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Abstract

This paper argues that the primary function of nominal classifidiglwhave a
strong semantic basis is to mediate selectional restrictions. Nominal classifiers do
part of the work usually done by selectional restrictions; selecting the relevant sense
of the verb and narrowing down the range of possible arguments. lAustealian
language Mawng (lwaidjan, Australia), gender agreement in the verb provides good
evidence for the role of nominal classification in mediating selectional restrictions.
Mawng verb agreement distinguishes five genders and plays a key role imgelec

the relevant sense of the verb. In fact, sometimes gender agreement does not match
the gender of the corresponding argument but instead reflects the gender agreement
usually found with the relevant verb sense. Typological work on nominal
classification systems has focused on their morphosyntax and their reference tracking
function. However, nominal classification systems with a strong semantic basis play
an important role in constructing meaning by mediating the semantic interactions
between verbs andouns. Reference tracking is often portrayed as the primary
function of nominal classification universally. However, in addition to tracking
existing referents, nominal classification can be important in creating new referents
and modifying existing refemés.
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1. Introduction

Selectional restrictions are generally believed to be universal but do they operate in
the same way in all languages? The term ‘selectional restrictions’ is commonly
understood as referring to restrictions on the types of argument a verb can take. In
some cases selectional restrictions clearly fall out from the meaning of the verb. For
example, the verb drink usually takes ‘liquids’ as object. The selectional restrictions
of the verb drink may appear to be a natural consequence of the conceptualisation of
the verb meaning.! In other cases, selectional restrictions seem more obviously
arbitrary. A typical example is the pair of German verbs esserfeat’ and fressen‘eat’;
essencan only take human subjects but fressenusually takes non-human animals as
subject. So selectional restrictions can have either a conceptual or an arbitrary basis
and in neither case would we expect to find the same pattern across languages as the
conceptualisation of events varies greatly across languages (Gentner & Boroditsky
2001; Majid et al. 2007).

In addition to referring to restrictions on the types of arguments that verbs can
take, this paper will use the term ‘selectional restrictions’ to refer to the way that the
nature of an argument restricts the interpretation of verb meaning. For example, the
English verb scorehas quite a different sense when used with the object goal to when
used with the object stick (i.e. ‘cut a line”). Context, both linguistic and
extralinguistic, point to which verb sense is relevant. The selection of verb sense has
not been discussed as much in the literature as the selection of arguments by the verb



but the ‘two sides’ of selectional restriction are really a single phenomenon. The view
of selectional restrictions taken here is that they are a part of the semantic interactions
between verbs, their arguments and discourse which as Asher (2011) argues, are not
trivial and although complex are crucial to our understanding of many aspects of
language.

This paper investigates the role of nominal classifiers in selectional
restrictions and based on the findings, argues that nominal classifiers play a much
more important role in creating referents in discourse than has been acknowledged.®
Nominal classifiers can restrict the range of possible referents for an argument and
also denote properties of the argument. Thus in a sense the role of nominal classifiers
parallels that of selectional restrictions. This paper explores what the consequences of
nominal classifiers might be, for the operation of selectional restrictions. The case
study is of the Australian language Mawng (Iwaidjan) which has verbal gender
agreement that classifies both subjects and objects into one of five semantically-based
classes.” As we will see, verbal gender agreement plays a crucial role in mediating
selectional restrictions by participating in the co-construction of meaning between
verbs and their arguments. For example the verb -la ‘consume’ is interpreted as
meaning ‘drink’ when it has Land gender object agreement—the gender used for most
liquids—in the absence of any noun expressing the object argument. Similarly the
verb -la is interpreted to mean ‘eat vegetable food” when it has Edible object
agreement—the gender used to refer to most vegetable foods. Verbal gender
agreement and verb sense selection are interdependent in Mawng. When faced with
the combination of -la ‘consume’ and an unusual object such as maningul ‘blood’,
which has Vegetation gender, speakers vacillate between using the usual verbal object
agreement associated with the sense ‘drink’ (Land gender) and the usual gender of
maningul‘blood’ (Vegetation gender).

The fact that verbal gender agreement can guide verbal sense selection, even
when it is conflict with the gender of an argument, shows how important the role of
gender agreement is in mediating selectional restrictions in Mawng. The aim of this
paper is not to claim that selectional restrictions in Mawng operate in a radically
different way to those in other languages but rather to show how the role of gender
agreement in the verb allows for different possibilities. The case study of Mawng
shows that selectional restrictions are the covert correlate of something we find is
expressed overtly using verbal morphology in many languages: classificatory
morphology that conveys some properties of the arguments. Looking around for other
ways way of classifying arguments through verbal morphology, we find that the
incorporation of generic nouns into the verb is another common strategy (see Evans
2003). It is likely that this strategy functions similarly to verbal gender agreement in
Mawng in that it mediates selectional restrictions. The role of nominal classifiers
expressed within verbs in both Mawng and other languages suggests a number of
consequences for the lexicon. It appears that the semantic classes demarcated by
Mawng’s gender system have been shaped by their role in mediating selectional
restrictions.

If nominal classifiers can do some of the same work as selectional restrictions,
the only real distinction between them is whether they are expressed overtly.
Supporting this idea is the existence of a phenomenon known as ‘classification by
verb’ discussed in Section 5.2 which divides typologists of nominal classification
systems, some of whom argue that ‘classification by verb’ is a system of nominal
classification while others dismiss it as simply an example of the operation selectional
restrictions. However, even in the Australian language Mawng it is not always easy to



draw the line between classification of arguments through overt marking of gender
agreement on the verb and selectional restrictions as the inflections for gender
agreement on the verb itself may themself become highly conventionalised and even
lexicalised. The fact that nominal classification in the verb and selectional restrictions
can seem to be one or the other from different viewpoints shows how similar their
role can be in a language. Selectional restrictions are a slippery phenomenon.
Studying nominal classification systems that clearly mediate selectional restrictions
can help us learn more about the operation of selectional restrictions cross-
linguistically. And in turn understanding more about how selectional restrictions
operate can shed light on the origin and function of semantically-based nominal
classification systems.

The paper begins by looking at the history of the category °‘selectional
restrictions’ in linguistics. Section 2 traces the idea of ‘selectional restrictions’ back to
its birth in the heady days of the 1960’s when they appeared at the syntax-semantics
interface. Section 3 considers selectional restrictions from the perspective of
pragmatics and language processing. Section 4 looks in detail at selectional
restrictions in the Australian Aboriginal language Mawng and the role that verbal
gender agreement plays in mediating selectional restrictions. It begins by outlining
some features of Mawng syntax and semantics that are relevant to the discussion. In 5
some other ways of classifying arguments of the verb are discussed; the incorporation
of generic nominals and ‘classification by verb’. In the conclusion, I draw together the
findings of the paper, arguing that nominal classifiers main function is to mediate
selectional restrictions. I discuss the consequences of this claim and speculate on
some universal tendencies found in nominal classification systems and the operation
of selectional restrictions.

2. The birth of selectional restrictions with generative syntax

What type of linguistic concept are selectional restrictions? Do the range of
phenomena described as selectional restrictions form a coherent category, or is the
term ‘selectional restrictions’ just used to cover a heterogeneous collection of
leftovers: things that are not explained by other analytic apparatus? It is possible that
the term ‘selectional restrictions’ is just a convenient label that does not label a
coherent category but simply a range of phenomena that are difficult to explain.
However, for the purposes of this paper, I will assume that selectional restrictions are
a coherent set of phenomena found across languages. Selectional restrictions are
clearly distinguished from subcategorisation as subcategorisation involves the
specification only of the number of arguments and their grammatical functions.
Selectional restrictions relate to properties of a verb’ arguments as discourse referents,
rather than purely as morphosyntactic elements.

The idea of selectional restrictions has been attributed to Katz and Fodor
(1963) but only became well known after being discussed in Chomsky (1965).
Selectional restrictions were born then, with the birth of formal syntax, as we know it
together with its aim of developing a formal model that could generate natural
language.® Argument structure was modelled through modelling clauses with the verb
as a nucleus, determining the number and type of arguments in the clause. There is
evidence that it is possible to predict to some extent, the number and grammatical
function of the arguments of a verb, from the meaning of a verb (Levin 1993). Many
believe that the semantic roles and grammatical functions of verbal arguments can be
reduced to a relatively small set (Van Valin & LaPolla 1997). However, this is not the
case for selectional restrictions. While the features discussed in Chomsky (1965) such



as animacy and humanness are clearly important (Dahl 2008), many verbs select for
much narrower categories such as the verb drink which selects for an object of the
class LIQUID. Early discussions of selectional restrictions argued contra Chomsky
(1965) that selectional restrictions are semantic, based on the fact that they cannot be
reduced to a small number of macro-features such as ANIMATE (Jackendoff 1990;
McCawley 1968). It is difficult to see how even macro-features such as animacy can
be considered syntactic features rather than semantic features. Although animacy has
numerous syntactic consequences, in itself it is a semantic category, unlike categories
such as ‘object’ or ‘subject’ (Dahl 2008).

The fact that the category ‘selectional restrictions’ arose as a left-over bin for
phenomena not accountable by formal syntactic and semantic theories suggests it may
well be a pragmatic category, as pragmatics is a place where aspects of language that
cannot be accounted for by formal syntax and semantics can be discussed. The idea
that selectional restrictions are pragmatic is an appealing one, given the importance of
context in disambiguating verb sense. In Section 3 I discuss the idea that selectional
restrictions are presuppositions and also the idea that verb sense interpretation is
motivated mainly by context, of which the nature of the arguments is but one element.

After initial work on selectional restrictions stimulated by Chomsky (1965),
debate began on the question of whether it is really possible to say that “the selection
of arguments for a verb is a direct consequence of the components of its meaning”
(Johnson-Laird 1977: 211). Jackendoff (1987) argues very strongly that selectional
restrictions are a part of verb meaning—as is subcategorisation. Jackendoff compares
selectional restrictions to the implicit theme arguments of English verbs such as butter
in (1).

(D) He buttered the bread.

Jackendoff (1987, 1990) coins the term argument fusiomo describe a process by
which the selectional restriction features of a verb fuse with the features of the actual
argument, just like the properties of the implicit argument ‘butter’ must combine with
the actual argument of the verb in (2)-(4).

2) He buttered the bread with rancid butter.
3) He buttered the bread with margarine.
4) He buttered the bread with cream cheese.

Thus Jackendoff argues that selectional restrictions are a consequence of the
conceptualisation of verb meaning. All we have to do then, is look at how events are
conceptualised and we will be able to generate the selectional restrictions of verbs.
However, Jackendoff’s claim only gives us much power if we believe that the
conceptualisation of verb meaning across languages is universal. Otherwise he leaves
us with the task of describing the conceptualisation of events in each language, which
seems like a big task. In any case, the claim that selectional restrictions can be
generated entirely from verb meaning seems to overstate the reality. Levin (1993)
shows that the semantics of verbs predicts their syntax to some extent, but shows also
that verbs with very similar meanings can have quite different syntactic behaviour. If
verbs with closely related meanings can have quite different syntactic behaviour, they
can probably have quite different selectional restrictions too (Fellbaum 1998a). Based
on decades of work accounting for the distribution of English verbs in corpora,



Fellbaum (1998b) argues that selectional restrictions are not predictable from the
meaning of a verb in any simple way.

Another thing that is missing from Jackendoff’s account is the other side of
selectional restrictions: the role of context, in particular the nature of those
participants that are interpreted as arguments of the verb. But how do we study the
role of context and potential arguments of the verb in selecting verb sense?
Psycholinguist Dedre Gentner’s work on the ‘Verb mutability hypothesis’ looks at
how verb sense is interpreted in the face of apparent violations of selectional
restrictions (Gentner & Boroditsky 2001; Gentner & France 1988). Gentner’s
hypothesis is that verb meaning is more easily mutable than noun meaning: “When
the noun and verb of a sentence are semantically mismatched, the normal recourse is
to make an adjustment to the verb’s meaning in interpreting the sentence.” (Gentner
& France 1988: 345). So, given an apparent violation of selectional restrictions,
speakers are more likely to interpret the verb in an unconventional way, rather than
the noun. For example, there is a violation of selectional restrictions based on the
feature of ‘humanness’ in the sentence The lizard worshippeds we expect the verb
worship to be restricted to human subjects. Gentner and France (1988) found that
speakers were more likely to interpret the sentence by attributing an unusual sense to
the verb, rather than anthropomorphising the subject ‘lizard’. The results of Gentner’s
work shows that speakers’ interpretations tend to stretch the meaning of the verb far
more than the meaning of the noun. One possible explanation is that verbs are
generally more polysemous than nouns cross-linguistically. This seems likely for
English as Gentner and Boroditsky (2001) observe that “A large number of noun
types are used, mostly with low frequency, and a small number of verb types is used,
often with very high frequency” (p.232). The small number of frequent verbs need to
be highly polysemous to cover the range of uses they are put to.

The syntactic literature on selectional restrictions is largely concerned with the
selection of arguments by the verb. There is much less discussion of the role of
arguments in selecting the relevant sense of the verb. Gentner and France (1988)
speculate on the source of the idea that verbs determine selectional restrictions for
their arguments rather than vice-versa. They cite Chafe (1970) as suggesting that
since the verb determines the number and grammatical function of the arguments of a
clause, it probably also determines the nature of the arguments, i.e. selectional
restrictions. Certainly the verb is seen as central to determining the structure of the
clause in most syntactic theories, although construction grammar views the
relationship between a verb and its arguments as a bit more negotiable: arguments can
be added that are not necessarily selected for by the verb as in the example: She
sneezed the tissue across the tgbleldberg 1995). In any case, Gentner and France
(1988) argue that it is a mistake to think that verbs determine the semantic
interpretation of the clause just because they largely determine the argument structure
of the clause. In fact, it could be that the central role of the verb in holding the
sentence together—as a relational element—is what requires verb meaning to be more
flexible.

Goldberg’s (1995) work on argument structure effectively removes the
motivation for Chafe’s verb-centred view of argument structure: if the verb does not
completely determine argument structure and subcategorisation tendencies are not
inviolable, then why should the selectional restrictions be entirely determined by the
verb? In a corpus study of the Japanese verb 0sou ‘attack’ Nakamoto et al. (2008)
found that “the selectional restrictions of 0souand the disambiguation of the verb
[senses — R.S.] were mutually dependent.” (p.279). Many verbs are highly



polysemous and computational linguists have long known that the most useful key we
have to which sense is relevant for a particular token of a verb is what type of
arguments co-occur with the verb (Ye 2004). The nature of the arguments select the
sense of the verb in addition to the verb selecting for its arguments: selectional
restrictions truly are a two way interaction, which is one reason why they are so
difficult to account for in linguistic description. Nakamoto et al. (2008) point out that
the majority of formal grammatical theories require the verb as head to determine
selectional restrictions. So on the one hand the development of generative grammar
created interest in selectional restrictions and on the other hand it has limited possible
avenues for explaining them. Nakamoto et al. (2008) cite a number of studies of
language processing that suggest not only that arguments of the verb influence which
senses of the verb are possible but also that the nature of one argument of the verb can
influence selectional restrictions of another argument of the verb. In examples (5) and
(6) the combination of agent and patient follows usual expectations. Example (7),
however, is unlikely as robbers do not typically attack wild animals, neither do
hunters typically attack banks as in (8).

®)] The robbers attacked the bank.
(6) The hunters attacked the impalas.
(7 ?The robbers attacked the impalas.
() ?The hunters attacked the bank.

Examples (5)-(8) show that one argument can influence selectional restrictions
for another argument. So, perhaps even an account of selectional restrictions as a two-
way interaction between a verb and its arguments is not sufficient, but there are
multiple interactions between different elements. Nakamoto et al. go as far as to claim
that nouns play just as important a role in determining selectional restrictions as verbs
do. Based on the fact that verb meanings are highly context sensitive, Nakamoto et al.
argue that we need to describe selectional restrictions using a co-variational and co-
compositional semantias a verb and its co-occurring nouns. They cite Pustejovsky
(1995) as the inspiration for this approach but say more detail is needed than
contained in those works.

In case it might seem that things are just getting too complicated it is worth
pointing out that this paper will focus on the semantic interaction between verb
meaning and object arguments. This narrows the discussion down to a putative two-
way interaction. The main case study is the use of gender agreement in Mawng verbs.
The use of nouns to express core arguments is not obligatory in Mawng and they are
frequently omitted when known or recoverable from the context.” In general we can
say that argument nouns and other elements of the context are universally important
to selectional restrictions. However, in Mawng, the role of argument nouns is not as
important as in a language such as English, where they are obligatory. In Mawng,
gender agreement in the verb is morphosyntactically obligatory whereas argument
NPs are optional in most discourse contexts. The obligatory expression of arguments
in Mawng is a nominal classifier, marked in the verb. This non-universal element
plays a crucial role in selectional restrictions. Mawng verbs are highly polysemous so
the main work of selectional restrictions is the selection of which sense of the verb is
relevant and the nominal classifier helps speakers resolve verb polysemy. The
importance of extralinguistic context suggests that pragmatics rather than syntax or
semantics may be a more fruitful avenue for investigating the operation of selectional
restrictions in Mawng. The following section, Section 3, reviews some work on the



pragmatics of selectional restrictions, to provide a vantage point for the detailed
discussion of selectional restrictions in Mawng in Section 4.

3. Selectional restrictions as presuppositions

McCawley (1968) credits an unpublished comment by Fillmore as the first expression
of the idea that selectional restrictions are best analysed as lexical presuppositions
associated with verbs. This idea foreshadows Fillmore’s Frame Semantics, in which
particular lexical items, especially verbs, evoke a whole frame or situation with
typical participants. For example the verbs buy and sell share a frame of financial
transaction: we expect a buyer, a seller and something that is transacted (Fillmore
1982; Fillmore 1971). Lakoff (1969) also explores the idea that selectional restrictions
are associated with presuppositions in a paper where he argues contra Chomsky
(1965) that the grammaticality of sentences cannot be decided without some context:
as we need to know what presuppositions exist to determine whether the sentence is
acceptable. In that paper he argues for example that verbs such as believe, torment
and realiseare not restricted to human subjects as had been argued by others but that
they can be used for any animal which can be attributed with the necessary mental
capacities. Thus (9) is grammatical if we understand the speaker has a particularly
cunning cat.

9 My cat enjoys tormenting me

Lakoff (1969) goes on to argue that (10) would not be acceptable under any
circumstances as a frying pan cannot ever have the mental capacity to contemplate
tormenting somebody.

(10) My frying pan is tormenting me

However, my intuition is that (10) could be acceptable in some contexts. It brings to
mind a friend who bought an expensive frying pan with a special non-stick coating.
The coating kept coming off and since the frying pan was covered by a warranty, she
continually returned it and had it replaced by a new one. However, this continual to-
ing and fro-ing to the shop upset her, along with the sense that the frying pan was not
as reliable as she had hoped. Certainly a sentence like (10) does require a lot of
background knowledge and involves a sense of anthropomorphic metaphorical
extension but it suggests that the supercategories ‘animate’ and ‘human’ function as
prototypes rather than strict categories in selectional restrictions.

The idea that lexical items carry presuppositions has been explored in depth
by cognitive scientists and psycholinguists interested in sentence processing.
Terkourafi (2009) surveys some of the work on the role of co-text in creating
presuppositions. Co-text refers to the linguistic context of an utterance as opposed to
its extralinguistic context. A number of psycholinguistic studies suggest that during
sentence processing, speakers start to predict the argument of a noun after hearing a
verb. Altman and Kamide (1999) performed an experiment in which they tracked the
eye-movements of participants hearing either the sentence The boy will eat the cake
The boy will move the cakBarticipants could see a number of objects, including a
cake which was the only edible object in the scene. Altman and Kamide found that
participants looked at the cake after hearing the verb eatbut before hearing the noun
cakewhen they heard the sentence The boy eats the cakHowever when they heard
the sentence The boy moves the cakkey did not look at the cake until hearing the



noun cake These results, supported by similar subsequent studies suggest that when
speakers hear a verb but before they know what all the arguments are, they begin to
cast around for suitable arguments in the context.

Altman and Kamide (1999) conclude: “Although referring expressions do
generally convey sufficient information with which to uniquely identify the intended
referent, there are occasions when verbs convey such uniquely identifying
information also.” (p.248). As we shall see when we look at Mawng and a number of
other languages, the reverse may also be true for languages other than English:
referring expressions may only occasionally convey sufficient information with which
to uniquely identify the intended referent (referring expressions may be relatively
rare) and the role of verbs in conveying such information can be much greater.
Altman and Kamide suggest that verbs may simply ‘double-up’ on some of the
information provided by nouns as in their example The boy will eat the cak&he
information provided by the verb about the object argument—that it is edible—is also
information associated with the noun cake So the verb does not provide any
information on top of that provided by the noun. In a language such as Mawng in
which arguments need not always be expressed by nouns the verb can be the sole
source of information about an argument. The verbal word, especially the verbal
gender agreement it contains, provides complementary information about the nature
of the arguments of the verb to that provided by argument NPs, when they occur.

Verbs fulfil a special function in discourse: their primary function is not to
achieve reference but to relate referents to one another (Parish et al. 2010). However,
they cannot help but also provide cues to their arguments. This is where selectional
restrictions and their overt morphological correlates come in. The distinction between
overt and covert categories is well established in descriptive linguistics (see Carroll
1997[1956]). This paper aims to show that selectional restrictions are the covert
correlate of something we find is expressed overtly using verbal morphology in many
languages: nominal classifiers that tell us some of the properties of the arguments of
the verb. Such morphology is often treated as having only the function of reference-
tracking. However, if we look closely we find that it also often provides cues to
reference instantiation: i.e. creating a referent rather than simply tracking a pre-
established discourse referent.

Asher (2011), considering similar problems to those addressed by this paper,
notes that “something that is commonly acknowledged but rarely understood is that
when word meanings are combined, the meaning of the result can differ from what
standard compositional semantics has led us to expect. ... While the choice of words
obviously affects the content of a predication, the discourse context in which the
predication occurs also affects it. The trick is to untangle from this flux a theory of the
interactions of discourse, predication and lexical content” (Asher 2011: viii). This
paper is concerned with the same phenomena as Asher 2011, but rather than working
towards a formal model, it aims to clarify the role of nominal classification in ‘this
flux’. Like Asher (2011), this paper will treat selectional restrictions as lexical
presuppositions associated with predicates, which in Mawng consist not only of a
verb root but also verbal inflectional morphology. Selectional restrictions will be
treated as prototypes in terms of the way they function to classify arguments of the
verb.® So while the English verb drink does select for a drinkable object, it is possible
to extend the sense of the verb, and its selectional restrictions as in (11).

(11) Pierre drank in the view from the top of the mountain.



In the following section I take the view of selectional restrictions developed so far to
investigate how selectional restrictions operate in a language with nominal
classification morphology in the verb; the Australian language Mawng.

4. Selectional restrictions and classification by verbal morphology in Mawng
4.1. Background information on Mawng

Mawng is a member of the Iwaidjan language family, a non-Pama Nyungan family.
The only other language in the family still being learned by children is the closely
related language Iwaidja (Evans 2000),” while elders still have some knowledge of the
Iwaidjan languages Amurdak, Ilgar, Garig and Marrgu. Mawng is spoken in north-
west Arnhem Land, in the Top End of the Northern Territory, Australia, east of
Darwin. The area of land traditionally associated with the Mawng language
neighbours areas associated with the languages Iwaidja and Kunbarlang and the
Bininj Gun-wok dialect chain (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Map showing Mawng and nearby languages (Evans 2000)

There are around 300 people who use Mawng as their main language and it is
still being acquired by children. All adult Mawng speakers speak English and most
also speak one or more other Aboriginal languages. Bininj Gun-wok is used as a
lingua franca in the area and is at least understood by most Mawng speakers. This
section provides information about Mawng relevant to this paper. A more general
description of the structure of Mawng can be found in Singer (2006).

Mawng is a mildly polysynthetic head-marking language. There is cross-
referencing of core arguments in the verb but there is no incorporation or
compounding involving the verb. An example of a typical verb is shown in (12).

(12) K-inga-wu-n.
PR 3FE/3MA- hit - NP

She hits him.

The verb in (12) is transitive and the pronominal prefix cross-references a Feminine
(FE) gender subject and a Masculine (MA) gender object®. The verb also has the
present tense prefix k- (which only co-occurs with certain pronominal prefixes and



always encodes redundant information) and the non-past TAM suffix -n (which has a
zero allomorph in some conjugation classes).

Mawng has five genders: Masculine, Feminine, Land gender, Vegetation
gender and Edible gender. The main semantic domains associated with each gender
are shown in Table 1.”

Table 1 Mawng genders

MA |Masculine [Male humans, most animals

FE [Feminine |Female humans, crabs, some birds, no body parts

LL |Land Land, landscape features, liquids, stories, customs, knowledge

VE [Vegetation [Most plants, non-edible parts, plant products, wood, fire

ED |Edible All edible plant products, buildings and other household items, wind

In addition to verbal gender agreement for subjects and objects, there is gender
agreement within the NP. However gender agreement in Mawng is only found for
third person referents. In addition, agreement for plural number replaces verbal
agreement but plural number agreement is only obligatory for human referents.
Verbal gender agreement for transitive subjects is limited to a two-way distinction
between Masculine gender and all other genders (glossed GEN). However, agreement
for all five genders occurs for intransitive subjects and objects.

4.2. Ordinary interactions beteen verbal gender agreement and selectional
restrictions

The aim of this paper is not to claim that selectional restrictions in Mawng operate in
a radically different way to those in other languages but rather to show how the role
of gender agreement in the verb allows for different possibilities. To provide evidence
that selectional restrictions in Mawng operate in a way that is basically similar to
other languages, 1 will start by discussing some familiar types of selectional
restrictions: those that select a human subject because they refer to activities that only
humans engage in. Some of these seem to be restricted to human subjects because
they relate to the use of language such as the coverb construction'’ -ma alalaj*spread
untrue rumours about somebody’. While linguists often regard language as a uniquely
human trait, the main predicate for speech in Mawng, -nginka‘speak’ is not restricted
to human subjects. It is used to refer to the characteristic sounds of other animals
such as bird calls and even characteristic sounds made by inanimate objects, such as
the sound made by a car engine so perhaps it is better translated as ‘make
characteristic sound’ than ‘speak’. A number of Mawng verbs we might expect to be
restricted to human subjects are occasionally used with animals as subjects such as
-lakajpu ‘ask, talk’, -lakula ‘explain’ and -lakpalkpa ‘pass on (secret) information’.
Some Mawng speakers will accept dogs as subject of these verbs. These close
companions of humans are seen by some Mawng speakers to communicate with
humans and with one another in a meaningful way, for example a dog barking
conveys that a visitor is on their way. Other animals may also be seen to communicate
with humans because they give signs of various types, for example the Magpie Lark
call can indicate that somebody has passed away. In any case, verbs with restrictions
to human subject always allow for dreamtime beings to be subjects. These beings are
named after animals such as Wurakak ‘Crow’ but have both human and animal
properties.

10



The selectional restrictions of the Mawng verbs discussed so far are all based
on the three categories which Silverstein (1996) identified as part of the animacy
hierarchy shown in (13).

(13) HUMAN>ANIMAL>INANIMATE

The three categories identified by Silverstein (1996) are pervasive in the grammars of
human languages (Dahl & Fraurud 1996). Dahl (2008) suggests an explanation for
why these three categories are universally relevant in language. He argues that the
categories are motivated by the fact that children are first able to identify other
individuals of our own species and only later individuals of other species. Only after
that, he argues, do they extend the idea of the individual to inanimates. This paper is
focussed on selectional restrictions that are narrower than those identified in
Silverstein’s hierarchy, because systems of nominal classification often make finer
distinctions; dividing HUMAN into FEMININE and MASCULINE or dividing
INANIMATE in EDIBLE and NON-EDIBLE. So rather than looking at verbs that
select for a human subject, we might look at verbs that select for a Feminine gender
object. Rather than looking at verbs that select for an animal object, we might look at
verbs that select for a ‘game animal’ object. Rather than looking at verbs that select
for an inanimate object, we might look at verbs that select for a ‘wood’ object. These
types of selectional restrictions, below the level of Silverstein’s three categories tend
to involve a more complex interplay between the conceptualisation of the event
denoted by the verb and the types of context in which the verb is uttered.

Take for example the Mawng verb root Hla ‘consume’. This transitive verb
root has senses which include translation equivalents of the English eat and drink.
The use of a particular gender object agreement, in the absence of any argument
nominal, creates an implicature about the type of event denoted by the verb as
illustrated in examples (14)-(17). Note that the verb root -la is suppletive; it takes the
form -wa in past punctual TAM in the examples.

(14) Ani-wa-ny.
3MA/3LL - consume- PP

He drank it. (Liquid)

(15)  ati-wa-ny.
3MA/3ED- consume- PP

He ate it (Plant food).

(16) Ini-wa-ny.
3MA/3MA: consume - PP

He ate it (Animal food)

17) Inyi-wa-ny.
3MA/3FE- consume- PP

He ate it (Crab)
The verb Bla ‘consume’ tends to be interpreted as ‘drink” when it has Land gender
object agreement in the absence of any other contextual information because most

liquids, and in fact all liquids that are ordinarily drunk are Land gender. The verb Bla
@onsume’ is most commonly inflected for Edible gender object when used to mean
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‘eat’ because the generic term for food walij is Edible gender as are most terms for
plant foods such as kantijawa ‘bread, flour’. The verb Ela ‘consume’ inflected for
Masculine gender object will be interpreted as ‘eat meat or fish’ in the absence of any
other contextual information. The contrast between this sense of the verb and the
sense ‘eat plant foods’ parallels a common tendency to distinguish eating meat and
plant foods in other Australian languages. However, since object gender agreement
distinguishes these two types of eating in Mawng there is no need for separate verb
roots for ‘eat meat’ and ‘eat plant food’.

The last option, illustrated in (17) above, is to inflect the verb £la ‘consume’
for Feminine gender. Vegetation gender object agreement is rarely used with the verb
Bla as Vegetation gender does not include anything that is ordinarily eaten by Mawng
speakers; only those parts of plants that are not eaten. Feminine gender includes a few
small animals that are eaten. The most salient is karnjawarra ‘crabs’. These are a
regular source of food for Mawng speakers and the generic term for crabs—
karnjawarral is Feminine gender as are most terms for particular crab species. Thus
the verb Bla ‘consume’ inflected for Feminine object gender is usually interpreted as
referring to eating crabs in the absence of any other contextual evidence. However,
the fact that these interpretations are simply interpretations is shown by the fact that
the same types of gender agreement can be used with other meanings. For example,
the same form of the verb Hla ‘consume’ shown in example (17), with Feminine
gender object agreement, could mean ‘he ate her’ in the context of a myth about a
monster who eats a woman as in (18).

(18) Inyi-wa-ny.
3MA/3FE- consume- PP

He ate her (a woman).

Similarly, the same form as in (14), in which the verb Hla ‘consume’ has Land gender
object agreement, could be used to refer to a dog eating dirt and thus the sense of the
verb shifts from ‘drink’ to ‘eat’ as in (19).

(19) Ani-wa-ny.
3MA/3LL - consume- PP

He ate it (dirt).

4.3. Mismatches between verbal gender agreement and argument gender: further
evidence that gender mediates selectional restrictions

Almost all liquids are Land gender so the sense ‘drink’ of the verb -la usually co-
occurs with Land gender object agreement. There are very few liquids which are not
Land gender and none of them are ordinarily drunk by Mawng speakers. However,
maningul ‘blood’ is Vegetation gender. When I asked a Mawng speaker how she
might refer to a vampire drinking blood, she initially provided the example in (20).

(20) Maningul kamani-la-@o.
blood (VE) PR.3MA/3VE - consume - NP

He drinks blood.
NVidioms2 002

In example (20) the speaker inflects the verb Hla ‘consume’ for a Vegetation gender
object, which agrees with the usual gender of maningul ‘blood (VE)’. This is an
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unusual type of agreement to occur with the verb Ela as Vegetation gender does not
include anything commonly consumed by Mawng speakers. In addition, the sense
‘drink’ of the verb Hla ‘consume’ usually co-occurs with Land gender object
agreement as all ordinarily drunk liquids are Land gender. Immediately after offering
the example in (20), the speaker uttered (21).

(21)  Not  kamani-la-g! K-ani-la-o.
Eng PR.3MA/3VE -consume-NP PR -3MA/3LL- consume- NP

Not OHe consumes it(VE)O! OHe dr inks it(LL)O.
NVidioms2 006

In example (21) the speaker reconsiders their rendition of ‘drink blood’ given in (20).
They reject the form of the verb Bla with Vegetation gender object agreement and
instead give the usual form of the verb used with the sense ‘drink’, the form which
has Land gender object agreement. Thus the speaker uses two different types of object
gender agreement with the Vegetation gender liquid maningul‘blood’: first they use
the type of gender agreement that matches the usual gender of the object—Vegetation
gender (20)—next they use the type of gender agreement that usually co-occurs with
the appropriate verb sense for the situation—Land gender (21). It is likely that neither
option is quite right or completely wrong as there are two tendencies which guide
gender agreement and come into conflict here.'' One tendency is for the verbal gender
agreement to match the usual gender of the argument which would give us Vegetation
gender object agreement for ‘drink blood’. The other tendency is to follow
conventional associations between verb sense and verbal gender agreement. In this
case the conventional association is between the sense ‘drink’ and Land gender object
agreement. The tension between analytic and chunking tendencies found here are
predicted by Bybee’s usage-based approach to meaning: “repeated inferences made in
context become part of the meaning of a word or construction and lead to its use in
new contexts” (Bybee 2010: 55). In our example, inferences based on the use of the
combination of the verb root -la ‘consume’ and Land gender object agreement have
lead to the conventionalised meaning ‘drink’ becoming associated with that
combination.

In the next example, we see again that there is a tension between these two
tendencies in Mawng which create two possible options for verb agreement. The
transitive verb root Batpi has a very broad range of meanings including ‘have, hold,
carry, touch, own’. An example is given in (22) of the verb with a Vegetation gender
object.

(22) Ngarrkarrk warrawurnji kamp-atpi-o warlk.
two girl 3pl/3VE - hold - NP stick (VE)

Two girls are holding sticks.
Information4 010

The verb Batpi ‘have, hold’ also has a sense ‘have knowledge, understand’ that
usually co-occurs with Land gender object agreement. This sense is illustrated in (23).

(23) Ta nuwurri y-ara ta wurrwurr awk marrik kurrung-etpi-ng.

ART 2pl  3MA -some ARTnew  COLL NEG 2pl/3L L-understand - 11

Now some of you, the young people, you canOt understand.
RU Text 1:60
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That the sense of Batpi which means ‘have knowledge, understand’ takes Land gender
object agreement fits with the fact that the semantic domain of knowledge is one of
the semantic domains in Land gender in Mawng (Singer 2006; Singer 2010a).
Knowledge is associated with particular tracts of land from a traditional viewpoint.
Knowledge is only rarely referred to through the use of nouns in Mawng but is more
often invoked through the use of Land gender verbal agreement alone as in (23)
(Singer 2010a). The nature of the knowledge is often specified through the use of
headless relative clauses'? as in (24).

(24) Karrung-atpi-o [ta angk-unma-ny ngarrurru].
1plin/3LL  -understand - NP LL 3pl/3LL - tell.story - PP 1pl.ex

We underst and what they told us.
Benefactivesl 079

There are a few nouns that refer to types of knowledge. Most of them are Land gender
such as wulatpiyi ‘message, meaning, law’. An example in which the verb sense -atpi
‘understand’ takes wulatpiyi ‘meaning’ as its object is shown in (25).

25) K-anny-atpi-o wu-murra wulatpiyi.
PR- 3MA/3LL - understand - NP LL- much meaning(LL)

He has a lot of knowledge.
Benefactives1 094

One of the nouns used to refer to knowledge is Vegetation gender: mayali
‘knowledge, wisdom, understanding’. The verb sense -atpi ‘understand’ can take
either Land or Vegetation gender object agreement when its object is mayali
‘knowledge (VE)’. An example in which the verb —atpi ‘understand’ is inflected for
Vegetation gender object agreement is shown in (26).

(26) Marrik anm-atpi-ng mira mata mayali.
NEG 2sg/3VE - understand - I1 EMPH2 VE knowledge
You canOt understand that know ledge.

NB 3:26

A number of examples were also recorded in which -atpi ‘understand’ takes the
Vegetation gender noun mayali ‘knowledge’ as its object but retains its usual Land
gender object agreement. In (27) the adjectival nominal -lijap ‘little’ shows
Vegetation gender agreement with mayali ‘knowledge’ within the NP but the verb has
Land gender object agreement. "

27 K-ang-atpi-@ ma-1ijap mayali.
PR- 3GEN/3LL- understand -NP  VE- little knowledge(V E)

She understands a little bit of knowledge.
Benefactivesl 097

The variation in gender agreement illustrated above is the result of the same two
competing tendencies as we found for the expression of the event ‘drink blood’ in
examples (20) and (21): (i) the association between a particular sense of a verb and a
particular type of object gender agreement (Land gender in both these examples), and
(i1) the tendency for verbal gender agreement to reflect the usual gender of an
argument. The fact that verbal gender agreement can be driven by selectional
restrictions rather than the usual gender of an argument shows that verbal gender
agreement plays an important role in mediating selectional restrictions in Mawng.
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4.4. Another type of evidence that verbal gender agreement mediates selectional
restrictions: verbs that select for arguments of a particular gender

In this section we look at two verbs whose selectional restrictions appear to select for
arguments of only one gender. The first example is a specialised sense of the verb
root -wukpa The most general sense of the verb root -wukpais an inchoative
predicate meaning ‘cool, i.e. become cooler’ or ‘dry, i.e. become drier’. This sense of
the verb allows a wide range of subjects from different genders. In (28) the verb has
the Land gender subject ti ‘tea’ and in (29) the verb has the Masculine gender subject
manpurrwa‘clothes’.

(28) Met la k-ang-pukpa-o ta ti kayirrk.
waitand PR -3LL-cool - NP LL tea (LL) now

Wait, the tea is cooling.
(Hewett et al. 1990)

(29) K-i-wukpa-kpa-o manpurrwa.
PR 3MA dry - KRDR NP  clothes (MA)

The clothes are drying.
(Hewett et al. 1990)

Whether the meanings ‘dry’ and ‘cool’ should be posited as separate senses of the
verb is unclear: it is likely that these are senses of a single vague verb. When the
subject of the verb is ‘tea’ then the meaning ‘cool’ is more relevant whereas when the
subject of the verb is ‘clothes’, the meaning ‘dry’ is more relevant.

There is another sense of the verb found only when the subject of the verb is
‘wind’ as in example (30).

(30) Marlu k-a-pukpa-o-ga.
wind (ED) PR - 3ED- blow - NP- HITH

The wind is blowing (towards us).
(Hewett et al. 1990)

The sense of the verb root —wukpa ‘blow’ that takes ‘wind’ as its subject is clearly
different to the sense ‘dry, cool’. The semantic role of the subject for each sense is
quite different. For the sense ‘dry, cool’ the subject is a straightforward patient
whereas the macrorole of the subject marlu in (30) is less clear-cut: in fact this verb
sense does not have a clear agent or patient.

In addition to the generic marlu ‘wind’ used in example (30) it is also possible
for the name of a specific wind to be the subject of the verb—wukpa‘(wind) blow’ as
in example (31) below.

31 K-a-pukpa-o parra.
PR- 3ED- blow - NP West.wind (ED)

The west wind is blowing
NB 3:63

There are two specific terms for winds that have been recorded in Mawng: parra
‘West wind’ and jimurru ‘East wind’'* so, together with the generic marlu ‘wind’
there are three possible subjects for the verb. All three are Edible gender, so the verb
root -wukpaonly ever has Edible gender subject agreement when it has the sense
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‘(wind) blow’. This creates a very strong association between Edible gender subject
agreement and the sense ‘(wind) blow” for the verb root -wukpa.

The verb sense -wukpa ‘(wind) blow’ lacks a clear semantic role such as
‘agent’ or ‘patient’ and this is quite typical for weather predicates cross-linguistically
(Eriksen et al. 2010). Weather expressions such as ‘wind blow’ and ‘rain fall’ express
fairly holistic situations in which the subject is both process and result. The entity
‘wind’ only exists through the event of ‘blowing’. Similarly, the entity ‘rain’ only
exists through the event of it ‘falling’. Eriksen et al. argue that weather expressions
lack real participants and simply ‘mimic’ the argument-predicate structure of other
expressions. This seems to be a good analysis of the Mawng expression -wukpa
‘(wind) blow’, in which the unitary situation ‘wind blowing’ is divided into a ‘wind’
subject and a ‘blowing’ predicate to fit the usual argument-predicate template found
in the language, that is better suited to expressing other types of situations, in which
arguments and predicates are separable. If anything, Eriksen et al’s approach
idealises expressions in other domains, which do not always fit cleanly into the
argument-predicate mould either. The narrow selectional restrictions of the verb
-wukpa‘(wind) blow’ seem to be related to the fact that the verb predicates a holistic
situation rather than an easily separable participant and event. The verb -wukpa
‘(wind) blow’ shows that a verb sense can be strongly associated with a particular
type of gender agreement to the point that the verb root can only be interpreted as
having a particular sense (such as ‘(wind) blow’) when it has a particular type of
gender agreement, which is Edible gender subject agreement in this case.

Another surprising aspect of selectional restrictions is that we find apparently
synonymous predicates with different selectional restrictions. The classic example of
this is the pair of German verbs essen‘eat’ and fressen‘eat’. The verb essenonly
takes human subjects while the verb fressenusually takes animal subjects (used with
human subjects it has negative connotations). The big question is do the meanings of
verbs differ, i.e. do they assume that the act of eating is different for humans and
animal? Or does this pair of verbs simply create a tiny'> nominal classification
system? The following example is of a pair of Mawng verbs which also have very
similar uses but quite different selectional restrictions. The Mawng verb Bwaraw
‘burn, light’ is used in (32) below.

(32) Mampu-waraw-ng yungku.
3pl/3VE - light.fire -PP fire/firewood (VE)
They lit a fire.

PM Text 3:34

The verb Bwaraw ‘light fire’ is usually found together with the object noun
yungku,a polysemous Vegetation gender noun meaning both ‘fire’ and ‘firewood’.
The noun yungkuis Vegetation gender which is the gender for most trees, plants,
terms for types of fires and some wooden artefacts. The verb Bwaraw ‘light (fire)’ has
also been recorded with nganangkéclap sticks’ as object as in (33) below.

(33) La arrkana-waraw-n mata nganangka.
And 1plin/3VE.F - light.fire -NP VE clap.sti  cks(VE)

We will burn the two clapsticks.
HH Text 1:115

Example (33) was discussed with another Mawng speaker, who found the use of
nganangkaas object a little unusual but acceptable. The verb Bwaraw ‘light fire’
occurs with the object noun yungku in almost all recorded examples. The

16



combinatorics of the verb and noun suggest a tightness approaching that of a noun-
verb idiom (c.f. Singer 2010b). Example (33) above in which the object noun
nganangkaclapsticks’ occurs is from a text describing a funeral ceremony in which
the possessions of the deceased are ceremonially burned. First the deceased’s
clapsticks are burned and then his clothing is burned. The burning of the deceased’s
clothing is mentioned in the quoted speech in (34) below.

(34) '"Ngawu Kkurrung-jawu-ni tuka arri-wunya-go ja
come! 2pl/3LL - dig - 12 LOC 1plin/SMA.F - burn - NP MA
naputjanputjan."”

deceasedOs.clothing(MA)

"Come and dig a hole where weOll burn the clothes of the deceased."
HH Text 1:207

In example (34) above, a different verb ~wunya‘burn’ is used to describe the
burning of the deceased’s clothing. From an English-speaking perspective it does not
seem that the process of burning the clapsticks is any different from the process of
burning the clothing. However, Mawng speakers do not accept a version of example
(34) above with the verb -waraw ‘light (fire)’ substituted for the verb -wunya ‘burn’
because the verb -waraw °‘light (fire)’ cannot be combined with the object
naputjanputjan‘deceased’s possessions (MA)’. In fact, forms of the verb -waraw
‘light (fire)’ inflected for Masculine object agreement were not accepted as Mawng
words.'® The verb can only inflect for Vegetation gender object agreement. The
selectional restrictions of the verb -waraw ‘light (fire)’ are much narrower than the
verbs discussed in Sections 4.2 and 4.3. The verb seems to only have one, very
specific sense, which is strongly associated with Vegetation gender agreement and
also strongly associated with a single generic noun yungku‘fire, firewood’. Both the
verb -waraw ‘light (fire)’ and the verb sense —~wukpa ‘(wind) blow’ can only occur
with a small set of arguments which are all part of a single gender.

Are these selectional restrictions motivated by the conceptualisation of verb
meaning? Clearly there are differences between the processes of lighting and burning
wood on the one hand, and lighting and burning clothing on the other. The selectional
restrictions of the verbs -wukpa‘(wind) blow’ and -waraw ‘light (fire)’ suggest that
the conceptualisation of verb meaning here intersects with the organisation of the
gender system. One semantic domain in Vegetation gender is ‘winds’ and the verb
-wukpa Q@vind) blow’ can only inflect for Vegetation gender. Another semantic
domain in Vegetation gender is ‘trees which are good firewood’ and the verb -waraw
‘light (fire)’ can only inflect for Vegetation gender. In both cases all possible
arguments are part of the same gender. Where arguments have an unexpected gender
as was the case for some of the examples in Section 4.3, the verbal gender agreement
reflects organising principles of the gender system, which the argument is an
exception to. Thus the noun mayali ‘knowledge’ is Vegetation gender but it is part of
the semantic domain ‘knowledge’ which is associated with Land gender. So when the
verb -atpi ‘understand’ shows Land gender agreement, in conflict with the usual
gender of mayali (Vegetation gender), it does not conflict with the gender system as
such, but simply reflects a different level of organisation of the gender system, the
associations between semantic domains and genders, rather than the associations
between nouns and genders (see Singer 2010a for more discussion of this contrast).

We can view selectional restrictions as a type of covert system of
classification; verbs are classified by the types of arguments they occur with and
arguments are classified by which verbs they tend to occur with. This ‘system’ is not
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highly systematic but there are common classifying strategies evident across
selectional restrictions and the gender system in Mawng. In some languages, which
have so-called ‘classification by verb’, selectional restrictions of some sets of
suppletive verb roots do form a type of simple classification system.'” These are
discussed in Section 5 but before discussing them, I briefly mention the lexicalisation
of verbal gender agreement in Mawng, to show how the conventional associations

between verbal gender agreement and verb sense selection can become completely
fixed.

4.5. The lexicalsation of verbal gender agreement in Mawng

The verb -waraw ‘light (fire)’ has very narrow selectional restrictions and the fact that
it nearly always occurs with the noun yungku‘fire/firewood’ makes it come close to a
noun-verb idiom. It may well be on its way to becoming a noun-verb idiom as the
Mawng language abounds in idioms that combine a verb and its object. In addition to
noun-verb idioms, which appear to be universal in languages, Mawng has a large
number of verbs in which verbal gender agreement has become lexicalised. These
verbs have gender agreement which appears to index an argument, that is no longer a
participant in the event denoted by the verb. For example, the verb -marrajpi ‘get
shellfish by feeling about in sand underwater’ always has Land gender object
agreement, but it cannot take Land gender objects, or any type of object. In order to
express the animal being hunted, an additional verb must be used as in (35).

(35) K-angku-marrajpi-kpi-o k-iwu-ma-o martpoj.
PR- 3pl/3LL -feel.about -KRDRNP PR -3pl/3MA -get - NP cockle.sp

They are feeling around in sand underwater, getting Martpoj cockles.
Lexicalised1 087

It is not possible to use the verb -marrajpi with an object. The example in (35) above
was given as a correction to the example in (36) below which was rejected by
speakers.

(36)  *K-angku - marrajpi - ¢ martpoj.
PR- 3pl/3LL - feel.about - NP cockle.sp

Intended: They are feeling around in sand underwater for Martpoj
cockles.

Lexicalised1 087

In Sections 4.3 and 4.4 examples were given of verb senses which have a strong
association with a particular gender: -la ‘drink’, -wukpa ‘(wind) blow’ and -waraw
‘light (fire)’. It is easy to see how this association could develop from something that
is conventionalised to something that is completely lexicalised. All that is needed is
that the strong association between verb sense and gender agreement is inviolable (as
is already the case for -wukpa‘(wind) blow’ and -waraw ‘light (fire)’) and that the
argument is never referred to by a noun. In the case of -waraw ‘light (fire)’ the noun
yungku‘fire/firewood’ does not seem necessary but for some reason it is conventional
to use it with the verb rather than omit it. In the case of -marrajpi ‘get shellfish by
feeling about in sand underwater’ it seems likely that the lexicalised Land gender
object agreement originally referred to the instrument (hands) or the environment
(sand or seawater).

There are hundreds of verbs with lexicalised agreement in Mawng, covering a
large range of semantic domains such as motion, communication, bodily experiences,
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weather, hunting and cognition. Lexicalised agreement verbs are discussed in some
detail in Singer (2011) and Singer (2006). The investigation of the role of verbal
gender agreement in this paper was motivated by an interest in how productiveverbal
gender agreement operates in Mawng. My initial intuitions about how verbal gender
agreement operated in Mawng verbs in which gender agreement is not lexicalised
turned out to be incorrect. I expected a high degree of flexibility and productivity to
be the norm. However, only a small number of verbs in Mawng combine with a large
range of types of arguments. Even verbs which have productive gender agreement
may not interact with their arguments in a highly productive way but instead select for
a fairly small set of possible arguments. There are degrees of productivity rather than
two clear sets of verbs: one with lexicalised agreement and the other with productive
agreement. Some verbs such as -la ‘consume’ have a large number of different senses
but each sense selects a narrow set of arguments. Other verbs such as -waraw ‘light
(fire)’ only have a single sense with very narrow selectional restrictions. The majority
of Mawng verb senses select for a fairly narrow range of arguments and as we have
seen in Section 4, there is often a strong association between particular verb senses
and verbal agreement for a particular gender, because of the strong semantic basis of
the gender system. Once we look at individual verb senses rather than verb roots,
semi-productivity is the norm, and this is probably the case for most languages.

In this section, I have assembled evidence to show that Mawng gender
agreement in the verb plays a role in mediating selectional restrictions. In the
following section, I look at two ways of classifying arguments of the verb within the
verbal word that are found in languages other than Mawng to show that nominal
classification can play a role in mediating selectional restrictions in other languages as
well as Mawng.

5. Other strategies for classifying arguments of the verb within the verbal word
5.1. Classificatory nousancorporation in Binnj Gun-wok (Gunwinyguan)

In Mawng, core arguments are classified through the use of verbal morphology:
verbal agreement with semantically-based genders. Cross-linguistically, we find a
wide range of strategies for using the verbal word to classify arguments. In this
section, I will discuss two strategies, which like the case study of Mawng, illustrate
how the function of semantically-based nominal classification is closely tied to the
operation of selectional restrictions. One strategy that has clear parallels to Mawng
verbal gender agreement is the incorporation of generic classifying nominals into the
verb, referred to as classificatory noun-incorporation (Rosen 1989). An example of
classificatory noun-incorporation from Mawng’s neighbour Bininj Gun-wok'®
(Gunwinyguan) is given in (37)a.

(37) Bininj Gun-wok
a. An-barnadja ngarri-mim-bowo-ni.
Il - Owenia:vernicosa la- FRUIT- put.in.water - PI

OWe used to put the Owenia vernicosa fruit in the water (to poison the

fish).O
b. An-barnadja an-mim ngarri-bowo-ni.
Il - Owenia:vernicosa " - fruit la- put.in.water - PI

OWe used to put the Owenia vernicosa fruit in the water (to poison the
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fish).0
(Evans 1996: 73)"

When incorporated into the verb as in (37)a, the generic noun -mim ‘FRUIT’ can co-
occur with the specific noun an-barnadja‘Owenia vernicosaeven though they refer
to the same argument of the verb. The incorporated generic noun classifies the
argument noun, just as Mawng verbal gender agreement classifies arguments, which
can also be expressed as NPs in the same clause. In (37)a, the generic noun -mim
“fruit’ is incorporated into the verb root Ebowo ‘put in water’ whereas in (37)b the
generic noun mim ‘fruit’ occurs as a noun outside of the verb, and takes the gender
prefix an-. Bininj Gun-wok does not have verbal gender agreement; gender agreement
only occurs within the nominal group (see Evans et al. 2002). Many of the
incorporating nominals in Bininj Gun-wok cover similar semantic domains to the
main semantic foci of Mawng’s gender system (see list Evans 2003: 333). This is not
surprising given that speakers of the two languages are tied through traditional
marriage patterns and have similar lifestyles. Most of the generic incorporating
nominals in Bininj Gun-wok take a similar form to a noun that can occur
independently outside of the verb. One incorporating nominal that does not have a
cognate free noun is bo- ‘liquid’. The equivalent free nouns have more specific
meanings: e.g.: gukku ‘water’, djurrk ‘fast-flowing water’, an-bang ‘grog (alcohol)’
(Evans 2003). The meaning of the incorporated nominal bo- ‘liquid’ corresponds to
one of the important semantic foci of Land gender in Mawng. As we saw in Section
4.2, the semantic focus ‘liquid’ is relevant to the operation of selectional restrictions
for the verb Hla ‘consume’ which usually has the sense ‘drink’ when it has Land
gender object agreement because Land gender is usually interpreted as referring to a
liquid in this context. Interestingly, the Bininj Gun-wok verb root Engun ‘consume’
combines with the incorporated nominal £00 to mean ‘drink’.** Mawng and Bininj
Gun-wok are part of different language families so the verbs meaning ‘consume’ are
not cognate, yet the two verbs show similar patterns of lexicalisation and the
classifiers in each language seem to select verb sense in a similar way. This is despite
the fact that the classifiers which occur in the Bininj Gun-wok verb number 50-60
(compare this to the five genders in Mawng), are not obligatory and most may occur
outside of the verb as well as inside the verb.

The list of incorporating nominals that Evans (2003: 333) gives for Bininj
Gun-wok includes a large number of terms for fire, firewood, wood, trees and other
plants which all semantic foci of Vegetation gender in Mawng. We saw the
importance of Vegetation gender in the selectional restrictions of the verb Bwaraw
‘light (fire)’ which usually occurs with the Vegetation gender generic noun yungku
‘fire, firewood’ as object and can only occur with Vegetation gender object
agreement. The parallels between the distinctions made by Bininj Gun-wok’s system
of generic noun incorporation and Mawng’s gender system suggest both systems of
nominal classification act to mediate selectional restrictions in verbs, reflecting the
salient types of interactions that need to be distinguished within the cultural world of
north-west Arnhem Land.

5.2. The challenge to typology of Oclfisation by verbO: selectional restrictions
meet nominal classification head on

Thus far we have dealt with systems of nominal classification which are

uncontroversially accepted as such. In some languages we find sets of suppletive verb
stems that in combination classify arguments of the verb. These have been variously
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argued by typologists to be examples of nominal classification or on the other hand
simply examples of the ordinary operation of selectional restrictions. These sets of
verbs which classify their arguments in the same way are best known from languages
of the Americas. Hoijer (1945) identifies twelve nominal classes that are
distinguished by Navaho verb stems. These stems distinguish (S/O) arguments along
the lines of shape, substance, distribution and whether they are animate or inanimate.
Classification by verb is found in numerous Athabaskan languages. The examples
Hoijer gives from Chiricahua Apache shown in (38), show clearly that classifications
originate from the verb root, rather than a separate nominal classifier morpheme, like
we find in Mawng and Bininj Gun-wok.

(38) Chiricahua Apache
a. ha-n-?a-h
out.of -2SUBJ.IMPF - handle.a.round.object:IMPF.MOMENTANEOUS

Oyou take a round object (out of enclosed space)O

b. ha-n-1-cé-s
out.of -2SUBJ.IMPF - VOICE.MARKER
handle.a.fabric.like.object:IMPF.MOMENTANEOUS

Oyou take a fabric - like object (out of enclosed space)O
(Hoijer 1945: 14)

(Segmentation and glossing from Aikhenvald 2000: 154)

The category ‘classification by verb’ that is being considered here refers only to
phenomena like those in Navaho where sets of suppletive verb stems act as classifiers
of an argument. The term °‘classification by verb’ is sometimes used more broadly
(see for example Levy 1999), to include separate classifier morphemes that appear in
the verb which cannot occur outside of the verb, similar to the incorporated ‘noun’
-bo ‘liquid’ in Bininj Gun-wok. Systems of ‘classification by verb’ tend to make fine
distinctions between inanimate classes, like the other types of nominal classification
discussed in this paper. Seiler (1986) notes the need to ‘delimitate’ classification by
verb “from the much more general and widespread phenomenon of selectional
restrictions” (Seiler 1986: 81). His criteria for classification by verb, is that verbs
should form sets of paradigms which distinguish similar classes as they do in Navaho
and Chiricahua Apache. However, Grinevald (2000) disagrees, stating that “this
lexical classification phenomenon can be found in any language” (p.68) essentially
arguing that ‘classification by verb’ is an example of everyday selectional restrictions
rather than a system of nominal classification. To some extent selectional restrictions
do behave like nominal classification phenomena; they act like prototype categories
as they can be stretched in unusual situations, with imagination or metaphor.*'
However a nominal classification system must be a system Selectional restrictions,
however, lack systematicity, as early generativists discovered to their disappointment.

The most complex systems of classification by verb are known from the
Americas but systems have also been found in Africa (Hellwig 2007) and Papua New
Guinea (Merlan et al. 1997). Hellwig (2007) shows how postural verbs have
developed the role of classifiers in the West Chadic language, Goemai. Postural verbs
distinguish four disjoint categories of objects as well as one leftover category.
Postural verbs, which are used in many languages to reflect the characteristic posture
of their subjects, clearly classify objects in Goemai according to their shape,
substance and typical posture. For example, Hellwig shows how a bottle, classified as
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something that usually sits on one end, can be referred to using the postural predicate
tOong‘sit’ even when it is lying down. Through a detailed discussion of the
pragmatics of the use of these postural predicates, Hellwig argues that they act as
classifiers of their subject arguments. Evidence for the existence of ‘classification by
verb’ usually requires that more than one set of verb stems make similar types of
classificatory distinctions (see Seiler quote above). In the case of Goemai, however
there is only a single set of suppletive verbs stems (the postural set) but they make
exactly the same set of distinctions as Goemai’s deictic classifiers, which shows that
they really do form part of a system of nominal classification.

Systems of ‘classification by verb’ are clearly a type of nominal
classification—one of the ways that verbs can classify their arguments—but they are
the type of nominal classification that is closest to what we might simply want to
consider ‘ordinary selectional restrictions’. Selectional restrictions classify their
arguments but they are easily distinguished from systems of nominal classification in
that they do not show evidence of any systemat all; either within a language or across
languages. For example Brown (2007) notes that the earliest words learnt by children
learning the Mayan language Tzeltal include the set of eating verbs: |0’ ‘eat soft
things’, we' “eat tortilla-like things’ and kOuxXeat crunchy things’.** Although these
three verbs classify their objects in terms of what type of food they are and how they
are eaten, they do not form part of a system of ‘classification by verb’ as we do not
find the same distinctions made in other sets of verbs or in any other domains of the
language, although we do find a general tendency to pay attention to substance over
shape in Mayan languages (Lucy 1992).

‘Classification by verb’ is a phenomenon that sits close to the boundary
between ‘ordinary’ selectional restrictions and nominal classification systems. The
development of ‘classification by verb’ in a range of disparate language groups,
shows that verbs do classify their arguments and this can develop into a system of
nominal classification. However the development of ‘ordinary’ selectional restrictions
into ‘classification by verb’ is relatively rare and where it occurs, as in Navaho, only a
handful of verb roots are involved; it is relatively rare to find systematicity in
selectional restrictions in a language. The examples presented in this section show
that the parallels in the classificatory tendencies between selectional restrictions and
the semantically-based nominal classification system in Mawng are not unique. In
Goemai, a set of suppletive verb roots makes exactly the same distinctions as a
separate set of deictic classifiers. This section has looked elsewhere for phenomena
that might shed light on the role of Mawng verbal gender agreement in mediating
selectional restrictions. Mawng’s neighbour Bininj Gun-wok has generic nominals
which incorporate into verbs; these seem to play a similar role in mediating
selectional restrictions to Mawng verbal gender agreement despite that fact that there
are considerable morphosyntactic differences between Mawng verbal gender
agreement and Bininj Gun-wok incorporating nominals.

6. Conclusions

How do we explain the similarities between the classifying strategies found in
selectional restrictions of Mawng verbs and the Mawng gender system? In Section 4
various types of evidence were assembled to show that Mawng verbal gender
agreement mediates selectional restrictions. If mediating selectional restrictions is the
primary function of verbal gender agreement in Mawng then it makes sense that this
role has shaped the semantic organisation of the Mawng gender system. Selectional
restrictions and the semantic structure of the gender system have co-evolved over
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time, together with the verbal lexicon, so we would expect to see similarities in the
classifying strategies found in selectional restrictions and the gender system.

There has been much typological work on nominal classification systems in
recent years.” Reference-tracking in discourse is the most widely discussed function
of nominal classification systems. This paper is one contribution to a growing body of
work on nominal classifiers with a strong semantic basis which argues that they are
involved in the creation of new referents in discourse, as well as tracking existing
referents (see for example Merlan et al. 1997; Seifart 2005; Wilkins 2000). We still
have a much greater understanding of nominal classification systems with a rather
weak semantic basis, such as those found in European languages than systems with a
strong semantic basis. This paper shows that in order to understand the function of
nominal classification systems with a strong semantic basis we need to look at
semantic interactions between classifiers and verbs, i.e. selectional restrictions.
Through their role in mediating selectional restrictions, Mawng’s genders participate
in the creation of new referents. This is the second paper I have written which
provides evidence that the function of nominal classification in Mawng and
elsewhere, is much greater than just reference-tracking in discourse. In Singer
(2010a), I draw on examples of the role of gender agreement in Mawng discourse to
show that Mawng gender agreement is used to create discourse referents as well as
track existing referents. In that paper I argue that nominal classifiers with a strong
semantic basis have similar functions regardless of their morphosyntactic properties,
drawing on evidence from the role of nominal classifiers in discourse in a number of
languages. The discussion of classificatory noun-incorporation in Bininj Gun-wok in
this paper was necessarily brief but it suggests that classifiers may mediate selectional
restrictions regardless of their morphosyntax. In general, it seems likely that the
typological distinctions that are made between genders and other types of nominal
classifiers, both free and incorporated, do not reflect their function as might be
assumed.>* This paper and Singer (2010a) shed light on the function of semantically-
based nominal classifiers from quite different perspectives but both argue for the
crucial role that nominal classifiers play in the construction of meaning; through their
interaction with verbal meaning in this paper and through their role in discourse in
Singer (2010a).

The examples discussed in this paper suggest that selectional restrictions do
not operate in the same way in all languages. In languages with semantically-based
nominal classification systems, nominal classifiers mediate interactions between verbs
and arguments, in effect doing part of the work done by selectional restrictions in
other languages. Given this finding, there are a number of avenues that invite further
exploration. I will mention three of these briefly. The first question is, does the
presence of a semantically-based nominal classification system have consequences for
the structure of the lexicon? For example, does the fact that Mawng’s gender system
distinguishes between various types of food and drink favour the existence of a
general consumption verb Hla ‘consume’ rather than more specific verb roots for
eating and drinking? We might expect verb roots to be less specific about the types of
arguments they take in languages for which semantically-based nominal classification
systems further narrow down the range of possible arguments of a verb.*

The second question relates to the contrast between absolutive arguments
(S/0) and transitive subjects (A), which we find in numerous parts of the grammar but
also in selectional restrictions (Moravcsik 1978). Most readers probably noticed that
the examples I gave of strong associations between selectional restrictions and verbal
gender agreement in Mawng all concerned selectional restrictions for arguments in
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intransitive subject (S) or object (O) function (see Section 4.4). In addition, the
phenomena discussed in Section 5—generic noun incorporation and ‘classification by
verb’—only classify S and O arguments of verbs, very rarely A. The fine-grained
types of selectional restrictions that this paper is concerned with—below the level of
animacy hierarchy distinctions such as human/non-human—tend to manifest
themselves in selectional restrictions for absolutive arguments. In Mawng, we only
find gender agreement that distinguishes all five genders for S and O arguments.
Agreement in the verb with transitive subjects (A) only makes a two-way distinction
between Masculine versus Non-Masculine, a category which conflates all the other
four genders. These absolutive tendencies are most likely motivated by discourse
tendencies; inanimates tend not to be topics, so tend to appear in discourse in S or O
function (Bossong 2006). The role of nominal classification in discourse and the role
of nominal classification in mediating selectional restrictions in verbs are not
unrelated. So the tendency for nominal classifiers to be restricted to absolutive
function is not unrelated to the function of the three core arguments in discourse.

The third question that invites further exploration is whether the
morphosyntax of nominal classifiers has any bearing on their function at all. In
arguing for the role of semantically-based nominal classifiers in mediating selectional
restrictions, I have restricted the discussion to those classifiers which occur within the
verbal word: Mawng verbal gender agreement and Bininj Gun-wok incorporated
generic nominals. In fact both of these types of classifiers can also occur outside of
the verb: gender agreement also occurs within the noun phrase in Mawng and Bininj
Gun-wok generics can also occur within the nominal group (see example (37b)
above). This paper and Singer (2010a) have argued that nominal classifiers with a
strong semantic basis have an important role in constructing meaning. The role
nominal classifiers play in mediating selectional restrictions is more easily
demonstrated when the nominal classifier forms part of the verb word but there is in
fact no reason that such a role should be restricted to nominal classifiers that appear
within the verbal word.

The discussion of the role of nominal classifiers in mediating selectional
restrictions in this paper highlights the diverse ways which languages can divide up
situations, expressing them as predicates and arguments. On the surface Mawng uses
verbs, nouns and nominal classifiers but when you look more closely at individual
expressions, some of these elements may simply be filling obligatory slots in the
argument-predicate-classifier template, rather than directly referencing a predicate or
an argument. There has been much discussion in the typological literature about
whether some languages lack the noun-verb distinction. Languages which can be
classified either way have received much attention but even languages with a clear
noun-verb distinction use different strategies to divide up situations into predicates
and arguments. There is a diverse range of ways languages divide situations up into
verbs, arguments and classifiers and as a result of this variation; selectional
restrictions operate differently in each language. However, in each language we find
something we can identify as ‘selectional restrictions’; a dynamic interaction between
predicates, arguments, classifiers and their context, regardless of the diversity of
forms that predicates, arguments and classifiers can take.

! The selectional restrictions of drink do not have a purely conceptual basis either. For example, why to
we typically eatrather than drink a soup? There are many options for the division of the domain of
consumption into eating, drinking, smoking etc. Some languages make fewer distinctions than the
English system of eatvs drink while others make more, distinguishing for example eating soft food’
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from ‘eating crunchy foods’ (Newman 2009).

? This has been pointed out by other researchers, such as Merlan et al.(1997)—see conclusion and
Singer (2010a) for more discussion.

? In Singer (2010a) I argue that the role of verbal gender agreement in Mawng discourse is more
similar to the role of classifiers in discourse in other languages, than the role we might associate with
genders (although Mawng’s system is technically a gender system). For this reason, I use the term
‘classifier’ to refer to Mawng genders at times.

* Of course earlier ideas are relevant to what we now call selectional restrictions, such as Firth’s (1957)
idea of collocations

> See Singer (2006: section 7.3).

% On the basis of experiments in language processing, Ferretti et al.(2001) argue that selectional
restrictions and semantic roles form a unitary concept linked to verbs in speaker’s minds and that these
features are "characteristic rather than defining" like we would expect for a prototype category.
Kameyama (1983) also invokes prototypes to explain how children learn Japanese verbs of dressing.
She argues that they do this via ‘prototypical referent situations’ — which are a combination of the verb
with a typical object.

" Mailhammer (2011) argues that Mawng and Iwaidja are not sister languages, although they are
clearly very closely related, as they are not descended from a single proto-language.

¥ Note that transitive pronominal verb prefixes are glossed by giving the features of the subject
followed by a forward slash, followed by the features of the object, regardless of the order of the
underlying morphemes in the prefix. I treat all prefixes the same although some are portmanteau while
others can be analysed into separate subject and object prefixes.

? Note that this is a revised view of the Mawng gender system from that in Capell and Hinch (1970) as
they treat plural agreement that occurs mainly with human referents as a gender category.

12 See Singer (2006) for more on the Mawng coverb construction, a complex verb that is similar to
English particle verb constructions in that one element—the coverb— does not inflect and combines
with a verb found elsewhere on its own.

"' See Kameyama (1983) for a discussion of how young children deal with similar conflicts in using
Japanese verbs of dressing. There are specific verbs for putting clothes on particular parts of the body
in Japanese, such as the hands, the head etc. She asked children to talk about putting a hat on their hand
or putting a glove on their head and found that children would sometimes use the verb that related to
putting clothes on that part of the body and at other times use the verb which typically took that type of
clothing as object. This type of variation in how we combine verbs and objects is probably relatively
common cross-linguistically, not only in children’s speech but also in adult’s speech.

"2 These clauses are nominalized using the article ta which may be related to the fact that the article ta
is also used for Land gender NPs.

" It might be suggested by linguists familiar with the nearby Gunwinyguan languages that the
mismatch in verb agreement in both (21) and (27) is evidence that there is agreement ‘superclassing’ in
Mawng. However, superclassing does not occur in Mawng. Superclassing, which occurs in some other
Top End languages with gender agreement such as Bininj Gun-wok, means that agreement for some
genders may optionally follow that of the ‘superclass’ — another gender (Evans 2003). An analysis
along these lines would say that despite the exceptions, Land gender is a superclass for all liquids and
knowledge so verbs may agree either with the liquid or knowledge noun itself or its superclass.
However, superclassing as found in other Top End languages is not predicate-specific whereas the
Mawng gender agreement variation described above is found only with a specific sense of a particular
verb which has a strong association with a particular gender.

' Both these terms are borrowings from Macassan; they refer to the trade winds that allowed
Macassans to visit Mawng speakers in Arnhem Land and return home to Indonesia again (see Evans
1992 for more on borrowings from Macassan languages into Arnhem Land languages).

" In Yiddish there are two pairs: As well as esenand fresen there is also the pair starben‘die’ and
peygern‘die’. The first verb in each pair takes human subjects and the second typically takes animal
subjects and has negative connotations when used with human subjects.

' There are a number of trees which are exceptions to the general rule that trees are Vegetation gender.
These exceptions are all Masculine gender but they cannot be used as objects of the verb -waraw ‘light
(fire)’ because none of them are considered suitable firewood. In fact, all the trees with Masculine
gender seem to be useful in some way other than for firewood, i.e. for making rope or making
medicine.

"7 Note: this is different to ‘verb classification” and the classificaton of verbs or events but relates
closely to selectional restrictions.
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'8 Marked on the map in Figure 1 is the dialect Kunwinjku, the largest dialect in the Bininj Gun-wok
dialect chain (Evans 2003) and the dialect that neighbours Mawng.

' Glosses modified somewhat following Nordlinger and Sadler (2008).

*% Evans (2003) analyses the combination bo-ngun(liquid-consume) as a type of lexicalized
combination (prepound plus theme) rather than a productive example of noun-incorporation. He notes
for example, that although only one noun can productively incorporate into a verb at a time, the body
part kun-kurlba ‘blood’ can incorporate into bo-ngunwhich effectively acts as a single verb stem to
give: ka-kurlba-bongun(3-blood-drink) ‘he drinks blood’. As we saw in Section 4.3 the combination
of the Mawng verb root —la @onsume’ with Land gender object agreement to mean ‘drink” is
conventionalized, i.e. somewhere between fully productive and lexicalized. According to Evans’
analysis, the combination of Ebo ‘liquid’ and Engun‘consume’ in Bininj Gun-wok has become
completely lexicalized.

I See for example the discussion in Section 3 about whether a frying pan can ‘torment’ somebody.

2 To some extent these eating verbs take the place of specific nouns referring to types of food found in
the early vocabularies of, for example, English-speaking children. There is a general verb tun ‘eat
anything’ but this is learned much later (see Bowerman 2005: 218 for a list of Tzeltal verbs of
consumption).

> See for example Aikhenvald (2000), Senft (2007) and Seifart (2010).

** See also Croft (1994) who makes the same point based on different evidence. He argues that we can
make generalizations about the semantics of classifer systems based on their function but making an
initial distinction between free and bound classifiers obscures these generalizations.

* If this is the case, it is likely to be evident as a tendency. Going against this expectation is the fact
that in the Iwaidjan language Amurdak, which has lost the five-way gender distinction found in
Mawng, the cognate of -la ‘consume’ still has the very broad meaning ‘consume’ (Robert Mailhammer
pers. comm.).
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Abbreviations used in Mawng examples

1 First person, 1pl.in First person plural inclusive, 1pl.ex First person plural exclusive, 2 Second
person, 3 Third person, ART article used for first and second person noun phrases, COLL collective
enclitic, DEM Demonstrative (P = proximal, D = distant, ABS = abstract, i.e. discourse demonstrative),
ED Edible gender, EMPH2 Emphatic postverbal particle, F Future tense form of verbal pronominal
prefix, FE Feminine gender, GEN Nonmasculine gender (i.e. any gender but Masculine), HITH Hither
directional suffix, I1 Irrealis I TAM suffix, 12 Irrealis 2 TAM suffix, KRDP Verb reduplicative
morpheme encoding iterative or durative TAM, LL Land gender, LOC Locative preposition, MA
Masculine gender, NEG Negative preverbal particle, NP Nonpast tense suffix, PL Plural (restricted
mainly to humans), PP Past punctual suffix, PR Present tense prefix, VE Vegetation gender.
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