
Lexical Categories

For decades, generative linguistics has said little about the differences between
verbs, nouns, and adjectives. This book seeks to fill this theoretical gap by
presenting simple and substantive syntactic definitions of these three lexical
categories. Mark C. Baker claims that the various superficial differences found
in particular languages have a single underlying source which can be used to
give better characterizations of these “parts of speech.” These new definitions
are supported by data from languages from every continent, including English,
Italian, Japanese, Edo, Mohawk, Chichewa, Quechua, Choctaw, Nahuatl,
Mapuche, and several Austronesian and Australian languages. Baker argues
for a formal, syntax-oriented, and universal approach to the parts of speech,
as opposed to the functionalist, semantic, and relativist approaches that have
dominated the few previous works on this subject. This book will be welcomed
by researchers and students of linguistics and by related cognitive scientists of
language.

mark c. baker is Professor of Linguistics and Chair of the Department of
Linguistics at Rutgers University and a member of the Center for Cognitive
Science. He is the author of Incorporation: a theory of grammatical func-
tion changing (1988), The polysynthesis parameter (1996), and The atoms of
language: the mind’s hidden rules of grammar (2001), as well as of numer-
ous articles in journals such as Linguistic Inquiry and Natural Language and
Lingustic Theory.
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Gary Clay (1940–2001)

and Kenneth Hale (1934–2001).

I wish our earthly father figures could be a little more eternal.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521806380 - Lexical Categories: Verbs, Nouns, and Adjectives - Mark C. Baker
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/0521806380


Contents

Acknowledgements page xi
List of abbreviations xiii

1 The problem of the lexical categories 1
1.1 A theoretical lacuna 1
1.2 Unanswerable typological questions concerning

categories 3
1.3 Categories in other linguistic traditions 11
1.4 Goals, methods, and outline of the current work 17

2 Verbs as licensers of subjects 23
2.1 Introduction 23
2.2 Initial motivations 24
2.3 The distribution of Pred 34
2.4 Copular particles 39
2.5 Inflection for tense 46
2.6 Morphological causatives 53
2.7 Word order differences 60
2.8 Unaccusativity diagnostics 62
2.9 Adjectives in the decomposition of verbs 77
2.10 Are there languages without verbs? 88

3 Nouns as bearers of a referential index 95
3.1 What is special about nouns? 95
3.2 The criterion of identity 101
3.3 Occurrence with quantifiers and determiners 109
3.4 Nouns in binding and anaphora 125
3.5 Nouns and movement 132
3.6 Nouns as arguments 142
3.7 Nouns must be related to argument positions 153

ix

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521806380 - Lexical Categories: Verbs, Nouns, and Adjectives - Mark C. Baker
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/0521806380


x Contents

3.8 Predicate nominals and verbalization 159
3.9 Are nouns universal? 169

4 Adjectives as neither nouns nor verbs 190
4.1 The essence of having no essence 190
4.2 Attributive modification 192
4.3 Adjectives and degree heads 212
4.4 Resultative secondary predication 219
4.5 Adjectives and adverbs 230
4.6 Are adjectives universal? 238

5 Lexical categories and the nature of the grammar 264
5.1 What has a category? 265
5.2 Categories and the architecture of the grammar 275
5.3 Why are the lexical categories universal? 298
5.4 Final remarks 301

Appendix. Adpositions as functional categories 303
A.1 Evidence that adpositions are functional 303
A.2 The place of adpositions in a typology of categories 311

References 326
Index 339

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521806380 - Lexical Categories: Verbs, Nouns, and Adjectives - Mark C. Baker
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/0521806380


Acknowledgements

To all the excellent reasons that I give my students for finishing their research
projects as promptly as possible, I will henceforth add this: that you have a
better chance of remembering all the people who deserve your thanks. This
project was begun years ago, in a different country, when I had a different job
title and different neighbors, and I doubt that anyone I have been in contact
with during my transitions over the past eight years has failed to make some
kind of impact on this work for the better. But rather than giving into my
fears of forgetting and simply erecting a monument to “the unknown linguist,”
I gratefully acknowledge the help of those that happen to be currently repre-
sented in my still-active neurons. I hope that the others can recognize themselves
in the gaps.

Financial support came first from the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada and FCAR of Quebec, and more recently from
Rutgers University.

Among individuals, I give pride of place to those who have shared their
knowledge of their native languages with me with so much generosity, patience,
and insight: Uyi Stewart (Edo), Grace Curotte and Frank and Carolee Jacobs
(Mohawk), Sam Mchombo (Chichewa), Kasangati Kinyalolo (Kilega), and
Ahmadu Kawu (Nupe). I would have little to work with if it were not for them.

Next, I thank my former colleagues at McGill University, who were in-
strumental in my taking up this project and in its first phase of development,
especially Lisa Travis, Nigel Duffield, Uyi Stewart, Mika Kizu, Hironobu Hosoi,
Ileana Paul, Asya Pereltsvaig, Mikael Vinka, and (from the greater Montreal
community) Claire Lefebvre.

I also thank my current colleagues at Rutgers University, who helped me
bring this project to completion and remove some of its faults, especially
Veneeta Dayal, Roger Schwarzschild, Ken Safir, Jane Grimshaw, Alex Zepter,
and Natalia Kariaeva. Two cohorts of Advanced Syntax Seminar students also
made many useful suggestions, pushed me with good questions, and uncovered
relevant data.

xi

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521806380 - Lexical Categories: Verbs, Nouns, and Adjectives - Mark C. Baker
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/0521806380


xii Acknowledgements

I thank the following people for reading significant chunks of the manuscript
and giving me the benefit of their comments: Veneeta Dayal, Heidi Harley,
Henry Davis, Hagit Borer, and five anonymous reviewers for Cambridge
University Press. These people had different perspectives that complemented
each other in wonderful ways and have helped to make this a better rounded
and more knowledgeable book than it otherwise would have been.

In a special category of his own is Paul Pietroski, my official link to the
world of philosophy. I also thank Lila Gleitman, Susan Carey, and others I have
met through the Rutgers Center for Cognitive Sciences for discussions relevant
particularly to chapter 5 of this book.

I have had two opportunities to present this research in an extended fashion
away from my home university of the time: once at the 1999 LSA summer
institute at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign; and once in a mini-
course at the University of Comahue, General Roca, Argentina. These affected
my views of what I was doing in profound ways, in part by putting me in
contact with generous and energetic experts on other languages, including David
Weber (Quechua), Jerrold Sadock (Greenlandic), Pascual Masullo, and Lucia
Golluscio (Mapuche). I also thank Ken Hale for help with Nahuatl data. Without
these people, I might literally have come to the opposite conclusions. For help
on a more theoretical level, I thank many other participants in these forums,
notably David Pesetsky and Joseph Aoun.

I have had opportunities to present parts of this work in many other contexts,
including conferences and colloquia around the world. Here is where I am in the
gravest danger of forgetting people, so I will name audiences only: the 9th Inter-
national Morphology Meeting in Vienna, the 1996 NELS meeting in Montreal,
the 1996 ESCOL meeting in St. John, New Brunswick, and colloquium audi-
ences at MIT, University of Massachusetts Amherst, University of Connecticut,
UCLA, University of Bergen, University of Tromsø, Nanzan University, and
others. Members of these audiences contributed valuable suggestions, some of
which are acknowledged at specific points in the text.

On a more general level, I thank my family, Linda, Kate, Nicholas, and Julia,
for supporting me in many ways, keeping my body and soul in relative health,
and showing flexibility in what counts as a vacation day or a Saturday morning
activity.

Finally, I thank the God of historic Christianity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,
not only for supplying the resources to attempt this project but also for the
resources to draw each breath along the way.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521806380 - Lexical Categories: Verbs, Nouns, and Adjectives - Mark C. Baker
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/0521806380


Abbreviations

Agreement morphemes in Mohawk and other languages are glossed with a
complex symbol consisting of three parts. The first is an indication of the
person (1, 2, 3) or gender (M [masculine], F [feminine], N [neuter], Z [zoic],
or a number indicating a noun class). The second is an indication of number
(s [singular], d [dual], p [plural]; the latter two can be further specified as in
[inclusive] or ex [exclusive]). The third is an indication of which grammatical
function the morpheme cross-references (S [subject], O [object], P [possessor],
A [absolutive], E [ergative]). When two agreement factors are expressed with a
single portmanteau morpheme, their features are separated with a slash. Thus
“MsS/1pinO” would indicate a masculine singular subject agreement together
with a first person plural inclusive object agreement.

Other abbreviations used in the glosses of morphemes are as follows. Readers
should consult the original sources for more on what these categories amount
to in particular languages. When I could do so with relative confidence, I have
changed the abbreviations used in the original source so that the glosses of the
examples in this book would be more internally consistent.

ABS absolutive case
ACC accusative case
ADV adverb
AFF inflectional affix (especially on As in Japanese)
AN adjectival noun (Japanese)
APPL applicative
ART article
ASP aspect
ASSOC associative
BEN benefactive
CAUS causative
CIS cislocative
CL classifier

xiii
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xiv Abbreviations

COMP complementizer
COP copula
DAT dative case
DEM demonstrative
DESID desiderative
DET determiner
DIR directional
DUP duplicative
DYN dynamic tense (Abaza)
ERG ergative case
FACT factual mood (Mohawk)
FEM feminine gender
FOC focus particle
FUT future
FV final vowel (Bantu)
GEN genitive case
HAB habitual
HSY hearsay
IMPER imperative
IMPF imperfective aspect
INCEP inceptive
INCH inchoative
INCL inclusive
INDEF indefinite
INDIC indicative
INF infinitive
INSTR instrumental
INTEROG interrogative
INV inverse
LK linker
LOC locative
MASC masculine gender
NCL noun class prefix
NE prenominal particle (Mohawk)
NEG negative
NEUT neuter gender
NOM nominative case
NOML nominalizer
NSF noun suffix
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Abbreviations xv

PART partitive
PASS passive
PAST past
PERF perfect or perfective
PL, PLUR plural
POSS possessive
PRED predicative functional head
PRES present
PRT particle
PUNC punctual
REAL realis
RED reduplication
REL relative marker
SE reflexive clitic (Italian)
SG singular
STAT stative aspect
SUBJN subjunctive mood
TNS tense
TOP topic
TRAN transitive
TRANS translocative
VALID validator (Quechua)
VBZR verbalizer
VEG vegetable gender (Jingulu)

The following are abbreviations of linguistic terms: names of principles, gram-
matical categories, theoretical frameworks, and the like:

Ag agent theta-role
AP adjective phrase
Arb arbitrary interpretation
C complementizer
CSR canonical structural realization
D, Det determiner
ECP empty category principle
Go goal theta-role
HMC head movement constraint
LFG lexical-functional grammar
LVC light verb construction
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xvi Abbreviations

NLC noun licensing condition
NP noun phrase
P&P principles and parameters theory
PHMG proper head movement generalization
PP prepositional or postpositional phrase
RPC reference-predication constraint
SM subject-matter theta-role
Spec, XP specifier of XP
SVC serial verb construction
T tense
Th theme theta-role
UTAH uniformity of theta-assignment hypothesis
VP verb phrase
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