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1 Escaping Eurocentricity*

The concern with word classes, parts of speech, or, asthey are referred to in this pa
per, syntactic categories, dates back to antiquity- for better and for worse. For bet-
ter, since in linguistics, as in any other discipline, one sees further when standing
on the shoulders of giants. But for worse, ifit isthe case that the giants themseves
are standing in the wrong place.

Or, in the case a hand, in the wrong continent. My own interest in syntactic cate-
gories derives from ongoing attempts to obtain a better understanding of the mgor
syntactic patterns of some languages whose syntactic structures appear to be very
different from those of the classical languages of antiquity, and the well-known and
well-studied languages of Europe. Increasingly, these efforts suggest that contempo-
rary theories and frameworks do not provide the appropriate tools for a satisfactory
description of such "exotic" languages. In general, availabl e theories are of European
origin, reflecting the peculiar properties of the particular European languages familiar
to their progenitors. Often, their application to languages spoken in other parts of
the world isan exercise in Eurocentricity, involving the unwarranted imposition of
categories and structures that are simply irrelevant.

In the past, grammar books of English informed us that English nouns have six
cases, which was what prompted Alice, in her adventures in Wonderland, to muse:;
"A mouse-ofa mouse-to a mouse- a mouse- O mouse!".| Then it was Latin
grammar that was being imposed on English; now it is English grammar that is be-
Ing imposed on the rest of the world's languages, through theories based largely on
Engli sh data, constructed for the most part by English-speaking linguists, and dis-
seminated almost invariably in the world language of science English. As an illus-
tration, consider the following garden-variety sentence in Tagal og:

(1) Manok ang kumakain.
chicken TOP  FROGR-ACT.TOPREAL-edt
'The chicken is eating.'
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Since manok isthe name of a thing, it is generally assumed to be a noun (or NP);
similarly, since kumakain describes an activity and is inflected for voice and aspect,
it is usually taken to be a verb (or VP). However, in the above sentence manok oc-
curs in the sentence-initial position characteristic of predicates, while kumakain oc-
curs in construction with the subject, pivot or topic marker ang. Accordingly, in
their analysis of the above sentence, traditional descriptions of Tagalog characterise
manok as a " verbalised or predicative nominal" and ang kumakain as a "nhominal-
Ised verb'. The problem, however, is that in Tagalog, just about any word (or
phrase) can go anywhere; accordingly, if one'stheory comes with a built-in distinc-
tion between nouns (or NPs) and verbs (or VPs), then ailmost every word (or phrase)
in the language is going to end up being both a noun (or NP) and a verb (or VP). Or
at best, having undergone a process of zero-conversion from one to the other. Which
bearsan uncomfortable resemblance to the six cases of Alice and her mouse.

A more perspicuous description of Tagalog syntax might acknowledge the fact
that there is, quite simply, no viable distinction between nouns (or NPs) and verbs
(or VPs). Rather, there isj ust a single open-class syntactic category, which contains
almost all the words and phrases in the language: some arguments in support of this
claim can be found in Gil (1993a, 1993b, 1995).2

Thus, cross-linguistic variation with respect to syntactic categori es poses a serious
challenge to conventional approaches to syntactic theory, underscoring the need to
escape from the straightjacket of traditional Eurocentricity. However, breaking away
from pre-conceived notions entai |s a reorientation of one's basic mode of investiga-
tion. Rather than asking " Is this fonn an X or aY? (e.g. a noun or averb, a NP or
a VP, and so forth)", the more appropriate question to ask is " What are the signifi-
cant syntactic patterns in the language, and what are the categories that must be pos-
Ited in order to enablethe necessary generalisations to be stated?'. In doing so, the
balance istilted away from a deductive top-down mode of investigation and towards
amore inductive bottom-up approach.

However, the bottom-up way of doing things confronts the researcher with a label-
ling dilemma. For exampl e, no sooner does one arrive at the conclusion that Taga-
log possesses a single open-class syntactic category than the question arises: " What
to call it?'. My first answer, in a gesture of anti-Eurocentricity, was to give it a
Tagalog name, parirala, which means '‘phrase’ (Gil 1993a). But such an answer is
unsatisfactory for two reasons. FHrst, because it isjust an arbitrary label that does
not provide any information about the nature of the category in question. And sec-
ondly, because it does not lend itself to the typological enterprise and the compari-
son of syntactic categories across languages. lienee, what is called for instead is a
principl ed and more revealing choice of terminology.

The issue, though, is not just one of labelling. Terms only have meaning within
theories. In order to establish an adequate terminology, it is necessary to acknowl-
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edge that every description, however inductive and bottom-up its orientation, in ef-
feet constitutes a theory about the phenomena under investigation. In other words,
just as there can be no theory without description. there can be no description with-
out theory- see Gil (1998, forthcoming b) for further discussion. As for the would-
be dichotomy between theory and “ mere" description which plays such a central role
in the rhetoric of Generative Grammar; this is just a red herring often used to denio
grate proponents of theories other than those favoured by the generativists. Accord-
Ingly, the quest for an appropriate tenninology leads directly to another, broader en-
terprise, namely the construction of an explicit and well-articulated theory of syntac-
tic categories, based on an adequate range of data spanning the typological diversity
exhibited by the languages of the world.

This paper attempts to propose such a theory. Section 2, of a methodological and
philosophical bent, sketches some of the basic principles upon which the theory is
based. Section 3, ofarather formal nature, presents the outlines of a theory of syn-
tactic categories. And section 4, more typologically oriented, provides some pre-
liminary suggestions as to how the proposed theory may account for observed pat-
terns of variation in the sy ntactic patterns of different languages.

2. Basic principles

Theories rest on principles. In the course of developing a theory, numerous assump-
tions. premises and presuppositions are brought to bear, some consciously, others
less so. When presenting a theory, confusion and misunderstanding can therefore be
minimalised by rendering these principles as explicit as possible-seven if this in-
volves a certain amount of belabouring the obvious.

Following. in (A1-4), are four principles which provide the foundation for the
theory of syntactic categori es presented herein.

A Basic principles:

| . Occam's Razor
A theory positing the existence of fewer entities is preferable to one positing

the existence of more.

2. Semiaticity
Language is a sy stem of correspondences between sounds and meanings.

3. Formality
Sound-meaning correspondences are not direct, but rather are mediated by
various intermediate fonns.
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4. Multiplicity J Levels
The forms of language are structured hierarchically, with distinct principles
governing different levels of structure.

Probably most linguists are in agreement with most or all of the above principles.
Still, it is worth spelling them out explicitly, if only to show how accepted prem-
Ises can occasionally lead to unexpected results.

Occam 's Ra:.or says that simpler is better: a description making recourse to fewer
entities is better than one that makes recourse to more. Everybody agrees with
It-s-though it sometimes does not seem thai way, when faced, for example, with a
Government-and-Binding syntactic tree structure spread out over two pages of a lin-
guistic journal.

Semioticity also states the obvious, namely that language uses sounds to express
meanings in systematic, rule-governed ways. Again, almost everybody is in basic
agreement- Nnotwithstanding some linguistic traditions, such as later American
Structuralism, as in Harris (1951), and its immediate successor early Generative
Grammar, as represented by Chomsky (1957), which attempted 10 congruct theories
that would avoid recourse to meaning.

Formality underlies a crucial difference between human language and most other
semiotic systems, such as, for example, traffic lights; it is also what makes the
study oflanguage so interesting and challenging. Basically, it says that the relation-
ship between sounds and meanings is not direct, in the way that it is for, say, traffic
lights, where red means 'stop’ and green means 'go’. Rather, the relationship is
mediated by various intervening entities: the linguistic fonns-features, suffixes,
adjectives, causatives. topics, and so forth—which constitute the basic building
blocks of linguistic analysis. This principle is accepted by most or al linguists,
though it is downplayed within those schools whose interests lie less in grammati-
cal structures and more in meanings, for example the Columbia school of linguis-
tics, as represented in Contini-Morava- GGoldberg (1995).

\fulliplicity of Levels characterises the way in which smaller linguistic forms
group together to form larger ones. Segments combine to fonn morphemes, mor-
phemes come together 10 create words, words combine to produce sentences, and
sentences come one after another to result in discourses. Crucially, however, the
rules and principles governing the groupings differ in numerous fundamental ways
from level to level. It is these differences which underlie the division of the field
into distinct disciplines associated with each level: phonology, morphology, syntax,
and discourse analysis, a divison which is generally accepted, notwithstanding
various cross-domain parallels and analogies that have been observed-see Gil
(1986, 1987) for prosody, Yip et al. (1987) for tiers, and Levin (1985), Shen
(1985), and Anderson-Ewen (1987) for heads and X-bar structure.
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Obvious though they may be, the above four principles point towards more spe-
cific and perhaps less generally accepted conclusions with regard to the nature of
syntactic categories. The principles of Formality and of Multiplicity of Levels entail
the Autonomy of Syntax, and its distinctiveness vis a vis semantics and morphol -
ogy respectively:’

B The Autonomy of Syntax
1, The ways in which words group together to form sentences differ fundamen-
tally from the ways in which words and sentences are associated with their
meanmgs.
2. The ways in which words group together to fonn sentences differ fundamen-
tally from the ways in which morphemes group together to form words.

Formality entails that syntax, as one of the intermediate levels, is distinct from
semantics—as specified in (A3). Evidence for this claim is overwhelming; suffice it
to mention various arguments showing that the truth value of a sentence is unde-
cidable within First Order Predicate Calculus, for example Hintikka (1979a, 1979Db),
Gil (1982b). Or, for those for whom mathematics speaks less strongly than induc-
tive cross- linguigic generalisations, consider the virtually infinite number of poten-
tial semantic categories which have no effect on the syntax of any known language.
For example, whereas clause structure is often affected by the animacy of one of the
participants, no case is known of it being affected by whether one of the participants
happens to be purple, or plastic, or perforated. Thus, syntax is fundamentally differ-
ent from semantics: it is invariably much, much more frugal. The need to separate
syntax from semantics is accepted by most schools of linguistics. However, in some
approaches, the existence of an autonomous level of syntax is downplayed, as for
example in the " West Coast" Functional school, as represented by Gi. 6n (1979)
and others; or even expressly denied, as for example in Generative Semantics, as
represented by Bach-Hanns (1968)—cf. Mccawley's (1977) title "The nonexist-
ence of syntactic categories'. In accordance with such approaches, syntactic struc-
tures may be viewed as being isomorphic to arestricted subset of all conceivable
semanti ¢ structures. However, as argued below, there is ample reason to believe that
there exist syntactic structures and categories that are completely devoid of any se-
mantic motivation.

Multiplicity of Levels entails that syntax is distinct from morphology- as spelt
out in (A2). Again, this is clear mathematically, given that syntax is recursive,
whereas morphology, at least in languages that are not of the polysynthetic type, is
non-recursive (with the exception of generally margina constructions such as anti-
missile-missile. anti-anti-missile-missile-missile, etc.). And it is aso clear cross-
linguistically, as vividly illustrated by the following example. Imagine a language
In which a basic clause consists of subject plus predicate, but with the following
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plexity of syntactic categories mirrors phylogeny, and the evolution of human lan-
guage from simpler systems spoken by ancient humans or hominids.

The Syntagmatic sonstraint also rules out may other inventories that are, independ-
ently, ruled out also by the Ancestral Constraint, such as (Sg S@SI) and
{S0S0, S. S0/SI}. However, other inventories, such as {S00} and rs', STSI), sat-
isfy the Syntagmatic Constraint but are ruled out by the Ancestral Constraint,
thereby showing that these two constraints are logically independent.

Using the same abbreviations as Greenberg, "5" stands for "subject”. "V" for
"verb", "0" for "object", "N" for "noun", "A" for "adective', "G" for "geni-
tive", and " Prep" for "preposition’, The Mala)' example is in the colloquial dialect
of Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of Malaysia.

The various language types discussed in this paper do not constitute a privil eged
set in any theoretical sense; they are merely chosen from a much larger set of possi-
ble language types, for expository purposes. The absence of any deep significance
to the choice of language types discussed is reflected by their rather unrevealing
names; “Type 1", “Type 2", and so forth.

To say that a syntactic category and a semantic category are related via a prototypi -
cal rule of association is not equivalent to positing a mixed, semantic-syntactic
category. Inthe case at hand, each of the two categories, the syntactic one and the
semantic one, may have different extensions, resulting from the interplay of differ-
ent prototypical properties Nevertheless, the syntactic and semantic categories
may overlap to a considerable degree, and the intersection of the two categories
may contain the most prototypical members of each category. Such, in fact, may be
argued to be the case for the English syntactic and semantic categories in Figure |I.
Although the syntactic category of words which can occur in construction with
can. may, will and shall and the semantic category of words denoting dynamic ac-
tivities are independent, the intersection of these two categories arguably contains
the forms that are the most prototypical members of both categories—in which case
it might be concluded that these two categories are related by a prototypical rule of
association. Accordingly, whereas the intersection of these two categories is a
mixed semantic-syntactic category, the syntactic category of words which can occ ur
In construction with can, may, will and shall is a pure syntactic category, which
just happens to correlate, imperfectly and via a rule of prototypical association,
with the semantic category of words denoting dynamic activities. Similarly. the
categories listed in the firs column are indeed pure syntactic categories, which
also correlate prototypically with the distinct semantic categories listed in the
third column.

However, as foreshadowed in Note 14 above, Type | provides a plausible charac-
terisation for the earliest, one-word stage of child language, in which all words. by
default, are associated with the same syntactic properties. Conceivably, it might
also characterise the second, or two-word stage, in which words are put together in
structures that may be much ssmpler and less differentiated than those of the corre-
sponding target adult language. Of course, a possible Type 1 adult language would



208

20.

21.

22.

23.

David Gil

differ from, say, Type | child English, in numerous other respects, one obvious one
being the recursive application of the rule of Identity Combination in (HI).

The correlation between languages of Types I, 2 and 3 and the ability of words to
stand alone, as represented in (S), is probably an oversimplification: in reality,
many other factors may playarole in determining the ability of a word to stand
alone as a complete, non-elliptical sentence in a particular context. in particular, it
is conceivable that in languages of Types 2 and 3, there might exist real "pro-
drop" constructions which are analysable in the usual way, as involving a null
element occurring in an empty syntactic position. However, the existence of such
zero entities would have to be well-motivated on language-internal grounds, for
example as a product of paradigmatic pressure.

However, these meanings may be distinguished, at least in part, through different
assignments of headedness. Recall that in accordance with (11), in a structure
formed by identity Combination, such as that in (Tl), either of the two daughter
constituents may be head, or the construction may remain headless. Thus, in (T),
whereas assigning headedness to EAT yields the desired interpretation 'the chicken
IS eating', assigning headedness to CHICKEN results in the interpretation 'the
chicken which is eating', while a headless version ends up with the interpretation
'the chicken and the eating'. These alternative assignments of headedness may or
may not be reflected in the actual forms of the respective sentences in different lan-
guages, In some languages they ae, corresponding to different morphological
markings on each of the two expressions; this is in fact the case in Tagalog, which
belongs to a similar language type, Type I'- see (W) below. But in other lan-
guages they are not, as a result of which most sentences exhibit avery wide range
of possible interpretations; this is the case in another Type |' language. Riau in-
donesian.

The above definitions differ in two important ways from the superficially similar
definitions of "noun", "ad ective" and "verb' proposed in Croft (1991). First, a-
though Croft also defines his categories in terms of prototypical associations of
features at different levels, his two levels are semantic (ol ects, properties, activi-
ties) and pragmatic (reference, modification, predicauonj-c-syntactic properties
seem to play no role in his approach. Secondly, whereas Croft's categories arc bast-
cally lexical, the semantically associated syntactic categories defined in (V)
are-like the pure syntactic categories defined in the preceding section-neutral
with respect to the distinction between lexical and phrasal.

From a quite different perspective, Carstairs-McCarthy (1998) argues convincingly
that there is no aprtort reason why languages should associate semantic categories
with syntactic ones. Characterising the SNP distinction as a grammaucali sation of
the distinction between making satements and referring to things, he suggests that
a language without such a distinction could fulfil the necessary communicative
functions equally efficiently. To this end, he defines a hypothetical " U niformi-
tarian" language without distinct syntactic categories. However, he goes on to
claim that such languages do not exist, and proposes an evolutionary explanation
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for their absence; whereas in actual fact Tagalog and Riau Indonesian appear to
provide two real examples of his hypothesised " Uniformitarian” language.

24. Riau Indonesian is the dialect of Malayflndonesian spoken in informal situations
by the inhabitants of Riau province in cast central Sumatra. 11 is one of a wide range
of colloquial varieties of Malay/Indonesian which are not mutualy intelligible
and which also differ substantially from the standardised versions of Malay and
Indonesian that many genera linguists have a passing familiarity with. Work in
progress suggests that the characterisation of Riau Indonesian as a Type J lan-
guage holds true, mutatis mutandis, for most or all of the colloquia varieties of Ma-
lay/Indonesian. including Kuala Lumpur Malay, ... hich is the specific dialecl of ex-
ample (2) above.

25. The SOSo expressions in Riau Indonesian may be further classified with regard to
their linear order in relationship to their heads. Whereas the forms in (4a--0) obliga-
torily precede their head $%s, those in (4p-u) invariably follow it. Only the forms
in (4v-x) may occur either before or after their head S”s.

26. One may now go back to Types 2 and 3 and ask what syntactic category property
words belong to in these languages. Within each type, there arc two possibilities:
either property words group with activity words, as Sds in Type 2 or 5%sin Type 3,
or else they group with thing words, as SO®Sas in Type 2 or SOS'S in Type | A c-
cordingly, in the former case property words are VPs, while in the latter case they
are NPs. These two possibilities thus yield a well-known typology, usually re-
ferred to as governing whether "ad ectives are verby or nouny'- see Weuer
(1992, 19%) and Stassen (1997) for discussion. Of course, in addition to these
two basic possibilities there is a third intermediate possibility, in accordance with
which some property words group with activity ..ords while others group with
thing wcrds.

27. In many languages, these twc categories. SdSo and SI/SI, may tum out to be co-
extensive. In general. there is no reason why intensionally distinct categories
should not be extensionally equivalent. An abbreviatory notation may be intro-
duced ..hich will provide a unitary name for a set of coextensive categories- by
collapsing the similar symbols and listing the distinct indices. Thus, for example.
in instead of saying that in Type 4 languages. AdvPs are S0So and S'/S', one may
say. simply, that they are S0/SQO),

28. As in the preceding case, these two categories. (S0S°)I(SASI) and (SIISI)/(SOSI), are
coextensive, and can accordingly be abbreviated as (Sol/ SOI)I(SUSI).
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