
This article was downloaded by: [Statsbiblioteket Tidsskriftafdeling]
On: 13 August 2014, At: 02:46
Publisher: Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered office: Mortimer House,
37-41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK

Acta Linguistica Hafniensia: International Journal of
Linguistics
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/salh20

When can a language have nouns and verbs?
Jan Rijkhoff a
a Department of Linguistics , Aarhus University , Jens Chr. Skous Vej 7 (467–517), DK-8000,
Aarhus C, Denmark E-mail:
Published online: 24 Nov 2011.

To cite this article: Jan Rijkhoff (2003) When can a language have nouns and verbs?, Acta Linguistica Hafniensia:
International Journal of Linguistics, 35:1, 7-38, DOI: 10.1080/03740463.2003.10416072

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03740463.2003.10416072

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE

Taylor & Francis makes every effort to ensure the accuracy of all the information (the “Content”) contained
in the publications on our platform. However, Taylor & Francis, our agents, and our licensors make no
representations or warranties whatsoever as to the accuracy, completeness, or suitability for any purpose of the
Content. Any opinions and views expressed in this publication are the opinions and views of the authors, and
are not the views of or endorsed by Taylor & Francis. The accuracy of the Content should not be relied upon and
should be independently verified with primary sources of information. Taylor and Francis shall not be liable for
any losses, actions, claims, proceedings, demands, costs, expenses, damages, and other liabilities whatsoever
or howsoever caused arising directly or indirectly in connection with, in relation to or arising out of the use of
the Content.

This article may be used for research, teaching, and private study purposes. Any substantial or systematic
reproduction, redistribution, reselling, loan, sub-licensing, systematic supply, or distribution in any
form to anyone is expressly forbidden. Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at http://
www.tandfonline.com/page/terms-and-conditions

http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/salh20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/03740463.2003.10416072
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03740463.2003.10416072
http://www.tandfonline.com/page/terms-and-conditions
http://www.tandfonline.com/page/terms-and-conditions


W H E N CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE N O U N S A N D VERBS? 

Abstract 

Whereas in most languages nouns and verbs are distinct lexical categories, there are also 
languages like Samoan, in which such a distinction does not seem to serve any descript
ive purpose in the grammar This contribution is an attempt to discover what distin
guishes languages in which nouns and verbs are separate word classes from languages 
without a ngid noun/verb distinction 

I will argue that transitivity plays an essential role m the parts-of-speech systems of 
languages across the globe in that a language can only have distinct classes of nouns and 
verbs if a subgroup of the basic lexical items in a language are semantically coded as des
ignating a transitive relationship There is a difference, however, in that the presence of a 
set of transitive items in the basic lexicon is a necessary and sufficient condition for a lan
guage to have a major, distinct class of verbs, but only a necessary condition for a lan
guage before it can have a major, distinct class of nouns 

Ultimately I will argue that a language can only have distinct classes of verbs, nouns, 
and adjectives if the basic meaning of lexical items somehow encodes the prototypical 
properties of temporal and spatial entities (events and things) The prototypical event is 
an activity that involves an agent and a patient, the prototypical thing is a concrete ob
ject Thus, a language can only have major, distinct classes of verbs, nouns and adjec
tives if the lexicon contains (a) items that designate a dynamic relationship between an 
agent and a patient, and (b) items that designate a property that is specified as having a 
boundary in the spatial dimension 
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8 JAN RIJKHOFF 

1. Introduction1 

It is common knowledge that each language only uses a subset of all grammat
ical categories. Thus there are quite a few languages that do without inflec
tional tense (Chinese) or aspect marking (English), definite articles (Turkish), 
number marking (Thai) , or numerals (Piraha). 

It is not widely known, however, that it is also true that languages do not all 
employ the same set of lexical categories, such as verbs, nouns, and adjectives 
(adverbs will remain undiscussed in this contribution). Although it is now 
generally acknowledged that adjectives are not attested in all languages (e.g. 
Bhat 1994), it is often still assumed that each language has major (open) , dis
tinct classes of nouns and verbs (e.g. Schachter 1985: 6-7; Langacker 1987: 53-
54; Whaley 1997: 59). Yet in the last couple of decades (but also in the not so 
recent past) several claims have been made to the effect that in certain lan
guages (a) there are no good linguistic reasons to distinguish between nouns 
and verbs (Kuipers 1968; Mosel and Hovdhaugen 1992), (b) a major, distinct 
class of nouns is absent (Sasse 1993a; Sasse 1993b: 655f.). 

One of the goals of linguistics should be to explain why languages have dif
ferent parts-of-speech systems (Anward et al. 1997). This article aims to con
tribute to that goal by offering an answer to the question: when can a language 
have distinct classes of nouns and verbs? A tentative answer to this question will 
be provided in Sections 4-6. In Section 2 I will discuss verbs and nouns from a 
cross-linguistic perspective and Section 3 presents a classification of the parts-
of-speech systems based on a representative sample of the world's languages. 

2. Verbs and nouns: a cross-linguistic perspective 
A cross-linguistic investigation of parts-of-speech systems reveals that not all 
languages have a distinct class of verbs or nouns (Rijkhoff 2002b). For exam
ple, it has been argued that Salish languages (spoken in the American North
west) lack a rigid noun/verb distinction, since in these languages (Czaykowska-
Higgins and Kinkade 1998: 35; see also Kuipers 1968 and Kinkade 1983) 

„(1) all full words, including names, may serve as predicates and may be 
inflected using person markers (see also Kinkade 1976; Thompson and 
Thompson 1980; Nater 1984), and (2) any lexical item can become a re
ferring expression by positioning a determiner in front of it. Work by De-
mers andjelinek (1982, 1984), Jelinek (1993, 1995, 1998) and Jelinek 

1.1 am grateful to Hein van der Voort and Peter Harder for helpful comments. 
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W H E N C A N A LANGUAGE HAVE NOUNS A N D VERBS' 9 

and Demers (1994) provides additional syntactic arguments (for in
stance, from the properues of quantifiers and prepositions) for the view 
that there is no categonal distinction between nouns and verbs" 2 

Straits Sahsh (Jelinek and Demers 1994 718) 
(1) cey=0 ca sway'qa' 

work=3ABS DET man 
'He works, the (one who is a) man ' 

(2) sw3y'qa'=0 ca cey 
man=3ABS DET work 
'He is a man, the (one who) works ' 

Similar things have been said about languages that belong to the Wakashan 
family, such as Nootka (Sapir 1921 133f, Hockettt 1958 225, Mithun 1999 
378) According to Swadesh (1939) all members of the lexical category 'word' 
can be used as a predicate and as the head of a referring expression 

Nootka (Swadesh 1939 78) 
(3) mamo k-uma qo ?as-?i 

workmg-PRES INDIC man-DEF 
The man is working' 

(4) qo ?as-uma mamo k-?i 
man-PRES INDIC working-DEF 
"The one working is the man' 

2 Examples (transcription, glosses, translation) are given as in the original source 
Abbreviations used in this paper 1 = first person, 2 = second person, 3 = third person 
A = agent, ABS = absolutive, ACC = accusative, AOR = aonst, ART = article, AUX = aux 
diary, BEN = beneficiary, CS = causative, DEF = definite, DEM = demonstrauve, ERG = 
erganve, ES = ergauve suffix, INDIC = indicative, INTR = intransitive, LD = locative-
directional, M = masculine, NOM = nominative, NonH = nonhuman, OBJ = object, 
OBL = oblique, PASS = passive, PAST = past, PERF = perfect, PL = plural, PNCT = 
punctual, PRES = present, PRT = participle, REF = referential marker, SER = serial, SG 
= singular, STAT = stauve, SUB = subject, TRAN = transitive A hyphen indicates affix
ing, an equal sign chncization The symbol indicates glottalization when it appears 
after a consonant and a glottal stop elsewhere Finally, the symbol ' f before a lan
guage name means that the language is extinct 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

St
at

sb
ib

lio
te

ke
t T

id
ss

kr
if

ta
fd

el
in

g]
 a

t 0
2:

46
 1

3 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

4 



10 JAN RIJKHOFF 

Other languages in which a noun/verb distinction is deemed to be absent are, 
for example, Mundan (Hoffmann 1903 pp xx-xxi, Sinha 1975 76), San tali 
(MacPhail 1953 2, 9 ) , Tongan (Broschart 1991, 1997, C Churchward 1953 
16),Tagalog (Himmelmann 1991), and Samoan (S Churchward 1951 126) 

Tagalog (Sasse 1993b 655) 
(5) nagtatrabaho ang lalaki 

work REF man 
'The man is working' 

(6) lalaki ang nagtatrabaho 
man REF work 
'The one who is working is a man' 

Regarding the noun/verb disuncuon in Samoan, Mosel and Hovdhaugen 
(1992 73,77) write 

Many, perhaps the majority of, roots can be found in the funcuon of verb 
phrase and NP nuclei and are, accordingly, classified as nouns and as 
verbs This does not mean that a noun can be used as a verb or a verb as 
a noun or that we have two homophonous words, one being a noun and 
the other being a verb Rather, it means that in Samoan the categonza-
uon of full words is not given a prion in the lexicon It is only their actu
al occurrence in a particular environment which gives them the status of 
a verb or a noun [ ] What is given in the lexicon, is not a particular 
word class assignment, but the potenual to be used in certain syntacuc 
environments as a noun or a verb [p 77] 

Although certain full words seem to be used more as verb or more as a 
NP nucleus for semanuc reasons, there are no lexical or grammatical 
constraints on why a parucular word cannot be used in the one or the 
other function [p 73] 

Below are some examples of roots with their verbal and nominal translations in 
English 

Samoan (Mosel and Hovdhaugen 1992 73f, 82f) 
noun phrase nucleus verb phrase nucleus 

(7) a teine 'girl' 'be a girl' 
b tusi 'book, letter' 'write' 
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WHEN CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE NOUNS AND VERBS? 11 

c. salu 'broom' 'sweep' 
d. ma'i 'patient, sickness' 'be sick' 
e. la 'sun' 'be sunny' 
f. fana 'gun' 'shoot' 

There are also languages with a major, distinct class of verbs, but in which 
nouns cannot be distinguished from adjectives. Such languages include, for ex
ample, Quechua, many Australian languages (Dixon 1980: 272) as well as lan
guages belonging to the Turkic family (Lewis 1967:53f.; Deny et al. eds. 1959). 
Thus, Quechua is said to have two major word classes: a distinct class of verbs 
and a large class of words which includes what in other languages would be 
distinguished as nouns and adjectives. These are regarded as a single class [...] 
because there is insufficient evidence of a stricdy morpho-syntactic nature for 
distinguishing them (as lexical categories)" (Weber 1989: 35). The examples 
below show that the Quechua counterparts of the English noun 'mayor' alkalde 
and the English adjective 'big' halun can serve as a noun, as in (8) and (10), 
and as an adjective, as in (9) and (11). 

Quechua (Schachter 1985: 17) 
(8) RikaSka: alkalde-ta 

see:PAST.lSG mayor-ACC 
'I saw the mayor' 

(9) chay alkalde runa 
DEM mayor man 
'that man who is mayor' 

(10) RikaSka: hatun-ta 
see:PAST.lSG big-ACC 
'I saw the big one' 

(11) chay hatun runa 
DEM big man 
'that big man' 

Finally, there are languages with a major class of verbs but in which nouns are 
at best a minor word class. One such language is Cayuga (Iroquoian), in which 
„the majority of expressions denoting the persons and objects of everyday life 
are bona fide verbs" (Sasse 1993b: 656). Thus, an English sentence like 'this 
man lost his wallet' would be expressed as follows: 
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12 JAN RIJKHOFF 

Cavuga (Sasse 1993b: 657) 
(12) a-ho-hto:' ho-tkwe't-a' ne:ky^ h-okweh 

PAST-it:to_him -become lost it:him-wallet-be this he.it-man 
'This man lost his wallet* 

The literal meaning, however, would be something like (Sasse: ibid.): „it be
came lost to him, it is his wallet, he is this man" or rather: ji losted him, it wal
lets him, the one who mans". 

In her analysis of noun phrases in Tuscarora, another Iroquoian language, 
Mithun Williams (1976: 31; but cf. note 3) seems to propose essentially the 
same idea when she writes: „The fact that many noun phrases are actually real
ized as surface verbs, while they function just as common nouns, provides ad
ditional support for the analysis of nouns as semantic propositions."3 

Tuscarora (Mithun Williams 1976: 32) 
(13) rakwa.tihs wahratkahtho? kateskrahs 

ra-kwatihs wa-hr-at-kahtho-? ka-teskr-ahs 
M-young AOR-M-look_at-PNCT NonH-stink-SER 
he_is_young he_looked_at_it it_stinks 
'The boy looked at the goat' 

3. Parts-of-speech systems 
Parts-of-speech systems such as those discussed in the previous section are nice
ly captured in the classification proposed by Hengeveld (1992). His original 
classification also includes manner adverbs, but they are ignored here. 

Flexible Type 1 'lexeme' Flexible 
Type 2 V 'non-verb' 

Rigid 
Type 3 V N A 

Rigid Type 4 V N -Rigid 
Type 5 V - -

Figure 1. Parts-of-speech systems 
(based on Hengeveld 1992, Hengeveld et al. forthcoming) 

3. In a more recent publication, however, she argues that „(s]ome morphological verbs 
have been so fully lexicalised as nominals that speakers no longer use them as predi
cates and may even be unaware of their literal verbal meanings. Others are never used 
as nominals. Still others have two uses, one as a referential nominal, one as a predi
cate" (Mithun 2000: 419). Apparently Mithun puts more emphasis on the differences 
whereas Sasse is more impressed by the similarities. Whoever is closest to the truth, it 
seems that we can at best speak of a minor class of true nouns here. 
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W H E N CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE N O U N S AND VERBS' 13 

Hengeveld (1992 58) used the following definitions (see also Hengeveld et al 
forthcoming) 

A verb is a lexeme which, without further measures being taken, has a 
predicative use only 
A noun is a lexeme which, without further measures being taken, can be 
used as the head of a term ( N P ) 
An adjective is a lexeme which, without further measures being taken, can 
be used as a modifier of a nominal head 

For example, when speakers of Galala or Hausa want to express an adjectival 
notion such as 'big' or 'kind' attnbuuvely, they have to select a member of an
other word class (noun, verb) and use it in a special construcuon (I e 'special 
measures' are necessary) before they can modify the head of the referring ex
pression Speakers of Galela use a kind of relative clause (headed by a stauve 
verb) and Hausa employs an adnominal NP (headed by an abstract noun) No
tice that in Galela the first syllable of the modifying verb is reduplicated, yield
ing the participial form 

Galela (van Baarda 1908 35) 
(14) awi dohu l Ialamo 

his foot it be_bigPRT 
'his big foot' 

Hausa (Schachter 1985 15) 
(15) mutum mai alhen / arzaki / hankali 

person with kindness / prosperity / intelligence 
'a kind/prosperous/intelligent person' 

In certain languages some or all of the funcuons menuoned above are clearly 
distributed over distinct, non-overlapping groups of lexemes (languages with 
rigid or specialized lexemes, types 3-5), in other languages some or all of these 
funcuons are performed by the same group of lexemes (languages with flex
ible lexemes, types 1-2) It is important to point out that there are no rigid 
boundaries between the five types of parts-of-speech systems, instead they 
should be regarded as points on a conunuous scale between Types 1 and 5 
(Hengeveld 1992 58) This leaves room for languages with minor lexical word 
classes, such as Cayuga, with an intermediate parts-of-speech systems that falls 
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14 JAN RIJKHOFF 

somewhere between Type 4 and 5 (see also class 3/4 which contains languages 
with a minor class of adjectives in Figure 2 below) 

For this study I used a basic sample of 52 languages (see Appendix 1), which 
are distributed across language families and subfamilies in such a way that the 
genetic (historic) distance between individual languages is always maximal (for 
a detailed presentation of the sampling method I refer to Rijkhoff and Bakker 
1998) In Figure 2 all languages in the sample are classified in terms of 
Hengeveld's parts-of-speech systems (the only exceptions are the language 
isolates Etruscan, Meroiuc, and Nahah, but cf Comne 2001 on possible rela-
uonships with other languages or language families) 

Type 1 'lexeme' Samoan 
Type 2 V - 'non-verb' fHurnan, Imbabura Quechua, Turkish 
Type 3 V - N - A Abkhaz, Alamblak, Basque, Berbice Dutch 

Creole, Bukiyip (=Mountam Arapesh), Burus-
haski, Dutch, Georgian, Guarani, fHittite, 
Hmong Njua, Hungarian, Ika, Kayardild, Ket, 
Nama Hottentot, Nasioi, Ngalakan, Ngiti, 
fSumenan, Wambon 

Type 3/4 V - N ( A) Babungo, Bambara, Chukchi, Gude, Kisi, 
Oromo, Pipil, Sarcee, Tamil 

Type 4 V - N Burmese, Galela, Hixkaryana, Koasati, Korean, 
Krongo, Lango, Mandarin Chinese, Gilyak 
(=Nivkh), Nung, Nunggubuyu, Tsou, 
Vietnamese, West Greenlandic 

Type 4/5 V ( - N ) Cayuga 
Type 5 V 
Type unknown fEtruscan, fMeroitic, Nahah 

Figure 2 Parts-of-speech systems of languages in the sample 

Thus, Samoan (Type 1) has a single class of lexemes whose members can be 
used as the main predicate (verbal funcuon), as the head of the term (nominal 
funcuon), and as a modifier of the head of the term (adjecuval funcuon) 
Quechua (Type 2) has two major words classes (see examples (8) - (11) 
above) a disunct class of verbs and a class of lexemes ('non-verbs') which can 
serve as the head of the term (nominal funcuon) and as a modifier of the head 
of the term (adjecuval funcuon) Dutch (Type 3) is an example of a language 
in which verbs, nouns, and adjecuves are clearly disunguished Galela (Type 4) 
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W H E N CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE NOUNS AND VERBS' 15 

distinguishes between nouns and verbs, but lacks lexemes that can immediate 
ly be used to modify the head of the term As we have seen above, in such cases 
languages commonly employ qualifying NPs headed by an abstract noun or rel
ative clauses headed by a stauve or descnpuve verb, as in the English para
phrases 'the man with richness' or 'the man who is rich / who riches' (see ex
amples (14) and (15) above) Adjectives are largely ignored in this arucle, but 
note that languages of intermediate type 3/4 resist straightforward classifica-
uon m that they only have a minor (closed) class of adjecuves (for more de
tails, see Rykhoff 2002a 129-133) The sample does not contain a language 
with a single word class which only consists of verbs (Type 5 ) , but a language 
such as Cayuga (Type 4 /5) comes rather close to the rigid end of the parts-of-
speech scale in Hengeveld's classification (see examples (12) and (13) above) 

In an earlier study (Rykhoff 2000, 2002a 141-145) I have proposed an 
answer to the quesuon When can a language have a distinct class of adjectives9 In 
the next secuons I will try to answer the quesuon Why is it that some languages 
have a distinct class of verbs or nouns, whereas others do not9 

4. When can a language have a distinct class of verbs? 

In this section I will try to establish what distinguishes languages with a distinct 
class of verbs (Types 2-5) from languages without a distinct class of verbs (Type 
1) It appears that all languages with a major, distinct class of verbs have a set of 
basic transitive lexemes in the lexicon By contrast, a basic set of transiuve 
lexemes is absent in Samoan (AusUonesian, Eastern Malayo-Polynesian, Nu
clear Polynesian), which does not distinguish between nouns and verbs (note 
that argument structure is not necessarily identical across languages, cf 
Drossard 1991 408, Comne 1993 906, see also e g Garcia Velasco and 
Hengeveld (2001 108) on languages without ditransitive lexemes) 

„With the exception of a very small class of locative verbs [ ] , Samoan 
verbs do not require more than one argument, l e S or O If we define 
obligatory transiuve verbs as bi-valent verbs which express transiuve ac-
uons and which require two arguments referring to the agent and the 
pauent, then Samoan does not have obligatory transiuve verbs" (Mosel 
1991a 188) 

J f we compare Samoan verbs with transiuve and mtransiuve verbs in 
other languages where these two categories are disunguished in terms of 
the number of obligatory arguments, then there are no cardinal transi-
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16 JAN RIJKHOFF 

tive verbs in Samoan, i.e. bi-valent verbs expressing transitive actions. Ex
cept for a very small class [ . . . ] , all Samoan verbs (including ergative 
verbs) maximally require one argument, namely S or O, both of which 
are expressed by absoluuve noun phrases in basic verbal clauses" (Mosel 
and Hovdhaugen 1992: 724) 

In other words, according to Table 1, to have transitivity coded in a group of 
lexemes is a necessary and sufficient condition for a language to have a distinct 
class of verbs (i.e. lexemes that can only serve as the head of the clause; see 
Hengeveld's definitions above). This is not a trivial observation, since there is 
no good reason why there should not be languages with intransitive verbs ONLY. 

WHEN CAN A 
LANGUAGE 
HAVE A 
DISTINCT CLASS 
OF VERBS? 

Languages with a major, distinct class 
of verbs (Types 2, 3, 3/4, 4,4/5) 

Languages without a 
major, distinct class of 
verbs (Type 1) 

Languages with 
transitive lexemes 

Type 2: fHurrian, Imbabura 
Quechua, Turkish 
Tvpe 3: Abkhaz, Alamblak, Basque. 
Berbice Dutch Creole, Bukiyip 
(^Mountain Arapesh), Burushaski, 
Dutch, Georgian, Guarani, fHittite, 
Hmong Njua, Hungarian, Ika, Ka-
yardild, Ket, Nama Hottentot, Nasioi, 
Ngalakan, Ngid, Oromo, fSumerian, 
Wambon 
Type 3/4: Babungo. Bambara. 
Chukchi, Gude, Kisi, Oromo, Pipil, 
Sarcee, Tamil 
Type 4: Burmese. Galela. Hixkaryana. 
Koasad, Korean, Krongo, Lango, 
Mandarin Chinese, Gilyak (=Nivkh), 
Nung, Nunggubuyu, Tsou, Viet
namese, West Greenlandic 
Type 4/5: Cayuga 

(no languages) 

Languages without 
transitive lexemes 

(no languages) Tvpe 1: Samoan 
(outside the sample e.g. 
Salish languages) 

? fEtruscan, tMeroitic, Nahah 

Table 1. Transitivity and languages with and without a distinct class of verbs 
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WHEN CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE N O U N S A N D VERBS' 17 

Table 1 allows us to put forward the following implication 

(16) If a language has a distinct class of verbs, it has transiuve 
lexemes (and vice versa if a language has transiuve lexemes, 
it has a disunct class of verbs) 

Transiuvity is of course a somewhat elusive nouon, which has been discussed by 
many linguists (cf Hopper and Thompson 1980, Hopper and Thompson eds 
1982, Mosel 1991b, Tsunoda 1994, Dixon and Aikhenvald eds 2000). 4 Here I 
will use the common sense nouon of transiuvity as implicidy or exphcidy used 
in grammaucal descnpuons, where lexemes are regarded as being transiuve 
when they designate a dynamic relauonship between two obligatory paruci-
pants an agent/subject and a pauent/object (but see Comne 1993 on obliga
toriness of arguments) 

4 The Oxford Dictionary of Linguistics (1997 383) provides the following definiton of 
Transitive 
transitive (Construcuon) in which a verb is related to at least two nouns or their 
equivalents, whose semantic roles are charactensucally those of an agent and a 
pauent e g that of She (agent) earned hxm (pauent) A transitive verb is one which 
takes or can take such a construcuon [ ] From Laun transitions 'going across' The 
original sense was that of a 'transiuon' from a noun refernng to one 'person' or par
ticipant (Latin persona) to another 
The notions 'agent and 'dynamic' are characterized as follows in (a) the Oxford Dic
tionary of Linguisucs (1997 11, 107) and (b) Dik (1997 107, 118), notice that Dik 
defines the semantic role 'Agent' in terms of certain States-of-Affairs (event types, 
Aktionsarten) 
(a) agent 1 Noun phrase, etc identifying an actor or actors performing some 
acuon E g Mary is an agent in Mary went out or Mary made it 2. A syntactic category 
which is characteristically that of agents as opposed to patients Thus the subject of a 
transiuve construcuon in English has the role of agent (A) in opposiuon to an object 
as patient Mary (A) shut the door (P) 3.The element is a passive sentence which would 
correspond to a subject in the acuve, e g by Mary in The car was driven by Mary, cf 
acuve Mary drove the case 
(b) Agent the enuty controlling an action (=Acuvity or Accomplishment) 
(a) dynamic (Verb) denoung an acuon, process, etc as opposed to a state E g buy is 
dynamic own, which denotes the resulting state, is stative Also of aspect e g a verb 
meaning 'sit' might, in a dynamic form, be used of the acuon of situng down < 
(b) A [+dynamic] State of Affairs (SoA) [ ] necessarily involves some kind of 
change, some kind of internal dynamism This dynamism may consist in a recurrent 
pattern of changes all through the durauon of the SoA, or in a change from some ini
tial SoA into some different final SoA [+dynamic] SoAs may be called Events and are 
illustrated in The clock was ticktng, The substance reddened, John opened the door 
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18 JAN RIJKHOFF 

In the basic sample Samoan is the only language without a rigid noun/verb 
distinction and without transitive lexemes, but other cases are attested in, for 
example, the Salish language family from the American Northwest (see exam
ples (1) and (2) above). For instance, Jelinek and Demers (1994: 697) have ar
gued that Straits Salish lacks a noun/verb contrast at the lexical level and that 
transitivity is not a property of lexical roots (see also Czaykowska-Higgins and 
Kinkade 1998: 36-27; Beck 2002: 124). But whereas in Salish transitive verbs 
can be derived from intransitive roots, Samoan does not have valency changing 
operations. 

Samoan (Mosel and Hovdhaugen 1992: 729): 
Corresponding to the mono-valency of Samoan verbs, valency changing 
derivations do not result in a valency-increase or decrease, but only in va
lency-rearrangement changing the grammatical relations. 

One may wonder how speakers of Samoan refer to transitive events when their 
language only provides them with intransitive lexemes. One possibility is to 
simply add an agent, marked by the ergative preposition e (note that the erga-
tive phrase is never obligatory): 

Samoan (Mosel 1991a: 182) 
(17) Sa fasi e le teine le maile 

PAST hit ERG the girl the dog 
'The girl hit the dog* 

Alternatively, the agent can be expressed as the possessor of the patient: 

Samoan (Mosel 1991a: 183) 
(18) Sa 'ai le talo a le teine 

PAST eat the taro of the girl 
'The girl ate the taro' 
[lit. 'The taro of the girl was eaten'] 

For an elaborate discussion of constructions that are used to refer to transitive 
events in Samoan, I refer to Mosel (1991a) and Mosel and Hovdhaugen (1992: 
720-741, 773). The fact that transitive lexemes are absent in Samoan does not 
mean that it also lacks bivalent lexemes: although (under the standard defini
tion) transitive lexemes are always bivalent, the reverse is not true. Thus, in 
Samoan (Mosel 1991a: 182) 
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WHEN CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE N O U N S A N D VERBS' 19 

[a] small group of locative verbs, e g si'omia 'surround' [ ] require an 
absoluuve and an ergauve or locative-direcuonal argument As the erga-
uve and the locauve-direcuonal argument are in free vanation and do 
not denote actions, this type of clause is not a transitive construction 

Samoan (Mosel and Hovdhaugen 1992 111) 
(19) 'Ua si'o-mia le fale I le pa / e le p5 

PERF surround-ES ART house LD ART fence / E R G ART fence 
'The house is surrounded by a fence' 

As was already menuoned, in Salish languages transiuve verbs are derived (Je
linek and Demers 1994 700) "When there is no overt T R A N element, the sen
tence is [ - T R A N ] " 

Straits Sahsh (Jelinek and Demers 1994 700) 
(20) ye'=la=sxw 

go=PAST=2SG N O M 
'You went' 

(21) ye'-t-6rps=l3=sxw 

go-TRAN-lSG ACC=PAST=2SG N O M 
'You sent me' 

Gerdts (1998) demonstrates how a monovalent (pauent-onented) stem in 
Halkomelem can be provided with various affixes to create, for example, tran
siuve ( b ) , anu-passive (c) and benefacuve (d) forms, or combinations of the 
above such as the causauve of the anti-passive (e ) and the passive of the 
causauve of the anu-passive (f) 

Halkomelem (Gerdts 1998 315, 309, 308, 320, see also Beck 2002 124-125) 
(22) a ni q*wal t93 sce:itan 

A U X bake DET salmon 
'The salmon baked' 

b ni q'wal-3t-as 0a stem? t93 sceiitan ' 
A U X cook-TRAN-3ERG DET woman DET salmon 
'The woman cooked the salmon' 
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20 JAN RIJKHOFF 

ni q'wal-am 0a stem? ?a t*a sceitan 
A U X cook-INTR DET woman OBL DET salmon 
'The woman cooked the salmon' 

m? q'wal-aic-0am?§-as ?a kw0a sce:itan 
A U X bake-BEN-TRAN 10BJ-3ERG OBL DET salmon 
'He baked me the salmon' 

ni can q'wal-am-staxw 0a sieni? ?a t9a saplil 
A U X 1SUB bake-INTR-CS 30BJ DET woman OBL DET bread 
' I made the woman bake the bread' 

ni q'wal-am-st-am 0a siem? ?a t9a saplil 
A U X bake-INTR-CS-INTR DET woman OBL DET bread 
'The woman was made to bake the bread' 

It should come as no surprise that languages without a rigid noun/verb dis-
uncuon are also characterized by the lack of transiuve lexemes If having tran
siuve lexemes is equivalent to having a disunct class of verbs (see above), then 
transiuve lexemes first need to be de-transiuvized (deverbahzed) before they 
can be used in a nominal function By contrast, only non-transiuve lexemes (of 
the flexible type, of course) can immediately be used in verbal or in nominal 
funcuon, because they are not marked by the feature that is exclusively associ
ated with verbs transitivity 

The connecuon between non-transiuvity and the lack of a rigid noun/verb 
disuncuon has also been observed by Jelinek and Demers (1994 700, cf also 
Kuipers 1968) s 

5 Confusingly, however, linguists who deny that there is a noun/verb disuncuon in 
Salish languages (which suggests they have flexible lexemes of Type 1 in Hengeveld's 
classification) also claim that "all referring expressions are full clauses containing 
inflected predicates (see in particular the work of Jelinek for this view, and the work of 
Davis and Saunders)" (Czaykowska-Higgins and Kinkade 1998 36) This seems to be a 
contradiction the lack of a verb/noun distinction implies that lexemes are extremely 
multifunctional (i e flexible lexemes of Type 1, cf e g Jelinek and Demers 1994 
698), but if "all refernng expressions are full clauses" they must all be verbal lexemes 
(I e ngid lexemes of type 5) Perhaps part of the confusion is due to the fact that all 
lexemes in Salish can be used as the main predicate But according to Hengeveld this 
is not a feature that uniquely defines verbal lexemes, since in many languages nomi
nal and other non-verbal lexemes can also immediately be used as the main predicate 
(without requiring some kind of "extra measure", such as the appearance of a cop
ula) What does distinguish verbs from other word classes cross-linguistically is that 
verbs can ONLY be used as the main predicate (see section 3) 
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WHEN CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE NOUNS AND VERBS? 21 

The feature of Straits Salish syntax that permits the lack of constraints on 
the distribution of lexical roots is the fact that the feature of transiuvity is 
not a lexical property of a subset of roots. 

Sasse (1993b: 654), referring to work by Broschart (1987,1991), also points to 
the connection between non-transitivity and lexical flexibility, when he writes 
that lexemes in Salish languages 

denote 'oriented' [...] states of affairs, i.e. they characterize an individual 
in terms of participant role it plays in a state of affairs, e.g. as an actor or 
undergoer. It is by virtue of this property that they are able to occur both 
in argument and in predicate position. 

In other words, it is the lack of transitivity that makes it possible for lexemes to 
be flexible, to be used in verbal and in nominal function in languages like 
Salish and Samoan. 

A correlation between intransitivity and the lack of a noun/verb distinction 
might also be found in, for example, Mundari (Austroasiatic, Munda; Hoff
mann 1903; cf. also Garcia Velasco and Hengeveld 2001: 106), Tongan (Aus-
tronesian, Eastern Malayo-Polynesian, Polynesian; Broschart 1991; Sasse 
1993b), Fijian (Schutz 1975; Foley 1976) and Tagalog (Austronesian, Western 
Malayo-Polynesian, Meso-Philippine; Himmelmann 1987, fc.a, fc.b; Sasse 
1993b: 655). 

In sum, there is evidence to suggest that having transitivity coded in a group 
of lexemes is a necessary and sufficient condition for a language to have a dis
tinct class of verbs (and vice versa). 

5. When can a language have a distinct class of nouns? 
When we investigate how transitive lexemes are distributed across languages 
with and languages without nouns, we see that having transitive lexemes is also 
a necessary (though not a sufficient) condition for a language to have a major, 
distinct class of nouns: D
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22 JAN RIJKHOFF 

WHEN CAN A 
LANGUAGE 
HAVE A DIS
TINCT CLASS OF 
NOUNS? 

Languages with a major, distinct class 
of nouns (Types 3, 3/4, 4) 

Languages without 
a major, distinct 
class of nouns 
(Types 1,2, 4/5) 

Languages with 
transitive lexemes 

Type 3 Abkhaz. Alamblak. Basque. 
Berbice Dutch Creole, Bukiyip 
(=Mountain Arapesh), Burushaski, 
Dutch, Georgian, Guarani, fHitute, 
Hmong Njua, Hungarian, Ika, Kayar-
dild, Ket, Nama Hottentot, Nasioi, 
Ngalakan, Ngiu, j-Sumenan, Wambon 
Tvpe 3/4 Babungo, Bambara. 
Chukchi, Gude, Kisi, Oromo, Pipil, 
Sarcee, Tamil 
Type 4 Burmese, Galela, Hixkaryana, 
Koasau, Korean, Krongo, Lango, Man
darin Chinese, Gilyak (=Nivkh), Nung, 
Nunggubuyu, Tsou, Vietnamese, West 
Greenlandic 

Type 2 fHurnan. 
Imbabura Quechua, 
Turkish 
Tvpe 4/5 Cavuga 

Languages without 
transitive lexemes 

(no languages) Tvpe 1 Samoan 
{outside this sample 
eg Halkomelem, 
Squamtsh, and other 
Salish languages) 

5 fEtruscan, fMeroiUc, Nahali 

Table 2 Transitivity and languages with and without a disunct class of nouns 

Thus, languages without a major, disunct class of nouns (Types 1, 2 and 4 /5 ) 
may or may not have transitive lexemes/verbs, but if a language does have a 
disunct class of nouns (Types 3,3/4 and 4) , it always has a class of transiuve lex
emes/verbs 

6. Towards an explanation 
Apparently the presence or absence of a group of transiuve lexemes in the ba
sic lexicon of language (co-) determines the kind of parts-of-speech systems of 
a language T o answer the quesuon posed in the utle 

(23) A language can only have a disunct class of verbs, if (and only if) it has a 
group of transiuve lexemes (1 e there are no languages in which verbs 
are a distinct word class whose members are all intransitive) 
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WHEN CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE NOUNS A N D VERBS' 23 

(24) A language can only have a distinct class of nouns, if it has a group of 
transitive lexemes/verbs (1 e there are no languages with a disunct class 
of nouns and without a group of transitive lexemes/verbs) 

Thus, the presence of transiuve lexemes in the basic lexicon is a necessary con-
diuon for a language to have a disunct class of nouns and a necessary and suf
ficient condiuon for a language to have a disunct class of verbs 

How can we explain this' In a way, it is perhaps not surprising that transiuvi
ty is the defining feature of verbs (as a disunct word class) verbs are associated 
with temporal enuues, events, and the most prototypical event is a transiuve ac
uon involving an agent and a pauent (see note 4, cf also Lakoff 1987 58-67, De-
Lancey 1987) The data presented in Table 1 indicate that a language can only 
have a disunct class of verbs if (and only if) the most prototypical event feature 
Transiuvity is somehow part of the meaning of a group of lexemes However, as 
has been menuoned before, transiuvity is a notoriously problemauc nouon 
This is perhaps shown most clearly in Hopper and Thompson (1980), who ar
gue that transiuvity is a central property of language use (correlated with fore
grounding and backgrounding) and involves various components Theyidenu-
fied the following parameters of transiuvity, "each of which suggests a scale ac
cording to which clauses can be ranked" (Hopper and Thompson 1980 251) 

(25) 
A PARTICIPANTS 

B KINESIS 

C A S P E C T 

D PUNCTUALITY 

E VOLITIONALITY 

F AFFIRMATION 

G M O D E 

H A G E N C Y 

I AFFECTEDNESS OF O 

J INDIVIDUATION OF O 

high < - TRANSrnVITY-> 
two or more parucipants 
acuon 
telic 
punctual 
volitional 
affirmauve 
realis 
A high in potency 
O totally affected 
O highly individuated 

low 
one participant 
non-action 
atelic 
non-punctual 
non-volitional 
negauve 
irrealis 
A low in potency 
O not affected 
O non-individuated 

Since this contnbuuon is concerned with lexical word classes, I will confine my
self here to features that are relevant only to verbs and which are generally con
sidered to be the most characteristic features of transiuvity (1) the Aktionsart 
feature kinesis, which can be translated as change, mouon, or dynamicity (cf 
Comne 1976 49, Rijksbaron 1989), and (2) die presence of both an agent and 
a pauent entity 
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24 JAN RIJKHOFF 

6.1. Dynamicity (Aktionsart) and Shape (Seinsart) 
There is another reason why dynamicity deserves some special attention, for if 
it is this feature (rather than transiuvity) that is relevant in the current discus
sion, we would be able to draw a parallel with one of the factors that make it 
possible for a language to have a disunct class of adjecuves 

6.1.1. The Seinsart feature 'Shape' (or when can a language have a distinct 
class of adjectives?) 

I have recently argued that the occurrence of a disunct class of adjecuves in a 
language depends on the kind of noun that is used to refer to concrete objects 
(Rykhoff 2000) Facts derived from the same sample that was used for the cur
rent study indicate that a disunct class of adjecuves only occurs in languages in 
which nouns (used to refer to concrete objects) designate a property that is se-
manucally specified as having a boundary in the spaual dimension (+Shape), 
consequendy nouns in these languages can be modified directly by a numeral 
(only discrete enuues can be numerated) By contrast, adjecuves are never at
tested in languages in which nouns (used to refer to concrete objects) desig
nate a property that is not semanucally specified as having a spaual boundary 
(-Shape), as in e g Thai In the sample the same holds for Burmese, Nivkh, 
Korean, Mandarin Chinese, Nung, Vietnamese (Table 3, recall that 'lexemes' 
(Type 1 Samoan) and 'non-verbs' (Type 2 tHurnan, Imbabura Quechua, 
Turkish) are semanucally underspecified or vague) 

Since the meaning definiuon of a Thai noun does not include the nouon of 
spaual boundedness or discreteness the modifying numeral must combine 
with a classifier, which funcuons as a kind of individualizer (cf Lyons 1977 
462) 6 

6 Hmong Njua is also a classifier language (like Burmese, Nivkh, Korean, Mandarin Chi
nese, Nung, Vietnamese), but I have argued that this language uses set nouns and that 
(erstwhile) classifiers are now used to indicate that the referent consists of a singleton 
or a collecave set (Rykhoff 2000, Rykhoff 2002a 142) 

Hmong Njua (Harnehausen 1990 117) 
- tsev is a transnumerai noun and the referent of the noun phrase is a set, which can 

have any cardinality 
(1) kuv yuav tsev 

1SG buy house 
'I buy a house / (some) houses 
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W H E N CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE NOUNS A N D VERBS' 25 

WHEN CAN A 
LANGUAGE 
HAVE A DIS
TINCT CLASS 
OF ADJEC
TIVES? 

Languages with a major, dis
unct class of adjecuves (Type 3) 

Languages without a major, dis
unct class of adjecuves (Types 
1.2, 3/4, 4,4/5) 

Languages with 
+Shape nouns 

Type 3 Abkhaz. Alamblak. 
Basque, Berbice Dutch Creole, 
Bukiyip (=Mountam Arapesh), 
Burushaski, Dutch, Georgian, 
Guarani, tHitute, Hmong 
Njua, Hungarian, Ika, Ka-
yardild, Ket, Nama Hottentot, 
Nasioi, Ngalakan, Ngiu, Oro-
mo, fSumenan, Wambon 

(Tvpe 1 Samoan) 
(Type 2 fHurnan. Imbabura 
Quechua, Turkish) 
Tvpe 3/4 Babungo. Bambara. 
Chukchi, Gude, Kisi, Oromo, 
Pipil, Sarcee, Tamil 
Tvpe 4 Galela. Hixkaryana. 
Koasati, Krongo, Lango, Nung-
gubuyu, Tsou, West Green-
Ian die 
Tvpe 4/5 Cayuga 

Languages with 
-Shape nouns 

(no languages) Tvpe 4 Burmese. Gilvak 
(=Nivkh), Korean, Mandarin 
Chinese, Nung, Vietnamese 

fEtruscan, fMeroiuc, Nahah 

Table 3 The distnbuuon of languages with and without a major, disunct class of adjecuves 

Thai (Hundius and Kolver 1983 166,181-2) 
[Thai nouns] purely denote concepts and, for this reason, are incompati
ble with direct quantification 

[ ] , Thai nouns do not in themselves contain any numerical or referen-
ual indications [ ] they are purely conceptual labels which, in order to be 
appropriately related to objects of the non-linguistic world, always and in 
principle stand in need of interpretation which has to be inferred from 
both linguistic and non-linguistic context 

- the (erstwhile) numeral/sortal classifier is used to indicate that the referent of the 
noun phrase tub tsev is a singleton set 

(2) kuv yuav lub tsev 
1SG buy CLF house 
'I buy the house' 

- the group classifier cov is used to indicate that the referent of the noun phrase cov tsev 
is a collecuve set 

(3) kuv yuav cov tsev 
1SG buy PL house 
'I buy (the) houses' 
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26 JAN RIJKHOFF 

Thus, it appears to be the case that 

(26) A language can only have a distinct class of adjectives, if nouns in that 
language include in their meaning the notion of spatial boundedness 
(i.e. when speakers of that language use +Shape nouns to refer to con
crete objects; but see note 6 ) . 

In an earlier study I used the features Shape and Homogeneity to characterize 
the major six nominal subcategories in the world's languages (Figure 3; for a 
detailed presentation I refer to Rijkhoff 2002a: chapter 2 ) : 

SPACE -HOMOGENEITY +HOMOGENEITY 
-SHAPE g e n e r a l n o u n 

sort noun mass noun 
+SHAPE s e t n o u n 

singular object noun collective noun 

Figure 3. Cross-linguistic classification of major nominal subcategories (Seinsarten) 

If a noun has a positive value for the lexical feature Shape (set noun, singular 
object noun, collective noun), this means that the nominal property is charac
terized as having a definite outline in the spatial dimension. As has already 
been mentioned above, this also means that set nouns, singular object nouns, 
and collective nouns can be in a direct construction with a numeral, since only 
discrete entities can be counted. Nouns with a negative value for the feature 
Shape (general nouns, sort nouns and mass nouns), on the other hand, cannot 
be in a direct construction with a numeral; they require a so-called classifier of 
some kind (see examples (29) and (30) below). 

Nouns with a positive value for the lexical feature Homogeneity (mass 
nouns, collective nouns) designate a property that is characterized as being ag-
glomerative (e.g. water added to water is still 'water'). In other words, the ref
erent of an NP headed by a noun that designates a homogeneous property 
consists of portions (in the case of a mass noun such as 'water') or members 
(in the case of a collective noun such as 'family'). General nouns and set nouns 
are neutral with respect to the feature Homogeneity. 

It appears that within and across languages singular object nouns, set 
nouns, sort nouns, or general nouns are used to refer to a single concrete ob
ject. A singular object noun designates a property of a single spatial object. It 
can be in a direct construction with the numeral and plural marking is obliga
tory, both with and without a numeral. 
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W H E N CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE NOUNS AND VERBS' 27 

Dutch singular object noun 
(27) twee boek-en 

two book-PL 
'two books' 

Set nouns designate a property of a set of spatial objects (a set can have any car
dinality, including 'one ' ) They can also be in a direct construcuon with a nu
meral, but in such cases the so-called number marker (if available at all) is typ
ically absent (Andrzejewski 1960 7 1 ) 7 

The vast majority of [Oromo nouns] are associated with neither plurali
ty nor singularity, l e the forms themselves give us no informauon as to 
whether what is denoted by them is one or more than one When such 
forms are used, only the context can provide us with informauon about 
the number of what is denoted 

Oromo (Stroomer 1987 59) set noun 
(28) gaala lamaani 

camel (s) two 
'two camels' 

A sort noun cannot be in a direct construction with the numeral, instead the 
numeral combines with a sortal (or numeral) classifier and number marking is 
absent, both with and without a numeral 

Thai (Hundius and Kolver 1983 172) sort noun 
(29) rom saam khan 

umbrella(s) three CLF long, handled object 
'three umbrellas' 

Thai distinguishes between mensural and sortal classifiers (I e between mass 
nouns and sort nouns), but such a disuncuon is deemed to be absent in the 
case of Yucatec Maya (Lucy 1992 74) 

7 I regard the so-called number marker in Oromo and other languages with set nouns as 
nominal aspect markers since they indicate what kind of set the speaker is referring 
to a singleton or a collective set In other words, they relate to a qualitative, not a 
quantitative distinction (for discussion, see Rykhoff 2002a 100-121) 
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28 JAN RIJKHOFF 

Outside of the restriction on compatibility with other classifiers, htde in 
the grammar of Yucatec appears to hinge on, or correlate with, this 
"sortal" [ ] versus 'mensural' disuncuon, and it is difficult to know what 
status it should be given 

I have labeled classifiers of the Yucatec variety 'general classifiers' and the 
nouns that combine with these classifiers 'general nouns' A general noun can
not be in a direct construcuon with the numeral, instead the numeral com
bines with a general classifier and number marking is absent, both with and 
without a numeral 

Yucatec Mava (Lucy 1992 74) general noun 
a/one-CLF banana 

(30) a 'un-tz'tit ha'as 'one/a 1-dimensional banana (I e the fruit)' 
b 'un waal ha'as 'one/a 2-dimensional banana ( I e the leaf) ' 
c 'un kuul ha'as 'one/a planted banana (I e the plant/tree)' 
d 'unkuuch ha'as 'one/a load banana (I e the bunch)' 
e 'um-p nt ha'as 'one bit banana (i e a bit of the fruit)' 

I have called the noun types in Figure 3 Seinsarten, as each type essenually spec
ifies a different mode of being, just like every Aktionsart specifies a different mode 
of action In other words, languages do not so much differ in the kind of prop-
erues that are designated by nouns, but rather in the way properues are repre
sented in space in terms of the features Space and Homogeneity Thus where
as speakers of English use a singular object noun to refer to an umbrella (the 
bare nouns designates a singular object), speakers of Thai use a sort noun to 
refer to the same object (the noun designates a concept and can only be nu
merated when a sortal classifier is employed), the difference being that in Eng
lish, but not in Thai, the nominal property is characterized as having a definite 
oudine in the spatial dimension 

The reason to discuss Seinsarten is that, if turns out to be the case that it is 
dynamicity (rather than transiuvity) that plays such a crucial role in parts-of-
speech systems across the globe, we could to say that it is always a Seinsart fea
ture (Shape) or an Aktionsart feature (Dynamicity) that ( c o - ) determines the 
parts-of-speech system of a language 
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6.1.2. Dynamicity 

Even though Dynamicity has been one of the central notions in verb semantics 
since antiquity (Rijksbaron 1989), there is still no consensus on the way this 
feature should be defined. For all practical purposes I will assume that dynamic 
verbs typically involve some kind of change. It may be good to point out, how
ever, that for some change and dynamicity are more or less synonyms, whereas 
for others change implies dynamicity, but not the other way around (i.e. not all 
dynamic verbs, such as "to walk', necessarily involve a change of some sort; cf. 
Seibt 2003). 

In any case, if it is dynamicity (not transitivity) that distinguishes languages 
of Type 1 from languages of Types 2-5, we should not find basic dynamic 
lexemes in languages like Samoan and Salish. This, however, does not seem to 
be true. For one thing, in both languages we find arguments that could be 
characterized as agents, and agentivity implies dynamicity (e.g. Dik 1997: 118; 
see also note 4 ) . 

Samoan (Mosel and Hovdhaugen 1992: 105) 
(31) Sa siva le teine 

PAST dance ART girl 
'the girl danced' 

Halkomelem (Gerdts 1998: 315) 
(32) ni ?ima§ ia sieni? 

A U X walk DET woman 
'the woman walked' 

But even if the single argument of the lexeme is a patient and not an agent, it 
is difficult to conceive of the lexeme as denoting a non-dynamic property: 

Samoan (Mosel and Hovdhaugen 1992:100) 
(33) Sa sasa le tama. 

PAST hit ART child 
'The child was hit' 

Halkomelem (Gerdts 1998: 315) 
(34) ni q'wal t*a sce:itan 

A U X bake DET salmon 
'the salmon baked' 
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30 JAN RIJKHOFF 

Thus, on the basis of examples like these we may conclude that it is not the pres
ence or absence of the feature Dynamicity in the meaning of lexemes that partly 
or wholly determines when a language can have a distinct class of verbs or nouns. 

6.2. Valence: Agent and patient 

Due to the lack of serious alternatives, then, we must conclude that the ab
sence of transitive lexemes in languages like Samoan and Salish is not so much 
due to dynamicity not being part of the lexical meaning, but simply a conse
quence of the fact that lexemes that would be translated as transitive verbs in 
other languages take just one argument. That is to say, whereas transiuve verbs 
typically require an agent and a patient in e.g. Dutch, die translational equiva
lents of such verbs in Samoan or Salish only require an agent OR a patient ar
gument, but not both (note furthermore that not every dynamic verb requires 
an agent; see examples in note 4 ) . 

Samoan has two main verb classes: ergative and non-ergative verbs. Only 
ergative verbs can optionally appear with a noun phrase in the ergative. Thus 
sasa 'to hit' is an ergative verb and alu 'to go ' is not. Verbs that belong to the 
ergative group, such as sasa 'to hit', typically occur with a patient argument, 
whereas a so-called non-ergative verb like alu 'to go ' takes an agent argument 
(note that there is no active/passive opposition in Samoan): 

Samoan (Mosel and Hovdhaugen 1992: 100-101) 
(35) Sa sasa le tama 

PAST hit ART child 
'The child was hit' 

(36) Sa sasa e le fafine le tama 
PAST hit ERG ART woman ART child 
'The child was hit by the woman / the woman hit the child' 

(37) Sa alu le fafine i Apia 
PAST go ART woman LD Apia 
'The woman went to Apia' 

But not: 

Samoan (Mosel and Hovdhaugen 1992: 101) 
(38) * Sa alu e le fafine i Apia 

PAST go ERG ART woman LD Apia 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

St
at

sb
ib

lio
te

ke
t T

id
ss

kr
if

ta
fd

el
in

g]
 a

t 0
2:

46
 1

3 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

4 



W H E N CAN A LANGUAGE HAVE NOUNS AND VERBS' 31 

Similar things can be said about languages of the Salish family For example, ba
sic lexemes in Halkomelem also occur with a patient or an agent, the 'pauent-on-
ented' lexeme being the translauonal equivalent of a transitive verb in English 

Halkomelem (Gerdts 1998 315) 
(39) ni q'wal t9a scettan 

A U X bake DET salmon 
"The salmon baked' 

(40) ni ?ima§ ia sieni? 
A U X walk DET woman 
'The woman walked' 

Thus the absence of basic transiuve lexemes in languages such as Samoan and 
Salish can simply be attributed to the monovalent character of the lexemes 
agent and pauent are never coded as obligatory parucipants in the same event 

7. Conclusion 

Data from a representauve sample of the world's languages indicate that a lan
guage can neither have a disunct class of verbs nor a disunct class of nouns un
less it has lexemes that are specifically coded as being transiuve Earlier re
search has shown that a disunct class of adjecuves is only attested in languages 
with nouns whose meanings include the notion of spatial boundedness or dis
creteness Together these data suggest that 

a a language can only have distinct classes of nouns and verbs if the basic lex
icon contains a group of lexemes that encode the properties that are asso
ciated with a prototypical event, I e a transitive acuon, which involves a dy
namic relationship between two obligatory parties an agent and a pauent, 

b a language can only have a disunct class of adjectives if nouns in that lan
guage include in their meaning the property that is associated with a proto
typical object, I e a concrete thing, which is characterized by the fact that is 
has an outline in the spatial dimension (Shape) 

Recall that Hengeveld's classification shows that 
- the occurrence of a distinct class of adjectives implies the occurrence of a 
distinct class of nouns, and that 
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32 JAN RIJKHOFF 

the occurrence of a distinct class of nouns implies the occurrence of a dis
tinct class of verbs. 

(41) verb > noun > adjective 

We can now say that nouns or adjectives can only be a major, distinct word 
class, if the word class that precedes it in the hierarchy is coded for the proto
typical property of the referent of the phrase it is the head of. Thus, the noun 
is the head of the noun phrase and only if the meaning definition of certain 
noun includes the notion of spatial boundedness or discreteness, the language 
can have a distinct class of adjectives. Similarly, the verb is the head of the 
clause and only if a subset of basic verbs is semantically specified as Transitive, 
the language can have a distinct class of nouns. Verbs are, of course, highest in 
the hierarchy, which may explain why having transitive lexemes is both a nec
essary and a sufficient condition for a language to have a distinct class of verbs. 

Finally, since manner adverbs follow adjectives in Hengeveld's hierarchy, 
one may expect the occurrence of a distinct class of manner adverbs to be de
pendent on some lexical feature of members of the adjectival category. 

(42) verb > noun > adjective > manner adverb 

Preliminary research suggests that here the feature Cradability is a promising 
candidate (Rijkhoff, in preparation): 

(43) verb > noun > adjective > manner adverb 
+Transitive +Shape +Gradability? 
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Appendix 1. The sample 
The basic sample contains 52 languages, which are distributed across 
(sub)families in such a way that the geneuc (historic) distance between them is 
always maximal (I used Ruhlen's 1991 classification, for details about the sam
pling method I refer to Rykhoff and Bakker 1998) 

FAMILY 
Afro-Asiauc 
Altaic 
Amerind 

Australian 

Austric 

Caucasian 
Chukchi-Kamchatkan 
Elamo-Dravidian 
Eskimo-Aleut 
Indo-Hitute 
Indo-Pacific 

Kartvehan 
Khoisan 
Korean-Japanese-Ainu 
Na-Dene 
Niger-Kordofanian 

Nilo-Saharan 
Pidgins and Creoles 
Sino-Tibetan 
Urahc-Yukaghir 
Language Isolates 

LANGUAGE(S) (subfamily) 
2 Gude (Chadic), Oromo (Cushttic) 
1 Turkish 
7 Pipil (Central Amerind), Hixkaryana (Ge-Pano-Canb), 

Cayuga (Northern Amerind, Almosan-Keresiouan), 
Koasau (Northern Amerind, Penutian), Guarani (Equa-
tonal-Tucanoan), Ika (Chibckan-Paezan), Imbabura 
Quechua (Andean) 

3 Ngalakan (Gunwinyguri), Kayardild (Pama-Nyungan), 
Nunggubuyu (Nunggubuyu) 

5 Tsou (Austro-Tai, Austronesian, Tsouic), Samoan 
(Austro-Tai, Austronesian, Malayo-Polynesian), Nung 
(Austro-Tai, Daic), Vietnamese (Austroasiatic), 
Hmong (Miao-Yao) 
Abkhaz 
Chukchi 
Tamil 
West Greenlandic 
Dutch (Indo-European), fHitnte (Anatolian) 
Wambon (Trans-New Guinea), Alamblak (Sepik-
Ramu), Galela (WestPapuan), Bukiyip (Tomcelli), 
Nasioi (East Papuan) 
Georgian 
Nama Hottentot 
Korean 
Sarcee 
Babungo (Niger Congo, Niger-Congo Proper, Central 
Niger-Congo), Kisi (Niger-Congo, Niger Congo Proper, 
West Atlantic), Bambara (Niger-Congo, Mande), 
Krongo (Kordofanian) 

2 Lango (East Sudanic), NgiU (CentralSudanic) 
1 Berbice Dutch Creole 
2 Mandarin Chinese (Sinitic), Burmese (Tibeto-Karen) 
1 Hungarian 
9 Basque, Burushaski, fEtruscan, Gilyak (=Nivkh), 

fHurnan, Ket, fMeroitic, Nahah, fSumenan 
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