Basic linguistic
Theory
Volume 1 Methodology

R. M. W. DIXON
The Cairns Institute
James Cook University

OXFORD
UNIVERSITY PRESS

Basic Linguistic Theory

R. M. VV. Dixon
The three volumes of Basic Linguistic Theory provide a new and fundamental
characterization of the nature of human languages and a comprehensive guide
to their description and analysis. The first volume addresses the methodology
for recording, analysing, and comparing languages. Volume 3 (which will be
published in 2011) examine and explain every underlying principle of gram~
matical organization and consider how and why grammars vary.
Volume 1
Methodology

Volume

2

Grammatical Topics

Volume 3
Further Grammatical Topics (in preparation)
A complete list of R. M. W. Dixon's books may be found on pp. 380-1

OXFORD
UNIVERSITY PRESS

Great Clarendon Street, Oxford OX2 60p
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University's objedive of ex(cllcl1ce in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide in
Oxford New York
Auddand Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid "Ielbourn~ lI-lexico Cit)' Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto
With offices in
Argentina Austria Bmzil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portug.l1 Singapor~
South Korea Switzerland Thaihl11d Turkey Ukraine Vietnam
Chiord is a regi,tered trade mark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and in certain other countries
Published in the United States
by Oxford University Press Inc., New York
© R. M. W. Dixon

2010

The moral rights of the author have been asserted
Database right Oxford University Press (maker)
First published

2010

All rights reserved. No part ofthi5 publication may be reproduced,
slored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
without the prior permission in writing of Oxford Uni\'crsity Press,
or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed \"ith the appropriate
reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction
outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department,
Oxford University Press, at the address above
You must not cllculale this book in any other binding or cover
and you must impose the same condition on any acquirer
British Library Cataloguing in Puhlication Data
Data available
Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Data available
Typeset by SPI Publisher Services, Pondicherry, [ndia

Printed in

Gre~t

Britain

on acid-free paper by
CPI Antony Rowe, Chippenham, Wiltshire
[SBN 978-O-l.9-957105·5 (Hbk)
978-0-19-957106-2 (Pbk)
1

3

7 9

10

8 6 4

2

Outline contents for whole work
Volume 1 Methodology
1
2

3

4
5
6

7
8
9

Basics I
P,inciples to follow 57
Grammar overview 92
Analysis, argumentation, and explanation
Terminology 214
Doing typology 242
Phonology 2 64
Lexicon 289
Field linguistics 309

nh

Volume 2 Grammatical Topics
10

11
12

13
14

15
16

17
18

Grammatical word and phonological word
Distinguishing noun and verb 37
The adjective class 62
Transitivity 115
Copula clauses and verbless clauses 159
Pronouns and demonstratives 189
Possession 262
Relative clause constructions 313
Complement clauses and complementation strategies

370

Volume 3 Further Grammatical Topics
This is pfanned to incfude the following chapters
Non-spatial setting
Noun categorization devices
Number systems
Negation
Reflexives and reciprocals
Passives, <lntipassives, and general intransitivizing derivations
Causatives
Applicatives
Serial verb constructions
Pivots, and switch-reference
Comparative constructions
Noun incorporation
Interroga lives
Imperatives
Culture and language, some correlations

Contents
List of tables and figures x
How to read this book xi
Preface xii
Abbreviations and conventions

XlV

1.

Basics 1
l.1. \Vhat this book is about
1
1.2. Linguistics as a branch of natural science
1
1.3. Prototypical patterns and variations on them 4
1.4· Grammaticallabels 9
1.5. Limitations of a language 12
1.6. \Vhy is each language the way it is? 14
1.7. Meaning and its organization in a language 22
1.8. A grammar as an integrated system 24
1.9. Grammar and meaning 27
1.10. The basics of grmnmar 35
l.n. Grammar and lexicon 47
Sources and notes 54

2.

Principles to Follow 57
2.1. Writing a grammar
57
2.2. Always go back to the primary sources
2.3. Unfashionable issues 66
2,{. Avoid the fashion fads
70
2·5· Avoid sloppy terminology 75
2.6. How to learn linguistics 80
Sources and noles 90

64

3. Grammar Overview 92
p. Basic units: word and clause 92
3.2. The clause 93
3.3. The two major word classes, Noun and Verb
3-4- Phrases 106
3.5. Clause structure and word classes 110
3.6. Adjectives 112
3.7. Pronouns, demonstratives, and interrogatives
3.8. Syntactic specification of space and time 118

102

114

CONTENTS

3-9. Marking of core and peripheral arguments 122
3.10. Complement clauses 128
3.n. The sentence 132
3.12. Negation 137
3.13. Morphology 138
3.14. Derivations 149
3.15. Non-spatial setting 152
3.16. Noun classes and genders, and classifiers 155
3.17. Number systems 158
3.18. Definiteness 160
3.19. Dependencies between grammatical systems 162
3.20. Changing valency 165
3.21. lopic and pivot 171
3.22. Argument identity: reflexives and reciprocals 175
3.23. Comparative constructions 177
Sources and notes 179
4- Analysis, Argumentation, and Explanation
4.1. What is linguistic analysis?

182

182

4.2. Analyses should be clear and plausible 184
4.3. Argumentation needed to justify an analysis

Choosing between alternative analyses 191
Different analyses for varying purposes 194
Different analyses of similar data 196
Intertwining of levels 199
4.8. Encountering the unexpected 201
4-9. Explanation 205
Sources and notes 213
4.4.
4-54-6.
4.7.

5. lerminology 214
5.1. Grammar and lexicon 214
5.2. Morphology 217
5.3. Inflection and derivation 218
5.4. Clitie, affix, and adposition 221
5.5. Morphological types 226
5.6. Synta,x 228
5.7. Markedness 235
Sources and notes 240
6. Doing Typology

242

6.1. Requirement for consistent analysis

6.2. What should be compared

6.3. Phonological typology
6.4. Grammatical typology

249
251

247

243

186

Vll

Vlll

CONTENTS

6.5. Lexical typology 255
6.6. The question of sampling
Sources and notes 261

7. Phonology 264
7-1. Phonemes 264
7.2. Consonants 266
7.3· Vowels 273
7-4. Phol1otactics and syllables
7·5· Prosodies 279

257

275

7-6. Stress 280
7·7· Balancing parsimony and clarity
7-8. Orthography 286
Sources and notes 287

283

8. Lexicon 289
8.1. Organizing the lexicon 291
8.2. Constructing a lexicon 296
8.3. Structure of the lexicon 300
8.3·1. Nouns 302
8.3.2. Adjectives 304
8.3.3. Verbs 305
Sources and notes 307

9. Field Linguistics

309
9.1. The fundamentals 309
9.1.1. What is linguistic fieldwork? 309
9.1.2. Why do it? 309
9.1.3. Poor reasons for doing fieldwork 310
9.2. Getting started 311

of fieldwork 311
How to choose a language 311
9·2.3· Fieldwork locations 314
9.3. Working in the field 315
9.3.1. How to do it 315
9.3.2. What to get 318
9.3.3. What to do 320
9·3-4· Other fieldwork situations 325
9-4. Making sure you have it right 326
9.5. What not to do 326
Appendix 1 Describing the fieldwork situation
Appendix 2 Planning a fieldwork Ph 0 329
Appendix 3 Field methods courses 329
Note 330
9.2.1. The ethics

9·2.2.

328

CONTENTS

Glossary 331
References 342
Combined indices for Volume 1 and Volume 2
Author Index 356
Language Index 364
Subject Index 372

ix

List of tables and figures
Tables
1.1.

1.2.
1.}.

1.4.

1.5.
3.1.

3.2.
3·3·
34
4-1.
4.2.
6.1.

6.2.
?l.

n7-3-

Forms of 2nd person pronouns in languages with different number
systems 10
Locational suffixes in D>'jrbal 16
Examples of noun class membership in Dyirbal 28
Sample of verbs taking the four main types of complement. clause in
English 31
Complement clauses co-occurring with a selection of THlNKING and
LIKING verbs
33
Sample semantic types of the Verb class in English, and their roles 104
Marking of core arguments in Cashinawa 124
Linkage types, illustrated with sample markers in English 134
Samples of derivational processes in English 149
Main syntactic possibilities for word classes in Fijian 191
Possibilities for -er and more 202
Syntactic properties for languages 1, 2, and 3 243
Standard errors for different population si%es 259
A sample consonant matrix 267
Cardinal vowels 274
Consonant system at an earlier stage of Nyawayr,i 285

Figures
Reference of tenses in mulLiple-past tense systems
Types of clause combining 94
Nominative-accusative system 122
Absolutive-ergative system 123
The nominal hierarchy 123
Split -S system 125
3.6- Fluid~S system 125
1.1.

3. L
3_2.
3.3.
}.4.
3.5-

How to read this book
This book is, of course, designed to be read from first to last page. But other
strategies are possible.
Chapter 1 outlines the approach followed throughout, and should be consulted first. The lengthy Chapter 3 provides an overview of grammatical structures and systems found across the languages of the world. Many of these
topics are dealt with in more detail in the chapters of Volume 2 and of the
projected Volume 3. Ideally, Chapter 3 should be studied at an early stage,
although experienced linguists may choose to skim it.
The remaining chapters of Volume 1, and those of Volume 2, could be read
in any order. However, recurrent themes are developed across chapters and
maximal benefit will be obtained by reading the chapters in the order in which
they were written.

Preface
For more than four decades I have been doing linguistics in the true sense
of the word-undertaking immersion fieldwork, writing grammars, compiling lexicons. I've studied, in fair detail, more than two hundred published
grammars, and consulted several hundred more. I have worked-by inductive
generalization-on a number of topics in typological theory, and have read
everything I could lay my hands on that is relevant to this endeavour. However,
despite having been learning, learning all along the way, I feel that I know only
a fraction of what I would like to know.
This book is a distillation of what I have learned thus far-the most satisfactory and profitable way to work, and what pitfalls to avoid. In short, how
best to obtain reliable and satisfactory results which have scientific validity.
Volume 1 sets the scene, with chapters on aspects of methodology. Volumes 2
and 3 then deal in fair detail with each of a number of grammatical topics.
The reader will find opinions expressed straightforwardly, without demur.
Some of the things that are said may go against certain of the current 'fashions'.
I do not expect others to agree with everything I say. But all the points made
here have validity, and are worthy of serious consideration.
The languages I know best are those that I have worked on myself and
published on-the Australian languages Dyirbal (1972, 1973> 1989b), YidifL
(1977a, 1977b, I991b), Warrgamay (1981), Nyawaygi (1983), and Mbabaram
(199IC), plus Boumaa Fijian (1988), Jarawara from Brazil (2004a), and English
(l99la, 2oo5a, 200Sb). If some point can be illustrated ti'om one of these
languages then I do so, rather than using data from another language which I
know less weH. 'I'his applies especially to the general discussions in Volume 1For points which do not occur in these languages, and for further exemplification of points that do, information from many other grammars is used.
Sources are sometimes included in the text but more usually in notes at
the end of a chapter. It has not been thought necessary to quote sources for
well-described languages such as Latin, French, German, Estonian, Turkish,
Hebrew, Mandarin Chinese, Quechua, Swahili, Thai, and the like. Specific
references arc often not given for the languages 1 have worked on. If, say,
an example is taken from Tarawara, the interested reader can easily consult
my comprehensive grammar of that language (Dixon 2004a) to see how the
matter under discussion fits into the overall linguistic system of the language.
Sources are provided for information from other languages. There is a glossary
of technical terms, included at the end of each volume.

PREFACE

xm

There is today a fashion in linguistics-and no doubt in other disciplines
as well-of what can be called 'quotationitis'. That is, attempting to cite every
single thing published on or around a topic, irrespective of its quality or direct
relevance. Not unusually, quotations are provided from several sources which
are contradictory in assumptions and import, without attention being drawn
to this. r have used citations sparingly; these only reflect a small proportion
of the grammars and general works which I have studied. The present work
is conceived of as being like a weH-organized garden; I have tried to avoid it
degenerating into an impenetrable jungle.
At several places I mention the number of languages currently spoken
across the world. The habit has arisen of quoting a figure of well over 6,000,
which is the number of 'language names' listed in Ethnologue {Gordon 2005).
This is put out by a missionary body with the main purpose of indicating
where there is considered to be need for translation of the Christian Bible.
The volume is uneven in scope and reliability, particularly as regards what
is a language and what is a dialect (decisions on these questions frequently
relate to policies concerning translation teams, and decisions may change as
policies change-for one instance of this, see Dixon 2004C 8). More than
200 languages are listed for Australia (many labeHed 'nearly extinct' or even
'extinct'), bnt 60 would be an optimistic estimate for the number which are
still actually spoken (or else well remembered). The actual number of distinct
languages currently in use across the world is no more than 4,000, quite likely
a fair number [eiver.
This book has been envisaged, planned, and written in dose collaboration
with my colleague Alexandra Y. Aikhenvald. We have discussed every topic,
often many times. I have benefited from her grammars of Warekena (1998),
Tariana (2003), and Manambu (2008), and from her typological studies (particularly 2000,2004). I am the one who has written the book (and Aikhenvald
would not necessarily agree with every single word in it) but the ideas, analyses, and generalizations are in very many instances our joint work
Nick Enfield carefully read every chapter and provided the most useful
comments, corrections, and suggestions. And lowe a considerable debt to the
several score students and colleagues whose grammatical descriptions I have
assisted with over the years, having learnt from each of them.
These volumes have been brought to fruition through the help and encouragement of John Davey, linguistics editor sans pareil. Of the several publishers
[ have worked with over almost five decades, Oxford University Press is, in
every department, the most efficient and caring. John Davey exudes an enthusiasm which makes one feel valued and wanted, and works in a friendly and
unobtrusive way to assist each author in realizing their potential.
And so, I cast my pebble upon the beach.

