otherwise it would be surprising that the 
same patterns are found in both confirmationals and response markers. According to the 
ISH, it is the spine which makes available this system. The assumption that both 
confirmationals and response markers occupy positions along the interactional spine 
explains their parallel behavior. And the assumption that the Response set can be indexed 
to either the speaker or the addresses explains the differences: the speaker-oriented move 
is a reactive move while the addressee-oriented move is an initiating move.  

Another characteristic that sets apart reactive moves from initiating moves has to 
do with the expression of emotions. Emotions are typically triggered by the experience of 
a particular event and this event can be an initiating move. Reactions are often associated 
with emotions because emotions themselves are reactions. It thus comes as no surprise that 
reactive moves contain more expressions of emotions than initiating moves. While this is 
not part of grammar per se, it has an effect on the expression of the reaction, i.e. it affects 
the response markers. In this way response markers differ from confirmationals, which are 
tied to initiating moves and hence do not express emotions to the same extent.  

A third difference between confirmationals and response markers concerns the 
target of confirmation and the target of response, respectively. For confirmationals it is the 
host which serves as the target of confirmation, response markers differ. They can be used 
in isolation in which case they are anaphorically related to the previous utterance which 
constitutes the target of response. However, the target of response may also be spelled out, 
repeating the previous utterance. In addition, the host clause of response markers may also 
elaborate on the content of the response. A reactive move is always a reaction to something 
and a reaction with something. Either one or both or none of these components of reactive 
moves may be explicitly spelled out. In this respect confirmationals differ: they can only 
combine with their target of response.  
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Response to vocative

1. I: Hey Betsy? R: Yes
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Response to vocative

1. I: Hey Betsy? R: No!
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Your initiation is not
in my response set
= contradiction
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Talking about
people

Talking to
people

 NP/DP

 GroundP

 NP/DP

 GroundP

 RespP

 DP

Call Address p-argument



Thank you, audience!
Audience! Thank you! 
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