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MEANINGLESS WORDS®™

1. Introduction

In lexicology and lexicography lexical units are primarily considered as
units of meaning. The concept of meaning is not taken to be equivalent to
the meaning definition given for a lexical unit in ifs entry in the dictionary,
but involves both paradigmatic and syntagmatic -aspects. As Martin
Mingorance (1990: 227) states: ‘... in its essence, a natural language is but a
communication code consisting of a set of symbois (lexicon) and a set of
combinatory rules (syntax) in a relationship of interdependence: syntactic
rules depend to a varying degree on the structure of lexical units; on the
other hand, lexical units are built along a paradigmatic and a syntagmatic
axis, the intersection of which constitutes their meaning; the combinatorial
properties of lexical units constitute as much a part of their meaning as their
lexico-semantic structure.’ '

There is a certain group of words, known as copulas, which, even within
this wider interpretation of the concept of meaning, are hard to assign a
meaning definition, both paradigmatically and syntagmatically. I will discuss
these two aspects one by one.

The ‘paradigmatic meaning’ of these words emerges from the specific
combination of elements with which they combine rather than being intrinsic
to them (Dik 1980: chapter 4; Hengeveld 1992: chapter 3). Consider the
following example:

(*) This article is based on the material presented in Hengeveld (1992: chapter 10), in
which an account of the treatment of the various construction types in Functional
Grammar may also be found.
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Turkish {Ersen-Rasch 1980: 203)

(1 I siz-@-im
unemployed-PRES-1.8G
‘T am unemployed’

One of the meanings often listed for the verb fo be in dictionaries of English
is ‘have state or-quality’, and this would probably be the most appropriate
description for the ‘meaning’ of this verb in the translation of the Turkish
example (1}. Yet, as the Turkish original shows, it is perfectly possible for a
language to express this same meaning without the intervention of a verb
‘to be’. This shows that it is the application of a specific type of non-verbal
predicate (here i siz/unemployed) to a specific type of argument (here -im/T)
that gives rise to the interpretation of property assignment, rather than that
this interpretation would form part of the meaning of the verb fo be. Given
the fact that copular verbs often combine a great variety of non-verbal
predicates with a great variety of argument types, it comes as no surprise
that dictionary entries for copular verbs often enumerate a whole series of
meanings for these verbs.

Syntagmatically, copular verbs cannot be assigned a specific meaning
either. First of all, they cannot be said to impose any selection restrictions
on the elements with which they combine. Consider the following examples:

(2) a. Sheila is ill.

b. *This table is ill.
{3) a. *Sheila is round.

. This table is round.

The property il in (2) cannot be predicated of inanimate arguments, the
property round in (3) cannot be predicated of animate arguments. Each of
the sentence pairs (2)-(3) shows different possibilities, yet each pair contains
aform of the copula be. This shows that the selection restrictions which are
at stake in (2)-(3) are imposed by the non-verbal predicates, not by the ver-
bal copula. Secondly, copular verbs cannot be said to have a predetermined
valency. In constructions based on a non-verbal predicate it is this predicate
that determines the number of obligatory constituents, i.e. arguments, in the
predication. Compare the following sentences:

“ This book is fascinating.
(5) a. This book is identical to that one.
b, *This book is identical.
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The adjective fascinating requires one argument, the adjective identical
requires two. Both adjectives combine with the copula be, which shows that
the number of arguments is determined by the non-verbal predicate, not by
the verbal copula.

From these facts it may be concluded that neither from a paradigmatic
nor from a syntagmatic perspective copular verbs can be considered lexical
elements. Rather, they are anxiliaries the main function of which is to express
a predicative relation between a non-verbal predicate and its argument(s).

Languages which lack a copula or are dissatisfied with the one they have
cannot directly infroduce a new meaningless word in such a fenction.
Meaningless words can simply not be created as such. Rather, these languages
have to take recourse to elements which do have a lexical status, that is,
elements which impose selection restrictions and have a predetermined
valency, which through a gradual process of grammaticalization lose their
meaning and acquire the status of a copula. In this article-1 will give an
overview of the kinds of lexical elements that may enter into such a process
of grammaticalization, or rather, copularization. The study of a wide range
of langliages (see Hengeveld 1992) reveals that the elements that most
frequently enter in such a process of grammaticalization are of three different
types: (i) positional verbs, (i1) verbs meaning ‘become’, and (iii) pronormi-
nal elements. Each of these types will be discussed separately in the following
sections. In this discussion I will pay particular attention to the restrictions
that partially grammaticalized instances of these types in may impose along
both the syntagmatic and paradigmatic axis.

2.. Positional verbs
2.1. Introduction

Positional verbs may develop into copular verb in a process of
grammaticalization within which the following situations may obtain; (i)
the positional verb has to compete with a copular verb in logative
constructions; (ii) the positional verb is the only possibility in locative
constructions; (iii) the positional verb is combined with adjectival and/or
nominal predicates as well.“These various situations will be discussed one
by one in the following sections. I will then integrate the findings into a
single scenario and look at the behaviour of Spanish estar from this

perspective.
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2.2, Positional verb and copula in locative constructions

In several languages, such as Dutch and the Australian languages Ngalakan
and Ngiyambaa, the use of a copula in locative constructions is restricted.
Consider the following Dutch examples:

Duteh (Indo-Hittize)

(6} *fan  is op de bank.
Jan  COPPRES.3.5G on DEF sofa
‘Jan is on the sofa.’

(7N Jan  zit op de bank.
Jan 5t PRES.3.5G o DEF- sofa
‘Jan is sitting on the sofa.’

(&) Jan  is in Frankriik.

Jan  COPPRES.3.5G in France
‘Jan is in France.’

(D) Jan  zit in Frankrijk.
Jan  sit.PRES.3.5G in France
‘Jan is in France.’

The general tendency in Dutch seems to be that, in those cases in which the
location itself is an object {e.g. a sofa) rather than a certain amount of space
(e.g. France), positional verbs rather than verbal copulas are used. Apart
from specifying a posture, these verbs serve to express tense, mood and
aspect distinctions which in copula constructions would be marked on the
copula. This latter function may be the primary one when the positional
verb is used in sentences in which the location is an amount of space, as in
(9). In this example it is not implied that the subject is in a sitting position,
and the positional verb has a copula-like status.

2.3. The locative copula

Many languages have a separate verbal copula which is used in locative
constructions only. This copula originates in a positional verb, as can be
derived from the fact that in the grammars of these languages there are explicit
indications-that the verbal copula used in locative constructions may also be
found as a lexical verb meaning ‘stay’, ‘live’, or ‘sit’, or that it is
etymologically related to such a verb. The latter situation obtains in Pipil,
where the localizing copula remi is etymologically related to Classical
Nahuatl nemi ‘live’ (Campbell 1985: 3653); the former in Gilyak, where the
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localizing copula pf can also be used to mean ‘live’, as in the following
examples:

Gilyak (Isolate; Nakanome 1927: 31, 21)
(10) Tyo tyax mi pi-nt.
fish water LOC COP-FIN
“The fish are in the water.’
(i Cin  rSas  pi-nt
2.PL.  where live-FIN
“Where do you live?’

These facts indicate that positional verbs may ﬁevelop into copulas within
locative constructions ifl the course of time.

2.4. The locative copula with adjectival and nominal predicates
Several languages lack a copula in constructions based on an adjectival or

nominal predicates. In order to express verbal categories such as tense, mood,
and aspect, they have to resort to alternative strategies. One such alternative

is illustrated in (12) and (13}):

Tamil (Elamo-Dravidian; Asher 1982: 49)

12 Avara dalktar.
3.5G.M doctor
‘He is a doctor’

(13 Avaru distrikt inspektar-aa iruntaara.
3.5G.M district inspector-ADVR COPPAST3.8G.H

“He was (there) being a district inspector.”
‘He was a district inspector.”

Example (12) shows that in Tamil constructions with a nominal predicate
are expressed without the intervention of a qopula. Verbal tenses are expressed
by means of the verbal copula that is used in locative constructions, as in
{13), the result being a locative construction in which the location itself is
left unspecified, and in which the nominal predicate is adverbialized by
means of suffixation of the adverbializer -aa, i.e. gets the treatment which is
characteristic for predicative adjuncts.

The adverbial status of the non-verbal constituent is not only signalled
by the presence of the adverbial suffix, it is also reflected in the fact that the
adverbial constituent is optional, i.e. the locative construction may occur
without it, as in the following example:
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Tamil (Elamo-Dravidian; Asher 1982: 52)

{14y Kannan in-kkar-aar-aa.
Kannan COP-PRES-3.SG.HON-INT
‘Is Kannan in?’

Now, in constructions. of the type discussed here the adverbial constituent
may lose its adverbial nature and, consequently, the locative copula dévelops
into a copula of wider application. This change may be observed in Basque,
where the two constructions occur side by side:

Basque (Isolate; Saltarelli 1988: 63)

(15 Gu - nekatu-ak g-a-u-de.
1.PL.ABS tired-PL.ABS 1.PL.ABS-PRES-COP-ABS.PL
“We are tired.”

(16) Gu nekatu-ta g-a-u-de.

1.PLABS  tired-ADVR 1.PL ABS-PRES-COP-ABS.PL
‘“We are (there) being tired”
“We are tired.’

In Basque the verb egon ‘be, exist, reside’, which as a copula is normally
used with locative predicates only, is sometimes combined with an adjectival
predicate, as in (16). Saltarelli (1988: 63} notes, however, that “... these
sentences are usually questionable, the common alternative being to treat
nekatu ‘tired’” as a derived adverb bearing the adverbializer -1 ...”. The
latter situation is illustrated in (16).

2.5. Spanish estar

The following general stages may now be recognized in the development
from positional verb to copular verb:

(17) (i)  Lexical positional verb;

(ii)  Positional verb used as a copula in focative constructions,
either with certain limitations (Dutch, examples (6)-(9), or
without any restriction (Gilyak, examples (10)-(1D);

(iif) Positional verb used as a copula in constrctions with a no-
minal or adjectival predicate {(Basque, examples (15)-(16)).

The history of Spanish provides an interesting illustration of these various
stages (see Pountain 1985, Hengeveld 1991). In this language a descendant
of the Latin positional verb stare (stage i) is used as a copula. Whereas in
Medieval Spanish it is used virtually exclusively in locative constructions
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(stage ii), in Contemporary Spanish it is used in constructions with an
adjectival predicate {stage iii} as well.

Yet, despite the advanced stage of its development, Spanish estar still
betrays its lexical origin in interesting ways (see Olbertz 1996), both
paradigmatically and syntagmatically.

Paradigmatically, the fact thatestar is not entirely void of meaning appears
from the fact that with adjectival predicates it may oceur most often in
opposition with ser, as in the following examples:

(18) Rosa es guapa.
‘Rosa is pretty’
{19 Rosa estd guapa.

‘Rosa is pretty’

The fairly abstract difference in meaning between these examples is that in
(18) the property guapa is presented as intrinsic, whereas in (19) it is
presented as contingent.

Syntagmatically, the fact that estar is not entirely void of meaning appears
from the fact that it imposes a selection restriction, again at a fairly high
level of abstraction, as itustrated in (20)-(21):

{20) Juan es/estd feliz.
*Juan is happy.”
(21 La reunién *estd/es aburrida

“The meeting is boring.”

The general restriction that is behind these examples is that esfar may not
be used in those cases in which the first argument refers to an event rather
than to an object. :

From these facts it may be derived that the process of copularization
goes hand in hand with the gradual loss of meaning, whereby the most con-
crete aspects of meaning are lost earliest, and the most abstract gspects of
meaning retained longest. Further grammaticalization would lead to the loss
of even these most general aspects of meaning, a situation that obtains in the
case of the copula ser in Spanish, part of the paradigm of which goes back
to an original positional verb too, in this case Latin s d re ‘be seated’.

3. ‘Become’

In some languages a verbal element with inchoative meaning has taken on
copular function in some tenses. Compare the following examples from
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Ngalakan:

Ngalakan (Gunwinyguan; Merlan 1983: 57-58)

(22) #- olko-g.
3.8G-big-PRES
‘He is big.’

(23) ¢~ olko-men-g,
3.5G-big-become-PRES
‘He is getting big.’

24 @- olko-mefi.
3.8G-big-become . PAST.PF
‘He got big.’

(25) g- olko-men-ifi.
3.5G-big-COP-PASTIMPF
‘He was big.’

In the morphologically unmarked present tense Ngalakan does not require a
copula, as in (22). If in that tense the verbalizing suffix -men is used it has
inchoative meaning, as in (23). In the perfective past this suffix may be used

with the same meaning, as in (24). But in the imperfective past it has lost .

this meaning and is used as a copula, as illustrated in (25). It can be used in
this way, since in this tense inchoative meaning would be incompatible with
imperfectivity.

In the future tense both the inchoative and non-inchoative readings are
possible, as in (26). The prefix gu- which appears in this example is required
with certain tenses and is difficult to analyze (see Merlan 1983; 107):

Ngalakan (Guawinyguan; Merlan 1983: 109)

(26) Gu-¢-0?07-men-a.
£u-3.5G-small-become/COP-FUT
‘It will become small.’/*It will be small.’

Note that the statement that something will be small in the future generally
involves the becoming small of that same item at some point posterior to the
moment of speaking, so that the opposition is not as ‘clearly present as in
other tenses.

Allin all, one might say that the element meaning ‘become’ in Ngalakan
supplies an alternative to a copula in past and future, i.e. in those tenses in
which verbal categories cannot be expressed directly on a non-verbal
predicate, and thus fills the gap caused by the absence of a copular element
in this language. :

In a similar way the verbolnak ‘be, become, happen, mature’ in Turkish

180

fills a gap in the system of non-verbal predication in this language. Lewis
(1967: 141-142) shows that, if the verb olmak is used in one of the tenses
that can be expressed directly on non-verbal predicates, it has the meaning
‘become’. I it is used in any of the tenses that can be expressed on verbal
predicates only, it means either ‘become’ or ‘be’. Thus, the verbolmak neatly
“supplements the deficiencies” (Lewis 1967: 141) of the verbless strategy.

The opposition between (22) and (23) shows that from a paradigmatic
perspective at least in certain contexts the element-men in Ngalakan should
be considered a meaningful element, whereas in other contexts, such as the
one illustrated in (25), it is a meaningless element. Syntagmatically, -men
does not display any traces of its being a meaningful element, which may
have to do with the fact that even in its original meaningful use it can hardly
be said to impose any restrictions. Similar things could be said about Turkish.
Thus, the newly created copulas in these languages can be said to display
partial grammaticalization.

4. Pronouns

Many languages have copulas which go back to original pronouns. Li &
Thompson (1977) argue that this type of copula originates in an anaphoric
pronoun used in a topic-comment construction, and illustrate this by tracing
the history of the pronominal copula shi in Mandarin Chinese,

The three fundamental stages in the development of pronominal copulas
distinguished and illustrated with a wealth of examples by Li & Thompson
(1977) may be illusirated by means of the Pseudo-English examples given
in (27)-(29), each meant as expressing the meaning ‘Charles is my best
friend’:

27N Charles my best friend.
(28) Charles, that my best friend.
{29 Charles that my best friend.

In (27) two term phrases are juxtaposed without the intervention of a copula.
In (28) the former term phrase occurs as a topic, which precedes a clause in
which it 1s resumed by an anaphoric pronoun. In (29) the intonation break
characteristic of topic-comment constructions has disappeared and the pro-
nominal element functions as a copula. In Mandarin Chinese this pronomi-
nal copula originates in a demonstrative, but a persoral pronoun may be the
source of a pronominal copula as well, as for instance in Hebrew (Junger

1981).
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Examples from Chinese illastrating the development sketched in (27)-
(29) are given in (30)-{32):

Chinese (Sino-Tibetan; Li-~Thompson 1977: 421, 424, 426)

(30 Wang-Tai Wit zh . ye.
Wang-Tai outstanding.  person DECL
“Wang Tai is an outstanding person.’
(31) Ji yi qf sheng yoir  yii gf si
alreadywish 3.8G live also wish 3.8G die,
shi  hud ye
DEM indecision DECL
(32) “Wishing him to live while wishing him to die, that is indecision.’
Yo shi  sue  jid fu -rén zh fu ye
I8G COP NR mary woman GEN father DECL

‘I am the father of the married woman.’

Sentences (30)-(31) occurred side by side around the 5th century B.C.. The
use of shi illustrated in (32) was fully productive around the 1st-2nd century
AD.

The most crucial step in this development is that in which the anaphoric
pronoun comes to be interpreted as a copula. This step goes hand in hand
with a reinterpretation of the topic-comment construction as a subject-
predicate construction (Li & Thompson 1977: 420). That sentences of the
type illustrated in {32) can no longer be considered topic-comment
constructions does not only manifest itself in the absence of an intonation
break, but in syntactic differences as well. Thus, in Hebrew (Berman &
Grosu 1976, in Li & Thompson 1977: 429) themes can not be indefinite, but
the subject in sentences like (32) can.

One of the primary functions of pronominal copulas is to disambiguate
between a noun-phrase and a sentence reading, since two juxtaposed terms
are casily interpreted as being in an appositive relation. This also explains
why a pronominal copula is most often found in identifying constructions.
Both terms of an apposition are usually either both definite or both indefinite.
Since subjects are usually definite, the need to disambiguate oceurs most
often in constructions containing two definite terms, i.e the identifying ones.

The development of a pronoun into a copula is not restricted to non-
Indoeuropean languages. Shields (1978), following Benveniste (1966),
argues that the Indo-European verbal root *es-, the reflections of which
may be found in the paradigms of verbal copulas in many Indo-European
languages, particularly in the third person singular, present tense, goes back
to a pronominal form. This pronominal form, then, has been incorporated
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mto a verbal paradigm that goes back itself to several positional verbs
(Lehmann 1982a: 27). Thus, two processes of copularization meet here.
This example at the same time shows that originally pronominal copulas
may acquire verbal characteristics. The samne phenomenon may-be observed
in Mandarin Chinese as well, where the copula shi, which is normally
optional, occurs with the verbal negator but, and is then obligatorily present.

Whereas in the case of Indo-European and Mandarin Chinese the origi-
nal pronoun can be said to be grammaticalized to a high degree, in other
languages the ongoing nature of this process can be observed in synchronic
facts. Consider the following Hebrew examples:

Hebrew (Junger 1981: 117-130)

(33) Dan (hu) gadol.
Dan (COP) big
“Dan he big.”
‘Dan is big.’

{34) Sara (hi) mora.

Sara COP teacher
“Sara she teacher.”
‘Sara 1s a teacher.”
(35) Yossi ve Dan (hem) xaverim.
Yossi and Dan (COP) friends
“Yossi and Dan they friends.”
“Yossi and Dan are friends.’
(36) Ata  (hu) hexasud.
you  (COP) suspect
“You he the suspect.”
“You are the suspect.”

In Hebrew a pronominal copula, agreeing in number and gender with the ar-
gument term, is used optionally in the present tense in certain types of non-
verbal predication. That this pronominal form is not a full pronoun may be de-
rived fromthe fact that, although it does show agreement in number and gen-
der, asillustrated in (33)-(35), it does not show agreement in person (36). Since
the choice of the different forms nor the opposition between constructions with
and without a pronominal copula creates a meaningtul opposition in Hebrew,
the pronominal copulas cannot be considered meaningful elements from a
paradigmatic perspective. From a syntagmatic perspective, however, the
cooccurrence restrictions illustrated in (33)-(35) demonstrate that these
elements are not entirely meaningless either. We here thus find a case of partial
grammaticalization thatis the opposite of the one encountered for the ‘become’
copula discussed above, which showed paradigmatic restrictions only.
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5. Conclusion

In analyzing three scenarios of grammaticalization of original lexical
elements info meaningless copulas, I have applied paradigmatic and
syntagmatic criteria in order to detect cases of partial grammaticalization
within each of the scenarios identified. The two types of criteria directly
relate to the two aspects of meaning identified in the statement from Martin
Mingorance (1990: 227} quoted in the introduction. Thus, the two types of
criteria serve to defect remnants of the two faces of the original meaning in
newly created copulas. The relevance of applying both types of criteria is
apparent if we compare three sample cases discussed in this article: Spanish
estar, originally a positional verb, Ngalakan -men, originally an element
meaning ‘become’, and the Hebrew copulas, originally pronouns. Table 1
shows the outcome of the application of the syntagmatic and paradigmatic
criteria to these three cases of partial grammaticalization:

\
Criteria Positional verb ‘Become’ Pronoun

(Spanish estar) | (Ngalakan -men) | (Hebrew copulas)

Syntagmatic + - +

Paradigmatic + + -

Table 1. Syntagmatic and paradigmatic criteria

As Table 1 shows, Spanish estar shows both syntagmatic and paradigmatic
restrictions, Ngalakan -men only paradigmatic restrictions, and the Hebrew
pronominal copulas only syntagmatic restrictions. Thus, in the latter two
cases the partial grammaticalization could only be detected by virtue of the
fact that both types of criteria were applied.
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