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The Sino-Tibetan Working Group enjoyed a highly stimulating and productive working relationship. We were tasked with providing an overall assessment of the GOLD ontology, making particular recommendations about the parts-of-speech categories, and determining how to incorporate classifiers and tone. After discussion with Baden Hughes, the group decided not to discuss tone, as he reported to the chair that several models for the incorporation of tone were already being considered. Instead, the Working Group focused on parts of speech, classifiers, and a review of the ontology generally.

The areas of discussion can be divided into general comments and recommendation on the structure of the ontology, issues surrounding it, and possible extensions to it, and specific comments on parts of speech, classifiers, and aspect. As the general comments consistently arose out the discussion of the specifics, this document will begin with the more detailed, specific comments and recommendations and then move to discussion of the higher-level issues.

1. Parts of Speech (rename “lexical categories”?)
Our immediate reaction to the ontology covering parts of speech was the varied nature of the definitions used. Some definitions are semantic, some morphosyntactic, and some a combination of the two. Semantic definitions are notoriously problematic as means to identify parts-of-speech categories, so we recommend not only that the definitions be regularized, but that the semantic properties not be presented as definitional. The ontology should allow for each the lexical categories of each language  to be expressed based on their morphosyntactic behavior, with no expectation that every language will have every class, even those as “basic” (from a Eurocentric point of view) as noun and verb. 

A second point that came up is that whether or a particular part of speech in a given language is represented by free or bound morphemes can change over time and across closely related dialects. Some classes that we would think of as parts of speech, such as classifiers, are necessarily bound in some languages, while in other languages they may be free. Therefore, we recommend that the dimension of morphological boundedness be separated out from the notion of part of speech and treated as orthogonal. We recommend that GOLD developers look at Dixon and Aikhenvald’s (2002) work on wordhood and that the notions of grammatical word and phonological word might prove useful to linguists using the ontology.

In discussing classifiers, another issue related to word-hood came up, which is how to treat the word that results from the combination of a numeral, demonstrative or quantifier with a following classifier. The combination forms a grammatical and phonological word in a language like Mandarin, but it isn’t a “part of speech”, instead it is phrasal. This brings up the point, returned to below, that the ontology needs to develop to include phrasal units and constructions (i.e., find a way to discuss levels of syntactic constituency higher than the word).

The first specific observation we made at the level of the lexical category is that in some languages with classifiers the numeral ‘one’ plus the general classifier has grammaticalized into an indefinite article (Givón 1981). Interestingly, in such languages there is an indefinite article but no definite article. Thus we need the notion of article and of indefinite article in the absence of definite article. In writing this up now, I wonder whether the concept “article” is even necessary if indefinite and definite article can occur independently. This observation is in line with the idea that a flatter structure to the ontology might be preferable.

We also made some observations on coordinating conjunctions. Some languages have coordinating conjunctions that work at many levels of structure, such as English and, which can join nouns, adjectives, NP’s, clauses, etc. In other languages (such as Newar), conjunctions can conjoin nouns or noun phrases, but cannot join adjectives or adverbs, or work at higher levels of structure, such as the clause level. Therefore, you might want to consider sub-classifying coordinating conjunction by the lexical or syntactic units which they may conjoin. (Note languages without clausal coordinating conjunctions will often use serial verb constructions or converb/clause-chaining constructions to fulfill functions covered by conjunctions in languages like English.) See Genetti 2005, Bisang 1995.

The lexical category of demonstrative needs to be significantly sub-classified. Proximal and distal are the most basic divisions. Other languages sub-classify demonstratives based on the vertical dimension, reference to speaker and hearer, orientation to a river, etc. In addition, some languages have distinct demonstratives for locations (here, there, thither, yon), types, manners (like this, like that), size (this big, that big), and quantity (this much, that much) (Diessel 1999).

Regarding classifiers, it was noted that there are a number of syntactically distinct types of nominal classification systems, including numeral classifiers, noun classifiers, nominal classifiers, etc. (Aikhenvald 2003). The category of classifier needs to be expanded to include these. Currently classifiers are listed under nominal particles; they need to be moved from here and made their own category. It would probably be better to have “classifier” as a part of speech, which sub-classifies by morphosyntactic behavior. Regarding the semantics of classifiers, if one compares across types of classification systems, one finds that there are few semantic commonalities. For example, while animacy and human/non-human may be marked by numeral classifier languages, they are not relevant to noun classifiers, such as those in Dyirbal. In addition, languages differ with respect to which categories are marked and which categories are elaborated. It was noted that some languages allow different choice of classifiers in order to allow different classifications of the same noun. (Becker (1975: 113) illustrates this nicely in Burmese, where a host of different classifiers can be used with the noun ‘river’, each emphasizing a different aspect of the way people interact with rivers (e.g. as a route of transportation, a means of sustenance, a curvy thing in its shape, etc.).
The category particle needs further refinement. It should be decided whether particles should be subcategorized based on semantic properties (e.g., evidential particle, question particle, negative particle, topic particle) or on position in the clause (NP-final, second-position, sentence-final). These seem to be independent dimensions, and the ideal would be for the ontology to allow both types of sub-classification and the ability to link between them. Then it would be interesting to track which particle types are most likely to occur where, allowing, of course, that other connections are possible.

There are multiple ways of categorizing verbs. Currently the ontology includes intransitive, transitive, and ditransitive. Copula should be added to this list. In addition, a separate category for auxiliary verb is needed. There are many ways in which verbs sub-classify semantically. GOLD developers need to decide on a principled basis on which to do this. Again, would multiple subclassifications be appropriate? 

A few smaller observations on particular parts of speech are: (1) adverbs are of course problematic, and it is unlikely that an umbrella category “adverb” is appropriate; (2) add interjections; (3) add ideophones; (4) move “existential markers” to be a sub-class of verbs; (4) possibly add honorifics (they are not a separate part-of-speech in most S-T languages to our knowledge, but might be in other language families (in Tibetan, they sub-classify other parts of speech, e.g., there are honorific and non-honorific nouns, honorific, non-honorific, and humilific verbs, etc., so this could be a cross-cutting dimension there). Many languages have honorific pronouns, so this is another dimension to add there.

Moving to a larger issue, there are some lexical categories in languages that are unusual. One such case was described by Genetti and Hildebrandt (2004), the case of “verbal adjectives” or “adjectival verbs” in Manange. Manange is a Tibeto-Burman language spoken in the Annapurna region of Nepal. That language has well-defined categories of adjective and verb. In addition, there is a third class of lexemes that are intermediate between these two, having the morphological behavior of verbs but the syntactic behavior of adjectives. We wondered how the ontology would deal with this case. We considered the following possibilities: (1) allow multiple categorizations of one category, in this case the category would map to both verbs and adjectives, although it is important that it not be seen as a supercategory that combines properties of both; (2) define it by its relation to the two other classes, that is, have a relation “morphology of X” and “syntax of X” and allow the category to map to both, however, it is unclear how useful this will be outside of the Manange case; (3) allow an “other” category here and elsewhere in the ontology (throughout?) that allows language-particular definition of categories and makes explicit our knowledge that many languages have unique features; (4) allow for lexical categories that result from the intersection of two other categories (visualize a Venn diagram) and that allows explicit specification of the particular properties of each class that are shared; this is the most satisfying account descriptively.

In addition to the discussion of particular parts of speech, we began to considered the ontology of constructions, especially in relation to the notion of auxiliary verb (which one can argue is a separate part of speech) and serial verb (which can have similar functions as auxiliary verbs but is defined at the level of construction). We considered briefly the following construction types which result in the sequencing of verbs, verb phrases, or clauses: serial verbs, verb-auxiliary constructions; converbs/clause-chains, etc. These overlap substantially in their functional possibilities but can be differentiated on the basis of morphosyntactic properties. This argues for a clear separation of the form and function and an explicit means to link between them. We will return to this point below.

We spoke briefly about reduplication, which has phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic dimensions. Where to include this in the ontology was a matter of debate, with one member advocating a positioning in phonology, and another thinking that perhaps other areas would be as appropriate. It was noted that there are a number of semantic features which typically are linked to reduplication, such as plural, collectivity, iterativity, durativity, and intensification. One suggestion is to add “reduplicant” to the ontology, and then allow independent specification of its phonological properties (full, syllable-level, root, mora, etc.) and pre-association with particular semantic concepts. It was noted that the Open World assumption would allow other semantic links to be instituted as needed. 

2. Other considerations
Having concluded our discussion of parts of speech, we moved on in the ontology and discussed aspect. We recommend that you consider adding viewpoint and situational aspect to the list of semantic features, otherwise they look fine. We noted that like many other semantic features, the aspectual features are realized in language by a variety of forms, including affixes, particles, auxiliary verbs, and serial-verb constructions. Once again, we recommend explicitly incorporating into GOLD the independence of the formal and functional dimensions, and then allowing mechanisms to link the two. It would be helpful then to have a list of tendencies showing which formal categories tend to link to which semantic features.

Moving now to area-specific recommendations for the future development of GOLD, we suggest you consider building implicational universals into the ontology (e.g., if a language has a dual, it also has a plural). Also, with such a large inventory of features, we wondered whether GOLD should be constrained so that certain features do not co-occur (such as the relation 1>3 and inverse). 

We had a very interesting discussion with regards to grammaticalization. Linguistic categories are often not discrete but range along a cline and over time they shade into one another through the gradual process of language change. This is difficult to incorporate in the current conceptualization of GOLD, which treats categories as a set of discrete elements meant to map to linguistic forms. 

We wondered how GOLD could be modified to account for typical grammaticalization patterns, such as the reanalysis of the numeral ‘1’ plus a general classifier into an indefinite article (Givón 1981), the development of the lexical verb ‘stay’ into a marker of progressive aspect (Bybee et al 1994), or the development of third-person-singular pronouns into distal demonstratives. We would like to suggest that E-MELD organize a working group that would construct an ontology of common grammaticalization patterns (possibly in a COPE). Heine and Kuteva (2002) would be an obvious resource for this group. One question the group could address is what is inventory of relations between grammatical classes as exemplified in historical change. Of course, during the process of grammaticalization, the original and innovative uses of a form go through a period (sometimes unresolved) where multiple functions of a given form are possible (sometimes called “layering”) (Hopper 1991). As with other cases of polysemy, the function of a particular form in a particular instance will be determined by context (or even will be unresolved in certain contexts). Grace Wiersma provided a nice example of this from Cantonese, where there has been an extension of the bare Cantonese CLF to POSSESSIVE, but only with subclasses of nouns, e.g., body parts. So you have ONE + CLF + dog meaning ‘a dog’ but CLF + tongue meaning ‘his tongue’, i.e., ‘the dog's (tongue)’ We wondered how one can derive a context-dependent assignment of a particular mapping to the ontology when multiple mappings are specified. In addition, is there a way to specify in the ontology that two meanings are likely to be realized by a single morpheme (e.g., ‘stay, sit, live’ and progressive aspect)? It also might be useful to know that certain grammaticalization patterns do not occur. 

A number of larger theoretical questions came up during our final discussion. We wondered whether the goal of the ontology is to produce a description of what is possible in natural language or to provide interoperability between different language resources (both of which came up at various points during the conference) and whether there are tensions between these different goals. Related to this issue is whether GOLD is a metalanguage for doing linguistics or a metalanguage for finding language resources. The structure of GOLD should differ depending on the ultimate goal. We also wondered how theory-neutral GOLD really is, and whether implicit theoretical assumptions might be restrictive of the types of generalizations that the ontology is allowed to express. It will not come as a surprise that we didn’t resolve these questions, but we feel that it is important that GOLD developers consider such foundational issues frequently as they are in the process of developing GOLD.

Finally, it was noted that languages carve up functional space in different ways. For example, ergative case in one language will not occur on exactly the same set of expressions as it would in another language. We wondered how GOLD will incorporate this insight. We discussed various possibilities, including the idea that categories such as ergative have prototypical meanings – or possibly templates, or core meanings – that are expressed at different level than the classes themselves. We constructed the following diagram to elucidate our thinking:
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In this diagram, the GOLD ontology is represented above the horizontal line. It has a category of ergative case that is linked to a prototypical meaning or template by a relation “p-mean” (prototypical meaning). Particular instances of ergative case in particular languages are represented below the line. These are each linked to meanings by the relation “mean” (meaning, specific to that language). The main point is that each of the meanings overlaps to some extent the prototypical meaning of the ontology. One could also use Venn diagrams to show this. Perhaps the prototypical meaning would be the intersection of all the particular meanings.

This concludes the observations on GOLD made by the Sino-Tibetan working group that were recorded.  We hope that they will prove useful to the GOLD developers as the ontology progresses. Some references relevant to these points are given below. 
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