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Lexical-Functional Grammar

An Introduction

A clear introduction to Lexical-Functional Grammar (LFG), this outstand-
ing textbook sets out a formal approach to the study of language using a
step-by-step approach and rich language data.

Data from English and a range of other languages are used to illustrate
the main concepts, allowing those students not accustomed to working
with cross-linguistic data to familiarise themselves with the theory while
also enabling those interested in how the theory can account for more
challenging data sets to extend their learning.

Exercises ranging from simple technical questions to analyses of a data
set, as well as a further resources section with a literature review, complete
each chapter. The book aims to equip readers with the skills to analyse new
data sets and to begin to engage with the primary LFG literature.
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‘This lucid and entertainingly written textbook is an excellent introduction to the theory of

Lexical Functional Grammar. It presents the fundamentals of the theory in a way that is both

accessible for beginners and engaging for linguists who are familiar with other frameworks.’

Mary Dalrymple,

University of Oxford

‘… a clear and comprehensive introduction both to syntax and to the LFG framework, covering

many core phenomena that have been central to syntactic analysis. Readers are skilfully guided

through an impressive range of data reflecting the wide spectrum of languages.’

Peter Sells,

University of York

‘Developed by three notable linguists who are also gifted teachers, the book distinguishes

itself by its accessibility, its rich coverage of morphology and f-structure, and its up-to-date

references to current research in LFG.’

Joan Bresnan,

Stanford University

‘This is an ideal introduction to formal syntax and can also be used by practising syntacticians

to familiarise themselves with the research developed within the framework of LFG.’

Alex Alsina,

University Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona
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Preface

The aim of this book is to introduce the reader to Lexical-Functional Grammar
(LFG), a formal system for analysing language.
Our aim is to ensure that this book is understandable to someone with some

basic knowledge of linguistics, but with no previous experience of grammatical
theories. We will assume that you know how to identify categories such as noun,
verb, adjective, adverb and preposition. We will expect you to know that
there are arguments for assuming that sentences have a hierarchical structure, that
you know how to identify the constituents that make up this hierarchical structure,
and that you understand how these can be represented as tree structures. We will
also assume that you have a basic understanding of grammatical functions such
as subject and object. Furthermore, we will assume that you know something
about the difference between syntax and morphology and that you have some
idea of what semantics is. We will have a lot to say in detail about categories,
constituents, grammatical functions and morphology, but we will not go back
to basics. If you feel you need to remind yourself of this, we suggest you look
at Börjars and Burridge (2019) or Payne (2010) if you would like concepts
explained through English examples, or Kroeger (2005) if you prefer a broader
range of data. Radford et al. (2009) provide an introduction to a broader range of
topics in linguistics.
This book will also be suitable for those already familiar with some other

theoretical framework. However, even though it is interesting to compare how
different frameworks analyse particular linguistic structures, wewill have nothing
to say in this book about other frameworks.
For most topics, we will use both English and other languages to explain the

concepts of LFG. English will be used since this is a language that all readers
of this book have in common. However, the languages of the world show a
tremendous variety, for instance when it comes to the importance of hierarchical
structure or morphology, and any theoretical framework worth its salt should be
able to account not just for English, but also equally well for languages that work
with radically different principles of organisation from those of English.
It is important to point out that we don’t intend to try to provide a detailed

LFG analysis of any particular language, but to use the different languages to
introduce the tools of LFG and how to use them, so that readers are able to apply
them to whatever language data they have. Indeed a reader may find evidence for
a different analysis of a language that we have considered in this book. After all,

xi
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xii preface

we would not claim to have explored each language in full detail, but we hope to
have given the reader the tools they require to formulate an alternative analysis.

Of course we will not be able to provide a complete picture of the work that
has been done within LFG in a book like this, but we suggest further reading at
the end of each chapter, and, at the end of the book, we provide reading on some
areas of linguistics where LFG is used that we have not dealt with in the book.

In order to keep the text as simple as possible, we keep references to the
literature out of the main text, except to provide the source of examples, but at the
end of each chapter we provide references to the issues discussed in the chapter
as well as suggestions for reading beyond the material presented.

We owe thanks to many people:

• to Koen Bostoen, Anna Hannesdóttir, Henri Kauhanen, Christin
Schätzle and Christina Sevdali for help with data from a range of
languages;

• to Shatha Alruwaili, Doug Arnold, Abdullah Almalky, Maris
Camilleri, Paloma Careterro Garcia, Shaimaa ElSadek, Tibor Laczkó,
Helge Lødrup, Louise Mycock and Nigel Vincent for comments and
discussion;

• to John Payne and Chris Hicks, who have taught LELA20021 with
KEB at the University of Manchester, to all students of LELA2002
and to Xianjie Zhang, who was good at spotting typos;

• to Maia Andréasson, Hannah Booth, Peter Hurst, Victoria Rosén
and two anonymous referees, who read an earlier draft and provided
valuable comments;

• to our editors at Cambridge University Press: initially Rosemary
Crawley, and then Lisa Pinto and Nicola Chapman; and to Andrew
Winnard, who commissioned the book in the first place.

www.cambridge.org/9781107170568
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-17056-8 — Lexical-Functional Grammar
Kersti Börjars , Rachel Nordlinger , Louisa Sadler 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Abbreviations

For the abbreviations of glosses of examples, we have used the Leipzig glossing
rules (www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/resources/glossing-rules.php) as far as possible,
but some of the glosses we need are not included there.

1 first person, or noun class 1 for data from the Bantu
language Mbuun

2 second person, or noun class 2 for data from the Bantu
language Mbuun

3 third person
I noun class I
abs absolutive case
acc accusative case
adj adjunct
aor aorist (used for Greek)
aux auxiliary
ben benefactive marking
c complementiser
caus causative
CoargD co-argument domain, a domain for binding, the nucleus

that contains the anaphor
com common gender
comp closed clausal complement
conj conjunction
dat dative case
def definite
erg ergative case
f feminine gender
fin finite verb form
fobj future object, for languages that mark tense on noun

phrases
fut future tense
gen genitive case
gf grammatical function
ill illative case
imp imperative

xiii
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xiv list of abbreviations

ind indicative
indf indefinite
inf infinitive verb form
loc locative case or locative T-role
m masculine gender
MinCompN minimal complete nucleus, a domain for binding, the

smallest f-structure that contains a reflexive and a subj
function

MinFinD minimal finite domain, a domain for binding, the
smallest f-structure that contains a tense feature

n neuter gender
neg negation
nclass noun class
nfobj non-future object, for languages that mark tense on

noun phrases
nfut non-future tense
nom nominative case
npl non-plural, for languages where singular is not the only

alternative to plural
npst non-past tense
nucleus the smallest f-structure that contains a pred feature and

the arguments required by it
obj object
objθ (second) object, usually restricted to Theme
oblθ oblique argument, T may be instantiated by a T-role,

e.g. oblLocation
ocomp object control element, used for Warlpiri
pass passive voice
prf perfect tense
pl plural
poss possessor
pptcp past participle
prs present tense
pst past tense
ptcp participle
ptv partitive case
q question particle
refl reflexive
RootD root domain, a domain for binding, the complete

f-structure of the utterance
self gloss used for the Swedish själv that forms part of the

reflexive sig själv
sg singular
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List of Abbreviations xv

sm subject marker
subj subject
sup supine, used here for the verb form that occurs with the

perfect tense auxiliary in Swedish
vm verbal modifier, used here for Hungarian
xadj open adjunct, an adjunct without an overt subject
xcomp open clausal complement, a complement without an

overt subject
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