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Testing the Parts-of-Speech Hierarchy

FG and the theory of parts of speech

One of the most promising areas of research in Functional Grammar are the parts of speech, in particular, the Parts-of-Speech Hierarchy proposed by Hengeveld (1992a) because of its implications for other fields of linguistics. 

Departing from a syntactic standpoint different from other models proposed so far, FG views the parts of speech more as syntactic slots to be occupied by lexemes than lexical categories per se, thereby allowing for a wider typological coverage and a stronger power of cross-linguistic prediction. 

In this framework, verbs and nouns are analyzed as heads of predicate and referential phrases in the first place, inasmuch as adjectives and (manner) adverbs are analyzed as modifiers of predicate and referential phrases respectively. Languages differ typologically from each other to the extent that they have lexemes either for each of the four syntactic slots or only some of them. Languages with a class of lexemes for each syntactic slot are called “specialized” languages, English being probably a typical example. On the contrary, those languages without a class of lexemes for each syntactic slot may be of two kinds: those with a flexible parts-of-speech system where one class of lexemes may be used for one or more syntactic slots (e.g. Quichua); and those with a rigid parts-of-speech system where, there being no lexemes that could fit a syntactic slot, other mechanisms are invoked which can fill in the syntactic slots (e.g. Chinese). 

Considering these distinctions (specialization, flexibility and rigidity), Hengeveld (1992b) sets forth a classification of the parts-of-speech systems based on all combinatorial possibilities. The result is a list of seven different systems ranging from the most flexible (i.e. one class of lexemes for all syntactic slots) through the most specialized  (i.e. one class of lexemes for each syntactic slots) to the most rigid (i.e. only one class of lexemes -verbs-, in other words, no class of lexemes for all syntactic slots except for the head of the predicate phrase). Of course, the classification is less empirical than theoretical since not only the most rigid system has not been attested but also some systems overlap because, for instance, one language may have one class of lexemes for both types of modifiers (i.e. type 3 language) and a large class of manner adverbs (i.e. type 4 language) at the same time. 

From the above typology of parts-of-speech systems, a relevant hypothesis is drawn, according to which the four syntactic slots follow an order or hierarchy of occurrence. Also, this hierarchy rules the probability for a class of lexemes to occur or not in one or more syntactic slots in flexible languages and rigid languages. 

Parts-of-Speech Hierarchy (Hengeveld 1992a)

	Head of                

predicate phrase  >
	Head of 

referential phrase  >
	Modifier of referential phrase  >
	Modifier of 

predicate phrase  >


The corollary is that “the more to the left a certain syntactic slot is positioned in the hierarchy, the more likely it is for a language to have a separate class of lexemes for that syntactic slot” (Hengeveld 2000: 10). Accordingly, all languages have a separate lexical class for verbs but comparatively few of them have one for (manner) adverbs. Moreover, if a language has a separate lexical class for a syntactic slot, it will always have separate classes for its preceding slots, but not the opposite.  

Implications of the parts-of-speech hierarchy for the study of lexical borrowing

The implications of the hierarchy for all the fields of linguistics are evident but they have not been fully explored so far. From a cross-linguistic and typological perspective, the field of contact linguistics is particularly interesting. In turn, the study of lexical borrowing has a privileged position in contact linguistics and calls for a solid theoretical framework against which hypotheses may be tested and the huge amount of empirical data available makes sense as a whole. 

In my opinion, the parts-of-speech hierarchy provides the linguist with the theoretical tools required to arrive at relevant conclusions which may uncover some basic principles ruling an apparently random process governed by an infinite set of social, historical and linguistic factors. 

For the study of lexical borrowing, the area of contact linguistics I am particularly interested in, the concrete prediction is that the typological distance between source language and target language of the borrowing process is bridged in the order predicted by the parts-of-speech hierarchy. Additionally, two implications can be drawn which may be relevant for the borrowing of lexical items: (1) in the borrowing process, the target language fits borrowed lexemes in its system of parts of speech, in other words, the system determines what is borrowed and what is not; (2) in the borrowing process, the target language borrows lexemes from the left to the right of the hierarchy, i.e., the more to the left of the hierarchy a lexeme is, the easier a lexeme is borrowed. 

Testing the Parts-of-Speech Hierarchy

The goal of the paper is to answer the question to what extent lexical borrowing is ruled by the parts-of-speech hierarchy and its resulting hypotheses. With this purpose, three typologically different Amerindian languages (Quichua, Ecuador; Guarani, Paraguay; Otomi, Mexico) have been selected and corpora of them have been collected and analyzed for lexical borrowings from Spanish, the source language they are in contact with in a diglossic context. In this case, the typological and geographical distance of the languages selected offers a solid testing ground as suggested by some findings in each of the languages concerned. The following examples illustrate the above statements.

In a preliminary statistical survey of Spanish lexical borrowings in Quichua, the percentage of verbs as compared to the percentage of adjectives is significantly higher, i.e. proportionally to their relative distance in the hierarchy (Gomez Rendon 2004). Likewise, as a type 2 language, Quichua has a single lexical class for nouns, adjectives and adverbs. In (1), fiero ‘feo, malo’, is originally a Spanish adjective but is used as a manner adverb with the postposition /-ta/: 

1) chai tiempo  -ca   fiero  -ta      -mi   causa -shca   -nchi

este tiempo TOP fiero PROL VAL vivir   PRET   1P

En este tiempo vivíamos ‘feo’ [muy mal]

Similarly, Otomi, a type 3/4 language much like Spanish, borrows from the latter most lexical classes comparatively easily, except for the adjectives which can be used also as adverbs, as attested by Hekking (1995: 124ss):

2) Iwal,  hinti 
hinti 
   pä     ma  tsi     nänä

Igual  Ng-algo Ng-algo saber Ps1 Dim mamá

Igualmente mi mamacita no sabe nada, nada

Finally, as a relatively rigid language lacking lexical classes for adjectives and (manner) adverbs (i.e. a type 5/6 language), Guarani borrows Spanish adjectives only to fit them later in its parts-of-speech system with the same function as attributive quality verbs (Gregores & Suarez 1967: 145) as can be seen in (3) 

3) Pero nde atrasadoité, che  amigo
Pero 2P  ir-atrasado,   1P amigo

¿Tan atrasado andas amigo mío? 

To sum up, the relevance of testing the hierarchy and its hypotheses on the corpora of single languages lies in the fact that no test has been conducted so far on an extensive language-specific basis and the language sample used for the classification of the parts-of-speech systems, although representative of the world’s linguistic variety, is necessarily dependent on the availability and reliability of data. 
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