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1. Actually1 and actually2
This paper is part of a report on work in progress on the syntax, intonation, and semantics/pragmatics of sentence modifiers. I shall be concerned here just with the word actually, considered chiefly from the point of view of syntax and semantics/pragmatics.

The first to distinguish two kinds of actually seems to have been Sidney Greenbaum. He distinguished between actually as what he called an ‘attitudinal disjunct’ and actually as an ‘intensifying adjunct’.
 I shall refer to them, respectively, as actually1 and actually2.. They are instantiated in examples [1] and [2] below:

[1]
a. A: Did you have a hard time with them? - B: Actually1, they were quite well-behaved.


b. A: Did you have a hard time with them? - B: Oh, they were quite well-behaved, actually1.

[2] This isn’t just hearsay; I [actually2 saw it with my own eyes]. (VP)

As regards the syntax, we can start by saying that actually1 can serve as adjunct to a sentence (as in example [1]), but not as IC of a verb phrase, and that conversely, actually2 can serve as initial IC
 in a verb phrase (as in example [2]), but not as adjunct to a sentence. The meaning borne by both items has been placed, following Grice, under the heading of conventional implicature.
 Within Relevance theory, they are regarded as indicators of procedural constraints on the inferential phase of  utterance understanding.
 Both items mark the utterance or the part of the utterance with which they are associated as in some way corrective, and both are non-truthfunctional; but actually2 can be described as ‘scalar’ and ‘emphatic’, as opposed to actually1, which is ‘nonscalar’ and ‘mild’. By saying ‘scalar’, I mean that when the speaker uses actually2    as the initial constituent of some phrase, he is envisaging a scale of properties with the content of that phrase at the top, and, in the context of a positive statement, he implies that any property below it on the scale would be inadequate, would make the statement too weak. On the other hand, when the speaker uses actually1, he indicates that he is contradicting some other proposition which has just been expressed or implied. No scale of properties is envisaged. It can be called ‘mild’ (or conciliatory), because if the speaker uses it in correcting an interlocutor, it serves to make the correction less calculated to offend, and if he is correcting something said or implied  by himself, an element of apology seems to be involved. Actually1  has been described (by Robert Ilson in Greenbaum 1985: 179) as being used for ‘modestly polite contradiction or amplification’ and being ‘perhaps more characteristic of British than of American English’.

2. Syntactic options
2.1 Actually1

Actually1  may occur not just sentence-initially and sentence-finally, but also in the whole range of positions open to parentheticals, where parenthetical means a syntactic node that does not function as head, complement, specifier, adjunct, filler, extraposition – or anything else that the grammar may provide for – in the phrase of which it is an immediate constituent.
 From a semantic point of view, a parenthetical relates to the sentence in which it is included like an adjunct to its head. For example:

[3] [In California], [actually1], [this is by no means unusual]. (Filler-Parenthetical-Head)

[4] One of them, actually1, we read last year. (Filler-Parenthetical-Head)

[5] A: And then you go over the M3, I suppose. - B: Well, [you] [actually1][go under it.] (Subject-Parenthetical-Head)

 [6] I thought it would be better that way, but it actually1 makes no difference. (Subject-Parenthetical-Head)

[7] [The only picture here], [actually1,][of John as a small boy] is the one I took on his fifth birthday. (Head-Parenthetical-Extraposition)

[8] This refusal of his, actually1, to sign the letter did not surprise me at all. (Head-Parenthetical-Extraposition)

These are essentially equivalent to the corresponding examples, which have sentence adjuncts instead of the parentheticals:

[9]  Actually1, this is by no means unusual in California. (Cf. [3])

[10] Actually1, we read one of them last year. (Cf. [4])

[11] ...Well, actually1, you go under it. (Cf. [5])

[12] ...but actually1, it makes no difference. (Cf. [6])

[13] Actually1, the only picture here of John as a small boy is the one I took on his fifth birthday. (Cf. [7])

[14] Actually1, this refusal of his to sign the letter did not surprise me at all. (Cf. [8])

Of course we are here ignoring differences of topic structure and distribution of emphasis. 

2.2 Actually2

Actually2, is always the initial constituent of its phrase, (as in example [2] above, repeated here as [15]), but it is not confined to VPs. This is illustrated in the following examples:

[15] This isn’t just hearsay; I [actually2 saw it with my own eyes]. (VP)

[16] All these substances are harmful, and some of them are [actually2 poisonous]. (AP)

[17] All these substances are harmful, and one is [actually2 a poison] (NP)

[18] Of course what he’s doing is scandalous, but is it [actually2 against the law]? (PP)

It seems that any major phrasal category can be host to actually2, provided that it is semantically appropriate.

2.3 Syntax, punctuation, and intonation

Where the syntactic function of actually is not made clear by the linear order, both punctuation and intonation usually serve to mark the distinction between actually1 and actually2. For example (with % for Intonational Phrase boundaries and capitalization for accented words):

[19] [The house], [actually1], % [belonged to her parents] % (not to her)

[20] [The house] % [actually2 belonged to her parents] % (they weren’t just renting it)

The bracketing shows the difference in syntactic structure. The attachment of actually1  to the house on the level of intonational phrasing, which is an option in [19] above, contrasts with the obligatory placement of the commas before and after actually1 in the same sentence.

3. The meanings of actually1

3.1. Two kinds of relevance: ‘internal’ and ‘external’

Actually1, though typically used with statements, is also compatible with questions. For example:

[21] Actually1, was this your first visit?

[22] Actually1, is he English or American?

The problem here is how to relate the meaning of actually in such contexts to its meaning in statements as analyzed in 1 above. In the context of such questions as [21]-[22], we do not have the rejection of one proposition in favour of another. But here too the use of the word actually may be said to have a corrective function. The speaker indicates that he has only just realized that the question is relevant and should be asked, and that he is now about to go ahead and ask it; the correction consists in the making good of an omission on his part. But the relation between actually and the question may also be a different one, as we can see from [23]-[24]:

[23] So was he actually1 American (and not English)?

[24] What went wrong? Was she actually1 not too pleased? 

These are questions that suggest statements. They can be paraphrased as in [25]-[26]:

[25] So am I right in thinking that he was actually1 American (and not English)?

[26] ...Am I right in thinking that she was actually1 not too pleased (contrary to what they expected)?

It is possible to have minimal pairs like [27]-[28]:

[27] Actually1, was he American? (external)

[28] Was he actually1 American? (internal}

This is interesting in that it is the first time we have encountered actually1 as a sentence adjunct differing semantically from actually1  as a parenthetical. It is worth noting that in [23]-[24] and [28], as in [25]-[26], actually can be replaced by in fact with little change in meaning, but that this is not so in [21]-[22] and [27]. We can distinguish these uses as ‘external’ (as in [27]) and ‘internal’ (as in [28]).

A contrast similar to the one we have noted between ‘external’ and ‘internal’ actually1 in yes/no questions is found in WH-questions as well. Compare [29] with [30] and [31] with [32]:

[29] Actually1, what  does he do? (external)

[30] What does he actually1 do? (internal}

[31] Actually1 how does it work?

[32] How does it actually1 work?

The meaning of the adverb in [29] and [31] is the same as in initial position in yes/no questions, i.e. that the speaker has only just realized that the question needs to be asked. Its meaning in [30] and [32] can be most easily shown by providing suitable contexts, such as [33] and [34]:

[33] A: What kind of job has he got? - B: He works for IBM. - A: Yes, but what does he actually1 do?

[34] We know you have created a system that contains a parser; but how does your parser actually1 work?

We may contrast the normality of [33]-[34] with the unlikelihood of discourses like [35] and [36], where the adverb has been shifted to initial position:

[35]?? A: What kind of job has he got? - B: He works for IBM. - A: Yes, but actually1, what does he do?

[36]?? We know you have created a system that contains a parser; but actually1, how does your parser work?

The use of the adverb in [33] and [34] (but not in [35] and [36]) can be interpreted as meaning ‘THIS is the question I want you to answer’, or, more explicitly, ‘The kind of information asked for by this question is different from, though related to, the kind of information that has just been supplied’. 

So far, we have not considered the possibility of an analogous semantic difference in statements. There are two questions here: (1) What kinds of uses of actually in statements can be regarded as corresponding semantically to its ‘external’ use in questions? and (2) What is the relationship here between difference in semantic function on the one hand and difference in linear order on the other.? The answer to the first question is that a distinct kind of actually in statements is found wherever the speaker ‘goes off at a tangent’, where a thought has just come into his head which may or may not have been prompted by something in the discourse, and which changes the direction of the discourse, at least momentarily. So the mention of a person, say John, may prompt an utterance like [37]:

[37] Actually1, we must have a talk about John. (external)

The same sentence, differently accented, may occur without any previous mention of John, or of the need for any kind of talk (more of less ‘out of the blue’):

[38] Actually1, we must have a talk about John.

Such changes in direction may also be signalled by the use of items like incidentally, by the way, or (when prompted by the preceding discourse) that reminds me. The last of these is not infrequently combined with actually, as in [39]:

[39] Actually1, that reminds me, we must have a talk about John.

The answer to the second question is that while ‘internal’ actually is free to occur initially, ‘external’ actually does not occur medially, as can be seen from the strangeness of [50], [51], and [52], as variants of [37], [38], and [39] respectively:

[40] *We must actually1 have a talk about John.

[41] *We must actually1 have a talk about John.

[42] *That actually1 reminds me, we must have a talk about John

We may contrast the difference between [37] and [40] with the similarity of [43] and [44], where the latter pair instantiates the ‘internal’ type of use:

[43] A: I take it they phoned John. - B: Actually1, they  sent him a fax, I believe.

[44] B: I take it they phoned John. - B: They actually1 sent him a fax, I believe.

We could deal with this either by recognising ‘external’ actually as a distinct lexical item, or by treating the two uses as depending just on difference in scope. ýWhichever alternative we choose, we can say that the ‘external’ use of actually relates to the speaker’s assessment of his conduct of the discourse; it is a signal given by the speaker that he is initiating at this point a distinct move, which deflects the discourse from the path it was following. The  ‘internal’ use, on the other hand, points to a contrast between the content of the sentence in which it occurs and some proposition that has been stated or implied.

3.2. A semantic/pragmatic constraint: predicational type

It is well-known that some sentential adverbs are subject to restrictions on the types of sentences in which they can occur. Here I’d like to look at actually1 from this point of view. The ‘external’ use that we have observed for initial actually in questions and statements is also found initially in directives:


[45] a. A: We have to leave at a quarter past; so you’d better hurry. 



     B: OK. - Actually1, don’t wait for me, you go ahead. This may take me longer than I thought.



  b. B: OK. - Actually1, you go ahead, don’t wait for me... (external)

[46] A: Could you go ahead and unlock the door? 


  B: OK -  Actually1, you go ahead, if you don’t mind. I promised to wait here for John.

In [45] and [46], Speaker B first agrees with Speaker A, and then changes his mind. The change of mind is signalled, as it can be in statements and questions, by actually1  in its ‘external’ use. In directives, as in questions and statements, this use is not possible in medial position. Compare [45] with [47], and [46] with [48]:

[47] a. *B: OK. - Don’t actually1 wait for me, you go ahead.


  b. *B: OK. - You actually1 go ahead, don’t wait for me.

[48] *B: OK. - you actually1 go ahead, if you don’t mind...

But directives are unlike questions and statements in that they do not admit actually in its ‘internal’ use. Consider the following comparison between two similar discourses, one with a statement and one with a directive as host for the adverb:

[49] A: Which is the best way to go? - B: Well most people take the train, because it’s faster, but you should (actually1) take the bus; the route is much more interesting.

[50] A: Which is the best way to go? - B: Well most people take the train, because it’s faster, but you (*actually1) take the bus; the route is much more interesting.

[51] A: I should take the train, I suppose - B: No you should (actually1) take the bus...

[52] A: I should take the train, I suppose - B: No (*actually1) take the bus...

In each case advice is given to A by B, in the form of a statement in [49] and [51], and in the form of a directive in [50] and [52]. While [49] and [51] are normal, either with actually or without it, [50] and [52] are distinctly odd if actually is inserted.

Statements, questions and directives are not the only possible speech acts, of course; but I won’t look at any other kinds just now.

The option of the ‘internal’ use of  actually is also available in embedded clauses that contain propositions presented or accepted (perhaps only tentatively) as true, either by the speaker of the sentence, or (in indirect speech) by some person whose utterance (or thought) is reported. This includes concessive clauses, clauses of result, clauses of reason, and relative clauses (not only nonrestrictive but also restrictive):

[53] They were very frightened, though actually1 there was no danger.

[54] The floods were already subsiding, so that they were actually1 quite safe.

[55] There was no cause for anxiety, because actually1 the danger was now past.

[56] They evacuated even the houses on the higher ground, which were actually1 quite safe.

[57] They also evacuated some houses that were actually1 quite safe.

In embedded questions, ‘internal’ actually1 may occur just as it does in root questions:

[58] She asked if (or whether) actually1, he was American (not English).

[59] She asked if (or whether) he was actually1 American (not English).

[60] He works for IBM, but I don’t know what he actually1, does.

[61] There’s a parser, but we don’t know how it actually1 works.

In [58], the adverb precedes the subject and verb, as it does in the direct question in [27] above, repeated here as [62]:

[62] Actually1, was he American?

But whereas in [62] the adverb can only have an external interpretation, only an internal interpretation is possible for [58], since the preceding subordinator forces us to interpret the adverb within the scope of the question. So [58] and [59] differ only in information structure. Of course, if actually1 precedes the subordinator, it must be taken as belonging to the matrix sentence, so that [63] is semantically equivalent to [64], not to [65]:

[63] She asked, actually1, if (or whether) he was American. (modifies root p.)

[64] Actually1, she asked if (or whether) he was American. (modifies root p.)

[65] She asked if (or whether) actually1, he was American. (modifies embedded p.)

This is exactly parallel to what happens in sentences containing embedded statements:

[66] He said, actually1, that it was quite legal. (modifies root p.)

[67] He said that actually1, it was quite legal. (modifies embedded p.)

In [66], the ‘correction’ belongs to the speaker of the sentence, while in [67] it is attributed to the person whose statement is reported.

In embedded directives, however,  the use of actually1 is impossible. Consider [68]-[70]:

[68] *They demand that actually1, he should be told about it.

[69] *They are anxious that actually1, he should be told about it.

[70] *It is essential that actually1, he should be told about it.

We may compare these with the embedded clauses in [71]-[73], which are identical in external form but represent statements:

.

[71] They think that actually1, he should be told about it.

[72] I am convinced that actually1, he should be told about it.

[73] It is clear that actually1, he should be told about it.

On the other hand, the embedded directive clauses in [74]-[76], which lack the modal should, are incompatible with actually1 , just like those in [68]-[70].

[74] *They demand that actually1, he be told about it.

[75] *They are anxious that actually1, he be told about it.

[76] *It is essential that actually1, he be told about it.

The verb demand belongs to a group of verbs that is labelled ‘suasive’ by Quirk et al. (1985: section 16.32) and also includes items like propose and suggest. ‘Suasive’ verbs govern clauses with should or alternatively (especially in American English), with the base form of the verb phrase, alias ‘mandative subjunctive’, or very occasionally, with the present or past indicative. Anxious and essential belong to groups of adjectives that resemble suasive verbs in governing clauses with same types of verb phrases. These three sets of predicates can therefore be considered to share a set of feature values which distinguishes them from other predicates and which selects for clauses of the set of syntactic types just mentioned and of the semantic type ‘directive’.

Conditional clauses are of special interest. On the one hand, normal clauses of condition with future time reference are not appropriate hosts for sentential actually:

[77] (I think he’ll stay on, but) if (*actually1) he leaves, we’ll just have to replace him.

[78] (He said he was going by bus, but) if (*actually1) he takes a taxi, he’ll be there before us.

On the other hand, there is also a kind of conditional clause that can be interpreted as implying a provisional supposition that the proposition expressed in it is true. Clauses of this kind can, not unnaturally, be hosts for actually1. Consider, for example, a sequence like [79]: (in a context such as):

[79] Of course I always  thought he’d stay on; but if actually1 he’s decided to leave, we must think about a replacement.

Here the conditional clause could be paraphrased as If it is true (and it seems to be true) that actually he’s decided to leave, or As it seems that actually he’s decided to leave, and both these paraphrases contain propositions that are provisionally accepted by the speaker as true. The same hold good for the examples in  [80a-c]:

[80] a. If actually1 he won’t be here next week, ...


b. If actually1 he’s not going to be here next week, ...

           c. If actually1 he’s leaving us at the end of the week, ...

These examples show that when conditional clauses of this sort refer to the future, they use will or be going to or the present continuous form just like independent sentences, rather than the simple present which is used in normal conditional clauses with future reference (like those in [77]-[78] above). Conditional clauses like those in [79]-[80] resemble the polar interrogatives in [23]-[24] and [58]-[59] above, in that although they do not assert the  propositions contained in them, they do indicate that the speaker is inclined to accept them as true.

A similar distinction can be found with nonfinite clauses. In [81]-[82] and [83]-[84], we see actually1 embedded in ing clauses and infinitive clauses respectively:

[81] His actually1 being an impostor and not the MIT graduate we took him for does not alter the fact that he’s very good at his job.

[82] His actually1 being her cousin and not her nephew makes no difference to the point at issue.

[83] He is thought to have actually1 been an impostor and not the MIT graduate they took him for.


[84] He is said to have actually1 been her cousin and not her nephew.

In each of these examples the nonfinite clause implies a corresponding statement (‘He is an impostor’ etc.). Non-finite clauses that do not imply statements are not suitable hosts:

[85] *Mary was in favour of our actually1 going by bus (and not by train)

[86] *Mary advised us to actually1 go by bus (and not by train)

In [86], the issue is liable to be clouded by the fact that some people feel a certain residual discomfort with ‘split infinitives’. The comparison with actually2 in the same position serves to clarify the situation:

[87] Mary advised us to actually2 go there (and not just phone them).

The difference in acceptability between [87] and [86] above indicates that the problem with [86] is not just the ‘split infinitive’.

4. Conclusion

We can sum up as follows:

(i) Actually1(Greenbaum’s ‘attitudinal disjunct’) and actually2 (Greenbaum’s ‘intensifying adjunct’) are two distinct lexical items, differing in syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic properties.

(ii) For actually1 , which relates to the sentence as a whole, we distinguish between 

(a) an ‘external’ use, which points to a change in the speaker’s conduct of the discourse, and 

(b) an ‘internal’ use, which contrasts the content of the sentence with some proposition in the context.

(iii) For the ‘internal’ use of actually1 , we distinguish between its interpretation as an assertion modifier and as a WH-question modifier.

(a) The assertion modifier is associated with a variety of structures, but all contain propositions which the speaker presents or accepts (perhaps only tentatively) as true, and it contrasts these propositions with others that have been asserted or implied.

(b) The WH-question modifier contrasts the need for the information sought in the question with the inference that might be drawn from the preceding discourse that the relevant information has already been given. 
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actually
adv 1: in actual fact; "to be nominally but not actually independent"; "no one actually saw the shark"; "large meteorites actually come from the asteroid belt" [syn: really] 2: used to imply that one would expect the fact to be the opposite of that stated; surprisingly; "you may actually be doing the right thing by walking out"; "she actually spoke Latin"; "they thought they made the rules but in reality they were only puppets"; "people who seem stand-offish are in reality often simply nervous" [syn: in reality] 3: at the present moment; "the transmission screen shows the picture that is actually on the air" 4: as a sentence modifier to add slight emphasis; "actually, we all help clear up after a meal"; "actually, I haven't seen the film"; "I'm not all that surprised actually"; "she hasn't proved to be too satisfactory, actually"

Sunlight actually prevents cancer
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� Greenbaum 1969: 127-128, 141-144.  See also Quirk et al. 1972: 439 ff, 511, 666, 674 f. Quirk et al. 1985: 583 ff, 620 f. In Quirk et al. 1985, the term ‘attitudinal disjunct’ has been  replaced by ‘content disjunct’, and intensifiers have been placed under the new heading of ‘subjuncts’.


� One is tempted to regard it as a specifier, but it may be necessary to set up an optional prehead function that is neither specifier nor adjunct. See note 7 below.


� See, for example, Levinson 1983: 127-131.


�See Wilson & Sperber 1993 and the references there.


� According to a corpus-based study by Karin Aijmer, ‘Why is actually so popular in spoken English?’ in Tottie and Bäcklund 1986: 119-129, actually is much more frequent in spoken British than in spoken American English. Eric Partridge (in Partridge 1947) gives a quotation from Ronald Knox which suggests  that the popularity of the ‘disjunct’ use was fairly new in the second quarter of the present century: ‘They found Victor Lethaby a tornado of well-bred apologies, all punctuated with an irritating repetition of the word “actually” - a habit of modern youth, particularly when he is lying’. The OED does not have a single example of actually in sentence-initial or sentence-final position.


� See the discussion of Parenthetical as a syntactic concept in Taglicht (1998). ‘Filler’ is used here in the sense it has in HPSG, where it serves to account for unbounded dependencies – structures of topicalization, relativization and WH-interrogation (see Pollard and Sag 1994). For ‘Extraposition’, see Keller (1995) and Taglicht (1998).


� If we are right in taking ‘actually2 a poison’ to be an NP, this creates a problem for the analysis of actually2 as a specifier.


�  A phrase is a potential host for actually2 only if it represents a (semantic) predicate. This means that the set of potential hosts does not form a natural syntactic class. An  ‘attributive’ AP can include actually2 just like a ‘predicative’ one, as we can see from an example like [i]:





[i] The ointment was even found to contain some [actually2 poisonous] substances. 








1st
1st

