From Greenberg’s U(niversal) 20 to language acquisition: new considerations.

By Emanuele Bernardi, University of Turin (email: emanuele.bernardi870@edu.unito.it )

There are several works which tentatively analyze Greenberg’s (1966 [1963]) U(niversal) 20,
thus making a cross-linguistic comparison of the syntactic arrangements of Noun, Adjective,
Numeral and Demonstrative. After an analysis of various works on the matter, I claim that one
should focus on the lexical elements of each category that have the least cross-linguistic variation
and feature as few functional, semantic and syntactic properties as possible. As an example, I argue
that only non-complex numerals that do not change their function over time (so that for example
one and two are excluded, because they tend to be used as an article and as a mark for dual number,
respectively) should be considered, and similar criteria should apply to the other categories as well.
In particular, I conclude that not all adjectives should be considered for such a universal: only the
ones that are not recursive (see Roeper 2011§2.2) should be accounted for. This implies that strong
differences between the acquisition of recursive and non-recursive elements could be tackled by
determining what belongs to U20, and why.

For the sake of such goals, I concentrate on the works by Roberts (2017) and Medeiros (2018):
the former notices that the syntactic string *[Numeral Noun Demonstrative] tends to be
systematically avoided and therefore claims that a F(inal-) O(ver-) F(inal) C(onstraint) (see
Biberauer et alii 2014) applies to U20, while the latter shows that one can predict the orders that are
never attested within Cinque’s (2005) data by applying a stack-sorting processing algorithm to the
four elements of U20, so that a strict ban on two linear orderings emerges: *[Numeral
Demonstrative Noun] and *[Adjective Numeral Noun]. In my MA thesis I proposed to account for
both the quantitative variation and the updates of the data given by Dryer (2018) by stating that a
second FOFC co-operates with Roberts’s one. Such a move implies a reworking of Medeiros’s
approach as well. Even if one assumes that the mechanisms of his algorithm are tenable, one can
still question the nature of the hierarchy of categories ruling the process, so that the f(unctional)-
seq(uence) he posits is no longer immutable and exceptions can be accounted for. Put differently,
while Medeiros (2021§2) claims that the generative procedure he posits is fixed, universal, and
applicable to any string of any language, I am lead to think that it is not. First of all, I argue that the
hierarchy governing the mapping between input strings and f-seq in specific circumstances could
apply not only from the top down, but from the bottom up as well. In this way exceptions to
Medeiros’s bans for U20 can be accounted for, and such an alternation between top-down and
bottom-up could be a crucial tool for distinguishing between embedded and non-embedded domains
within a string (in a fashion that resembles the Alternating Phase Constraint described in Roeper
2011§2.2). If this were actually the case, future research would need to tackle what are the factors
that allow such a mirroring in the hierarchy during the acquisition of a specific grammar. Secondly,
the hierarchy that Medeiros posits for his stack-sorting algorithm could either be innate or be
modified through time due to the exposure to certain linguistic data. If children can modify such a
hierarchy during their language acquisition, an explanation for the differences between different
grammars would be straight-forward: one could hypothesize that different languages recognize and
hierarchize different sets of categories, with striking differences in the subsequent ability to parse
them.




References.

Biberauer, Theresa, Anders Holmberg and lan G. Roberts. 2014. «A Syntactic Universal and Its
Consequences». Linguistic Inquiry 45 (2): 169-225.

Cinque, Guglielmo. 2005. «Deriving Greenberg’s Universal 20 and Its Exceptions». Linguistic
Inquiry 36 (3): 315-332.

Croft, William. 1995. «Autonomy and functionalist linguistics». Language, 71 (3): 490-532.

Culbertson, Jennifer. (2017). «New approaches to Greenbergian word order dependencies». In
Enfield, N.J ed., Dependencies in language: On the causal ontology of linguistic systems. 23-38.
Berlin: Language Science Press.

Dryer, Matthew S. 2018. «On the order of demonstrative, numeral, adjective, and nouny.
Language 94 (4): 798-833.

Givon, Talmy. 2002. Bio-Linguistics: The Santa Barbara Lectures. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins.

Greenberg, Joseph H. 1966 [1963]. «Some Universals of Grammar with Particular Reference to
the Order of Meaningful Elementsy». In Greenberg, Joseph H, ed. Universals of Language: Report of
a Conference Held at Dobbs Ferry, New York, April 13-15, 1961. 2nd ed. 73—113. Cambridge
(MA): MIT Press.

Medeiros, David P. 2018. «ULTRA: Universal Grammar as a Universal Parser». Frontiers in
Psychology 9 (February).

. 2021. «A parsimonious method for generating syntactic structure». lingbuzz/005589

Mobbs, Iain. 2008. «‘Functionalism’, the design of the language faculty, and (disharmonic)
typology». Ms. University of Cambridge.

Pullum, Geoffrey K. (2013). «The Central Question in Comparative Syntactic Metatheory».
Mind & Language. 28 (4): 492-521

Rijkhoff, Jan. 2002. The Noun Phrase. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press.

. 2010. «Functional categories in the noun phrase: on jacks-of-all-trades and one-trick-
ponies in Danish, Dutch and Germany. Deutsche Sprache 2010 (2): 97—124.

. 2015. «Word Order». In International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral
Sciences (Second Edition). James D. Wright, ed. 644-56. Oxford: Elsevier.

2016. «Crosslinguistic categories in morphosyntactic typology: Problems and
prospectsy». Linguistic Typology 20 (2): 333-363.

Roberts, Ian G. 2017. «8 - The Final-over-Final Condition in DP: Universal 20 and the Nature of
Demonstratives» In Sheehan, Michelle, Theresa Biberauer, lan Roberts and Andres Holmberg, eds.
The Final-Over-Final Condition: A Syntactic Universal. 151-186. Cambridge (MA): MIT Press.

. 2018. «No-choice parameters, phi-features, and the structure of DP». In Language,
syntax, and the natural sciences. Angel J. Gallego and Roger Martin, eds. 114—138. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Roeper, T. W. 2011. «The acquisition of recursion: How formalism articulates the child’s

path.» Biolinguistics, 5(1-2), 057-086.




