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Abstract. The present paper attempts to elucidate, enumerate, and understand the intriguing field of “Synesis” beyond the peripheries of common notional constructions and concord coordination that underlie the basic principles of structural patterns in English language. The study undertakes to examine and explore the principles and practice of logical agreement. It proposes to stress on the fact that the English language is not solely dependant on its grammatical constructions as unbroken rules, for the formation of meaningful sentences. The paper also outlines the specific reasons behind the usages of notional agreement for the purpose of establishing relational meaning in a sentence. The ‘Introduction’ explains the necessity of broaching the subject and its importance in understanding the nuances and stylistic peculiarities of the English language. The Section Definition and Sources, deals with definitions and its earliest example; and Review of Literature draws references from the exponents of this linguistic device. The ‘Discussion’ brings up the modus operandi of ‘Synesis’ and its many usages with references and explications, and the ‘Conclusion’ folds up the issue with the understanding and assertion that notional concord is an extremely effective tool employed to discover meaning through words, and to signify the importance of  lexical relationships beyond the regulated grammatical structures.

Introduction

In Lewis Carol’s Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There, Humpty Dumpty says, in a rather scornful tone, ‘When I use a word, it means what I choose it to mean. Neither more nor less!’ To this Alice replies, ‘The question is whether you can make words mean so many different things’ (PDFREEBOOKS; 46). Humpty Dumpty snaps back, ‘The question is, who is to be master, that’s all.’ The dialogue between Alice and Humpty Dumpty is not a fictional talk between two characters in an imaginative story. It is a mirror to, and a nutshell manifestation of, a larger debate among linguists concerning the symbiotic relationship between expressions and interpretations. The dialogue embodies a larger semantic debate on the usages of words and their intended meaning. Humpty Dumpty’s answer to Alice does in no way encourage an outrageous and senseless freedom to use words thoughtlessly.


On the contrary, it stresses on the basic linguistic principle with regard to the usage of language––the principle of establishing a cogent, coherent meaning through linguistic structures. It is one thing to dress language in ship-shape grammatical structures to express a set pattern of meaning; it is quite another story to form sentence structures by liberating words from their codified appearances and using them to discover relational meaning that underlies all sophisticated though complex linguistic discourses. Breaking free from the grammatical rules does never imply a complete avoidance of the rules that have been shaping the language since its inception. It demonstrates an effort to use the same rules with some flexibility, some shifts in placements of words, to arrive at the intentional meaning. My endeavor throughout this paper is to develop a discourse on this aspect of linguistic construction––the discovery of relational meaning through linguistic forms. 


Synesis conveys linguistically what is rooted in sense. It moulds notional agreements into words and structures, and its mechanism reveals how a general, linguistically significant kind of meaning is articulated (Bock, Eberhard and Cutting, 2004). In English the scope of grammatical agreement is limited. The normal course of agreement demands that a verb must agree with its subject in person and number. Singular subject takes singular verb, and plural subject takes plural verb. Let us take a sentence as an example, and find if a grammatical agreement can comfortably bring the meaning home. I quote: 
“Finding a factory site poses a real problem: Nobody wants chemical waste lying in their backyard.”
 
The sentence is taken to mean that (a) it is difficult to find a suitable site for a factory because (b) nobody wants it located near their house. The focus here is not on the type of site that is to be suitable for a factory. Also, the issue is not gender-dependant. So the grammatical rule of a singular pronoun, her and his or her, representing “Nobody” can be ruled out on the grounds that if a singular possessive pronoun has to be used it must be ‘his’, for the simple linguistically sound assumption that ‘his’ can include the female pronoun in traditional grammar usage. But in spite of its grammatical suitability, ‘his’ denotes a formal tone with regard to the meaning. And it in no way is a neutral pronoun. ‘Nobody’ stands for ‘not a single man or woman’, and the use of a singular gender specific pronoun in this case may carry the opposite intention and effect, even if it is grammatically correct (Birchfield, 1998). The possessive adjective ‘their’ appears here to be the only alternative in a case like this, for many reasons. The use of ‘their’ does not strictly agree with the number of the noun, but it conveys the relational meaning quite clearly as ‘nobody’ does not signify a single man or a single woman but the entire lot of people, both male and female, living in the locality. This particular synesis has been perfectly acceptable in spoken English for many decades, and has become a standard usage in formal writing (Garner, 2003). 


There is what is called in Latin, the “constructio ad sensum”, the sentence construction according to the sense, or forming sentences from word sense, from the layers of meaning that a sentence expresses rather than by sticking on to standard grammar practice. It is here that English language liberates itself from the codified shackles of grammar to reveal its universality of appeal, and its intended shades of meaning. 


In this work, an emphasis is laid on the name and nature of notional concord and the performance of language on the basis of meaning rather than form. Definitions and elucidations are followed by examples of synesis from standard discourses and a ‘Discussion’ that elaborates and presents the fact that pronouns are controlled by notional number and their number would follow the notional valuation of their referent, not from the linguistic representation of an antecedent (Bock and Eberhard, 1993). The employment of pronouns and verbs with notional agreements shows how meaning is communicated, binding together the vocabulary and the syntax, to create sentence structures. 

Definitions and Sources

Synesis, derived from Greek, means unification, meeting, sense, conscience, insight, realization, mind, reason. It means a grammatical construction in which a word takes the gender or number not of the word with which it should regularly agree, but of some other word implied in that word. It is in effect the agreement of words with the sense, instead of the morphosyntactic form, for example,
“If the team is victorious, they will play the next match.”
Here, the plural pronoun ‘they’ refers to the singular noun ‘team’. The antecedent of ‘they’ as an implied plural pronoun is the players. 


The Encarta, World English Dictionary (2009) defines Synesis as “a grammatical agreement according to meaning rather than strict syntax, e.g. the use of plural noun with a singular antecedent, as in ‘If anyone is looking for me, tell them I’ll be back soon,’ with ‘them’ being used instead of ‘him’ or ‘her’ refers back to ‘anyone.’” The Dictionary traces its source from the late 19th century. The word was borrowed from modern Latin via Greek ‘sunesis’ meaning ‘union’. 


The Merriam Webster International Dictionary (2010) describes Synesis as “grammatical construction in which agreement or reference is according to the sense rather than strict syntax––as anyone and them in ‘If anyone calls, tell them I am out’” (p. 1929). According to this Dictionary, the word is derived from New Latin from Greek, understanding, sense, from synienai, to bring together. Its first known use in English was traced in 1856.



Webster’s New World College Dictionary (2010) understands the word as “a grammatical construction which conforms to the meaning rather than to strict syntactic agreement or reference (Ex.: Has everyone washed their hands?)” (p. 2320). The source of the word is tracked down from Modern Latin Gr. Sagacity, quick perception; synienai, to perceive, lit., to bring together syn-, together + hienai, to set in motion.


In The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (4th edition, 2010), the term Synesis is presented as “A construction in which a form, such as a pronoun, differs in number but agrees in meaning with the word governing it, as in If the group becomes too large, we can split them in two.


Collins English Dictionary (2003), defines Synesis as “a grammatical construction in which the inflection or form of a word is conditioned by the meaning rather than syntax, as for example the plural form have with the singular noun group in the sentence, The group have already assembled.


The Random House Unabridged Dictionary (1997), holds that Synesis is “a construction in which an expected grammatical agreement in form is replaced by an agreement in meaning, as in The crowd rose to their feet, where a plural pronoun is used to refer to a singular noun. 


What all definitions of Synesis or Notional Concord agree on is that it is a kind of agreement or concord of verbs with their subjects and of pronouns with their antecedent nouns with relation to the conceptual understanding rather than form. If you conceive of a group as one entity, a single unit, then The group has its policy is correct; but if you mean by group, a number of different people, then The group have their own policy presents the correct meaning. In American English has is used in both the sentences. In British English, the standard usage is to avoid strict grammatical agreement of plurals with plural forms and singulars with singular forms. The standard practice of Notional Agreement in British English suggests that the collective nouns can take either singular or plural verb forms depending on the context and the metonymic shift, the understood contiguity that relates the noun and the verb forms. 

Literature Review

Henry Sweet (1845–1912), the English philologist, phonetician and grammarian, in his The History of Language (1900), coined the term ‘antigrammatical constructions’ for notional agreements and considered them as a triumph of logic over grammar. The most known use of such a construction is the phrase ‘a number of’. The phrase usually takes a plural verb, as in A number of people were present in the conference. Sweet has most correctly observed that the anti-logical constructions though violate the rules of grammar; they deliver relational meanings through such a combination of verbs and nouns that are opposite in number. 


Bryan A. Garner (1958), a U.S. lawyer, lexicographer, and teacher has written several books about English usage and style, including Garner's Modern American Usage (Oxford University Press, 3rd edition, 2009). He writes in detail about the traditional grammar usages, and also enlightens upon the fact that there are certain meanings which are more clearly derived by getting free from the traditional rules and using notionally poignant verb number to arrive at the intended meaning. He elucidates that in the sentences ‘Three-fourths is a smaller quantity’ and / ‘Two pounds of shrimp is all I need’ the phrases ‘three-fourths’ and ‘two pounds’ though plural in form, connote a single unity and are singular in sense. They, therefore, must be followed by a singular verb.


The Canadian novelist and rhetorician James De Mille (1833-1880) in his book The Elements of Rhetoric (Harper, 1878), talking about the uses of Synesis defines it as an adaptation of the construction to the sense of words rather than to their grammatical character. He gives an example to clarify his point, "My paternal home was made desolate, and he himself was sacrificed" (p. 542). De Mille is not discussing the congruity in numbers between the verbs and nouns, but the sense perception of gender. Here "he himself" refers to father as an antecedent; that word, however, has not been expressed, but is implied in the word ‘paternal’.


Wendalyn Nichols in her article ‘Grammar Article: Beyond the Visible Syntax – The Concept of Notional Agreement’ (In Depth, October-November 2006) argues that the problem with traditional sentence diagramming is that it doesn’t necessarily prove anything other than how the sentence is analyzed. Not every grammatical puzzle lends itself easily to traditional analysis––the kind that looks only at what is there on the page. She maintains that notional agreement is an accepted phenomenon. As an example she presents the sentence, ‘Nearly ₤3 million in ten-pound notes were stolen.’ Nichols argues that in some context meaning––as opposed to strict requirements of grammar or syntax––governs subject-verb agreement. In British English, monetary expression such as million and billion are treated as collective nouns, and so they generally take a plural verb. But Nichols also points out that as regards notional agreement concerning collective nouns there is a disagreement between American and British usages. Both, nevertheless, allow the notion of plurality to govern the verb choice in certain stances. 


Kathryn Bock in her article ‘Number Agreement in British and American English: Disagreeing to Agree Collectively’ (Language, Vol. 82, No. 1, March 2006), presents examples of collective nouns like family, committee, government, arsenal, bakery, etc., that take plural verbs in British English, but in American English they are just not allowed to do that. Bock opines that the heart of the matter is that the difference between American and British usages are largely due to the ‘perception of certain words as lexically singular or plural, rather than to any differences in how people analyze the collective nouns (as referring to units or individuals) on a notional basis’. 


In his book Number, the famous linguist G. G. Corbett dedicates one entire chapter, ‘Agreement Hierarchy’ and parts of several others, to agreement phenomena relating to number. Corbett discusses the application of number agreement that varies from language to language––namely whether unequal conjuncts in a conjoined noun phrase trigger singular or plural agreement. A distinction is made between semantic agreement and grammatical agreement. For example, a noun like committee is grammatically singular (a standard plural form also exists), but semantically it can be construed as singular or plural. Agreement in both American and British English can depend on the grammatical form ("The committee
is . . ."), or the semantics ("The committee are . . ."), though British speakers are more likely to choose the semantic basis for agreement. When it comes to agreement in demonstratives, however, both British and American English are sensitive to the form ("This committee . . .", rather than "these committee . . ."). A universal is proposed whereby agreement is more semantically based the farther to the right the agreeing element is on the following "Agreement Hierarchy":

Attributive (adj., demons., ...) < predicate < rel. pron. < pers. pron.

Many fascinating examples from around the world are cited in support of this hierarchy, ex. ‘This new football team that is touring Asian nations looks strong.’   


Karin R. Humphreys & Kathryn Bock in their article ‘Notional Number Agreement in English’ (pp. 689-695) present their understanding that the traditional description of English subject–verb agreement is that verbs agree in number with the subjects of their clauses. It is less clear whether verbs agree with the notional or grammatical number of the subject, or both. Notional number is the numerosity of the subject’s referent in the speaker’s mental model, and grammatical number is the conventional linguistic number of the subject (head) noun. Examples of both kinds of agreement exist. For nouns like scissors, verb agreement seems to be grammatical (The scissors were/*was sharp); the word draws a plural verb despite the singularity of the referent. In other cases, agreement seems notional, ex. ‘The headquarters was on the left corner of the street.’ 


The study of writings on synesis or notional concord invariably stresses on the point that it is a kind of construction that expresses meaning through subverting the traditional grammar patterns substituting them with nouns, pronouns or verbs that construe relational meaning in accordance with the sense. It is a kind of construction in which an expected grammatical agreement is replaced by an agreement in meaning, as in ‘The crowd rose to their feet’, where a plural pronoun is used to refer to a singular noun.

Discussion

A perusal of the definitions, explication, case-studies, books and scholarly articles relating to the bemusing topic of notional concord leads to the understanding that the linguistic forms may not always follow the codified rules of grammar. They are flexible and can be constructed to elicit meanings that cannot be expressed through the traditional grammatical agreements. But it does not imply that this flexibility has to be stretched beyond the limits. Words can of course mean “so many different things,” we need to tell Alice. We do at the same time remind her to know “who is to be master.” But we must also need to tell Mr. Humpty Dumpty that “that’s not all.” The notional agreement must have a logical meaning. Broadly speaking, we can discover three basic patterns of construction among others, based on notional concord with reference to the sentence structures in English.

Pattern 1: Verb-subject concord and pronoun reference

One such pattern is the concord of verbs with their subjects, and of pronouns with their antecedent nouns on the basis of meaning rather than form. There is an interesting example of the subject-verb notional concord from the famous English playwright, George Bernard Shaw’s play, Mrs. Warren’s Profession. The character Sir George Crofts’ speech, in the play, runs “ . . . In the society I can introduce you to no lady or gentleman would so far forget themselves as to, discuss my business affairs or your mother’s . . .” (Act III). The singular nouns joined by ‘or’, in the sentence, are affected by notional agreement. The nouns “lady” and “gentleman” are not one entity here. They are multiple tokens not of the same kind. Their plurality is not disturbed by the conjunction “or”. They signify all of them in numbers.  The author, therefore, has abandoned the grammatical agreement here, for a less wieldy plural pronoun of notional agreement. The use of ‘her’ or ‘his’ would have made the sentence quite cumbersome.


In his article ‘Verb Agreement as a rule of English’ (pp. 278-286), J. L. Morgan (1972) gave an example of a plural subject-singular verb construction in the sentence, “Bacon and eggs tastes good”. Here the verb “tastes” does not agree grammatically but it does so with the notional concept of “bacons and eggs” as a unit of meal. Linguistic studies have analyzed the balancing act of grammatical and notional agreements between verbs and their subjects for the sake of providing a relational meaning. The conjoined antecedents of the verb are normatively taken to refer to multiple examples of one type, and therefore, need a singular verb. 

Pattern 2: Collective nouns

The second pattern of notional agreement defined and analyzed here is the notional plurality latent in collective nouns. With collective-noun subjects, there is a common usage of plural verbs suggesting some role for notional number. There are certain confusing notions here that must be clarified to express the use of notional agreement. When it comes to deciding whether a collective noun is notionally plural or not, we must make a difference between two kinds of sentence expressions. For instance we use a singular verb in ‘A group of boys is present in the meeting’. Here the noun signifies a unit of boys, a singular unit, and, therefore, it necessarily takes a singular verb. But the sentence ‘A flock of birds were looking for prey’ gives an entirely different notion. The noun here also is collective. It, nevertheless, does not represent one unit of birds. All the birds in their own individual capacities were looking for their own food. Their action was not unified but distributive. The verb here, therefore, takes a plural form. In some sentences a subject may have a singular form but a plural meaning. Thus the sentence ‘His family are all uncompromising gourmets’ carries a collective noun which is singular in form but plural in meaning and this plurality is strengthened by the inclusion of ‘all’. We, therefore, need a notional and not a grammatical agreement here. In the sentence ‘Everyone is responsible for his work’, the subject ‘everyone’ is plural in meaning but singular in form. The verb, therefore, agrees in number with the form of its grammatical subject. 


Collective nouns puzzle even the most careful of writers. In her article in The Chicago Sun-Times, Inc., (Nov. 12, 2000), James J. Kilpatrick refers to a sentence by Bob Tyrrell, editor of the American Spectator, which appeared in the editorial column of the paper: “Years of economic study has demonstrated that raising the minimum wage usually puts poorly trained employees out of work”. The generally acceptable form of verb to be used here is the plural. ‘Years’ is not a collective noun, and it is not a unit either. But the notion behind the plural noun in this sentence is a judicious use of the notion of a unit of time, and, therefore, the antecedent noun has to take a singular verb. 


We also find a collected construal in some collective nouns. The underlying confusion in subject verb agreement often crops up when the plural verb form is used with the singular forms of the count nouns, like team or meeting. In the sentence, ‘The team have started doing their job,’ the antecedent is a collective noun, but it does not signify a unified entity. The noun here has taken a metonymic shift in notion underlying the word. The sense perception in the sentence is of every member of the team working together on the job. Their activity is collective and they are not working individually. Though they are all working in their individual capacities, yet what holds the sentence is the number which is plural as the ‘team’ is.

Pattern 3: Attraction and distributive functions

These are two important forces in the notional agreement between subjects and verbs. Words having a distributive function normally govern a singular verb, for example, ‘everyone is responsible for his own work.’ Here the reference is to each individual of a number, as distinguished from the whole number taken together. But quite often the pronoun denoting everyone is used in the plural in the sense where the gender is not marked. In such cases the subversion of the grammatical rule of agreement becomes a necessity to save the sentence from running into ambiguities. Example: ‘Everyone was absorbed in their business,’ and ‘everyone raised their hand.’ You raise one hand, normally, and not two. The point here is that ‘everyone’ and ‘everybody’ refer to more than one person. So the pronoun that follows them is notionally expected to be in the plural. The practice, however, of using everyone or everybody with a singular verb with a plural pronoun has been in standard usage of the English language for more than four centuries (Birchfield, 1998): “Now this king did keep a great house, that everybody might come and take their meat freely” (Sir Philip Sidney, 1580). In modern times the example, ‘if anyone calls, tell them I’m out’ is generally an accepted norm of expression where the gender of the antecedent is not marked. What these examples present is the impact of notional number on agreement when the lexical properties of the subject are not specified. 


Attraction is the linguistic term for the interfering noun or pronoun that appears after the antecedent noun and forces the verb out of agreement. This practice has been the hallmark of literary writings for the past four centuries. Birchfield (1998) cites examples from the plays of Marlowe and Shakespeare, the two towering figures of Renaissance literature in Britain: “The outside of her garments were of lawn” (Marlowe), and “The posture of your blows are yet unknown” (Shakespeare). In both cases here, the verb follows the law of proximity. The intervening nouns ‘garments’ and ‘blows’ outwit the subjects ‘outside’ and ‘posture’ for the mere fact that they are distant to their verbs. The modern example of such a notional representation is to be discovered in the Chicago Tribune Headline in 1988: “Cost of hospital AIDS tests vary widely in state, survey findsˮ (Birchfield, 1998). Let us take another independent example of such a notional agreement: ‘As many as ten percent of people have sleep apnea.’ Here again the phenomenon of attraction has come into play. 


There are other various instances where the notional agreement comes into play defying the common traditional grammatical structures. These are the cases where the intended meaning supersedes the perceived meaning. A news report from USA Today says: “Two days of rain immerses South California.” Should the verb be ‘immerse’? Notion knows. The immersion is perceived to be the result of the two-day-rain. It is cumulative, unified, compact noun of two days and not individual number of days. The rainy days were taken as a single deluge. It is the sense of the noun that counts important here and not the number of days. 


The basic thrust behind notional agreement is that most nouns in English have a semantic motivation. So the number specification of the antecedent in most of the cases, where synesis occurs, tends to be morphologically extrinsic. They are semantically motivated and inflectional in nature. Confusion often arises between controlled agreement and an agreement by sense which is flexible and defies any control. What is to be noticed is that the number meaning of the noun does not represent the grammatical number. The noun, clothing, can be used as a singular or a plural without any regard to its singular construction. In the same sense, we can use ‘binoculars’ in the singular sense without paying any attention to its grammatical construction as a noun in plural. It is the sense that counts and not the form. But that meaning must also have the logic of usage. This is where notional agreement can develop relational meaning.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the thesis that has developed out of the studies and observation presented in this paper is that subtle variations in the notional number of sentence subjects can affect verb agreement in English. This implies that the implementation of verb number-agreement is influenced not only by the grammatical number properties of subject nouns, but also by the number properties of the mental referents of subject noun phrases. 


The wave of synesis has blown away the rooted rules of grammatical agreement. The agreement in meaning has made the English language elastic and flexible, and has removed the strict confines that had shriveled its usages. But notional agreement also cannot be stretched beyond its limit, and it cannot be allowed to go for a ramble over the territories of nonsense. We cannot plead ignorance to errors that defy any semantic logic and notional congruity. As for example in the sentence: ‘His overtures to people who came to see him has upset them a lot’, the referent verb is quite misplaced. There is no notional logic in the singular ‘has’. The antecedent noun has none of the lexical qualities to be referred by a singular verb. The verb here must be the plural form ‘have’. Though agreement between the antecedent and the referent depends upon our interpretation of the antecedent rather than its form, it can never be used arbitrarily so as to defy any semantic logic. Writers have to be careful when considering the usage of notional concord. It is meaning that is of primary importance in our everyday speech. It is what the speaker possesses when he speaks. The semantic forces come into play when the message is transferred to the listeners or readers. This is where the basic features of meaning are employed in combining the vocabulary and the syntax to form a sentence. Notional agreement is a kind of notional glue that holds the grammatical structures to create a synthetic meaning, saving them from being shattered into meaninglessness. My effort all through the study has been to take the linguistic form beyond grammatical encoding to express how meanings are created through relational understanding.  
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التطابق أو التوافق اللغوي: استكشاف المعنى العلائقي من خلال نماذج لغوية.
سيد سرور حسين
أستاذ مساعد، كلية اللغات والترجمة، جامعة الملك سعود
(قدم للنشر في 16/4/1432هـ؛ وقبل للنشر في 27/10/1432هـ)
ملخص البحث. تهدف هذه الدراسة إلى توضيح, و تعداد, و فهم حقل التوافق الغوي والذي يقع وراء حدود التراكيب اللغوية الشائعة والتناسق التوافقي و التي توضح المبادئ الأساسية للنماذج اللغوية للغة الإنجليزية. كما تهدف الدراسة إلى دراسة واكتشاف المبادئ و التطبيقات للتوافق المنطقي. وكذلك تركز هذه  الدراسة على حقيقة كون اللغة الانجليزية لا تعتمد فقط على تركيبها القواعدية في صياغة جمل ذات المعنى . وأخير توجز الدراسة الأسباب المحددة التي تدعوا إلى استخدام التوافق اللغوي وذلك من اجل صياغة المعنى العلاقي في جملة ما. حيث توضح المقدمة ضرورة التطرق لمثل هذا الموضوع واهميتة في فهم الفروق الدقيقة والخصائص الأسلوبية المميزة للغة الانجليزية. كما تناولت المقدمة موضوعين فرعيين هما: (ا) التعريف والمصادر و (ب) مراجعة الأدب السابق. و تعالج المناقشة أسلوب عمل التطابق اللغوي واستخداماته مع ذكر الأمثلة والتوضيحات على هذه الاستخدامات. وأخيرا تنهي الخاتمة المناقشة بالتأكيد على أن التوافق اللغوي هو أداة لغوية فعالة جدا يتم توظيفها لاكتشاف المعنى من خلال الكلمات, وتوضيح أهمية العلاقة بين المفردات بعيدا عن التراكيب القواعدية. 
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