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Ordinarily, it seems, when we finish processing a sentence, we “discard” the exact word-
ing and store only a representation of its gist (Sachs, 1967). Apparently, then, some of 
the syntactic rules described earlier in this chapter are similar to those people ordinarily 
rely on as they interpret speech. Although people might never consciously think about 
the function of a word or phrase in a sentence, the evidence overwhelmingly suggests 
they are sensitive to it and use information about syntax as they understand.

Comprehending a sentence often involves resolving its possible ambiguities. Box 10.1 offers 
examples of phonetic, lexical (i.e., word-level), and syntactic ambiguities present in different 
sentences. The interesting thing about the sentences is that we would ordinarily not notice 
the ambiguities; our processing would result in one unambiguous representation.

Box 10.1

Examples of Ambiguous Sentences

Phonetic ambiguity

Remember, a spoken sentence often contains many words not intended to be heard.
Ream ember us poke can cent tense off in contains men knee words knot in ten did tube 
bee herd.

Lexical ambiguity

I’ve got to go to the bank this morning.
I’ve got to go to First National this morning.

or

I’ve got to go to the river’s edge this morning.

Syntactic ambiguity

Have the missionaries eaten.
(Spoken by the bishop as a question or spoken by a cannibal chief as an order)

Source: Garrett, M. F. (1990). Sentence processing. In D. N. Osherson & H. Lasnik (Eds.), An invitation to cognitive science, Vol. 1: Language. Cambridge,  
MA: MIT Press, pp. 133–175.

Only rarely, and with certain kinds of sentences, do we even notice ambiguities. 
Consider the following sentences (M. F. Garrett, 1990, p. 137):

(21)	 Fatty weighed 350 pounds of grapes.

(22)	 The cotton shirts are made from comes from Arizona.

(23)	 The horse raced past the barn fell.

These sentences are sometimes called garden path sentences because they lead the lis-
tener or reader down one path, to one interpretation, until somewhere in the middle 
or the end of processing the listener realizes the interpretation is incorrect and the 
sentence must be reprocessed. Normal sentence processing somehow goes astray with 
these examples.


