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Naturalness: Some Slovenian (Morpho)syntactic Examples

V Sloveniji smo naravno skladnjo celovike $ole razsirili v »slovensko teorijo«, ki preucuje vedenje
(bolj ali manj) sopomenskih skladenjskih izrazov, tu imenovanih skladenjske dvojnice. Temeljne
predpostavke:
V paru dvojnic nastopa (v vsaki dvojnici) ena izmed naslednjih izbirnih mozZnosti:
1. najmanj ena >sym-vrednost teZi po povezavi z najmanj §e eno >sym-vrednostjo in/ali z naj-
manj eno <sem-vrednostjo;
2. najmanj ena <sym-vrednost teZi po povezavi z najmanj §¢ eno <sym-vrednostjo in/ali z naj-
manj eno >sem-vrednostjo;
3. najmanj ena >sem-vrednost teZi po povezavi z najmanj $e eno >sem-vrednostjo in/ali z naj-
manj eno <sym-vrednostjo;
4. najmanj ena <sem-vrednost teZi po povezavi z najmanj $e eno <sem-vrednostjo in/ali z naj-
manj eno >sym-vrednostjo.
Te predpostavke so ponazorjene s slovenskim jezikovnim gradivom, razdeljenim na 27 »iz-
peljav« (katerih vsebina je navedena v povzetku sestavka).

In Slovenia, the natural syntax of the Klagenfurt School has been extended to “the Slovenian
Theory,” which studies the behaviour of (near-)synonymous syntactic expressions, here called
syntactic variants. The basic assumptions:
In a pair of syntactic variants, within each variant, one of the following alternatives obtains:
(1) at least one >sym-value tends to associate with at least one additional >sym-value and/or with
at least one <sem-value;
(2) at least one <sym-value tends to associate with at least one additional <sym-value and/or with
at least one >sem-value;
(3) at least one >sem-value tends to associate with at least one additional >sem-value and/or with
at least one <sym-value;
(4) at least one <sem-value tends to associate with at least one additional <sem-value and/or with
at least one >sym-value.
The paper illustrates the above assumptions with Slovenian language material divided into
27 “deductions” (whose subject-matter is listed in the summary of the paper).

The subject-matter of my paper is a (language-universal) theory developed in
Slovenia by a small group of linguists (under my guidance), who mainly use Eng-
lish, German, and Slovenian language material as the base of verification. Our work
owes much to, and exploits, the (linguistic) Naturalness Theory as elaborated espe-
cially at some Austrian and German universities; cf. Mayerthaler (1981), Wurzel
(1984), Dressler et al. (1987), Stolz (1992), Dressler (2000). Naturalness Theory has
also been applied to syntax, notably at the University of Klagenfurt; the basic refer-
ences are Dotter (1990), Mayerthaler & Fliedl (1993), Mayerthaler et al. (1993, 1995,
1998). Within the natural syntax of the Klagenfurt School, the Slovenian work
group has built an extension, which will henceforth be referred to as “the Slovenian
Theory.”

The Slovenian Theory studies the behaviour of (near-)synonymous syntactic ex-
pressions, here called syntactic variants. Whenever two syntactic variants are in-
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cluded in the same naturalness scale, and consequently one variant can be asserted
to be more natural than the other, the Slovenian Theory has something to say about
some grammatical properties of the two variants.

Naturalness Theory operates with two basic predicates, “marked” and “natural.”
I cannot see any reason to distinguish the two predicates within the Slovenian
Theory, therefore I use throughout one predicate only, namely “natural.” (This
standpoint was implied as early as Mayerthaler 1987: 50.)

Beside the technical terms “natural(ness)” and “naturalness scale,” which have
already been alluded to, the terms “sym-value” and “sem-value” (adopted from
Mayerthaler 1981: 10 er passim) must be mentioned. The sym-value refers to the
naturalness of an expression in terms of its encoding properties. The sem-value re-
fers to the naturalness of an expression in terms of its semantic complexity.

The following auxiliary symbols will be employed: “>sym” (= more natural
with respect to encoding), “<sym” (= less natural with respect to encoding), “>sem”
(= more natural with respect to semantic complexity), and “<sem” (= less natural
with respect to semantic complexity).

The assumptions of the Slovenian Theory (in my recently revised version) can
be briefly stated as follows.

In a pair of syntactic variants, within each variant, one of the following alter-
natives obtains:

(1) at least one >sym-value tends to associate with at least one additional >sym-
-value and/or with at least one <sem-value;

(2) at least one <sym-value tends to associate with at least one additional <sym-
-value and/or with at least one >sem-value;

(3) at least one >sem-value tends to associate with at least one additional >sem-val-
ue and/or with at least one <sym-value;

(4) at least one <sem-value tends to associate with at least one additional <sem-val-
ue and/or with at least one >sym-value.

In the above items (1-4) the object of the meta-verb “associate” refers to the
interior of the unit under observation, OR to a part of the immediate environment
of the unit under observation. The Slovenian Theory covers both cases.

Forschungsgeschichtlich, the predecessor of the above assumptions (1-4) is the
familiar principle of constructional iconicity as formulated in Natural Morphology.
The principle runs as follows. Iff a semantically more marked category C;j is en-
coded as ‘more’ featured than a less marked category C;, the encoding of C; is said
to be iconic (Mayerthaler 1987: 48-9). Using the predicate “natural,” the principle
can be briefly stated as follows: <sem in combination with >sym is iconic. In the
Slovenian Theory, the principle has been extended to syntax and expanded. Two
published papers utilizing this framework: Ore$nik (1999, 2000).

Each case considered is presented in the format of a deduction. A straightfor-
ward example:

1. English. The referent of the subject of the clause is usually given, the referent of
the direct object of the clause is usually new (Biber et al. 1999: 123, 127).

The two syntactic variants: the subject of the clause and the object of the
clause.
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1. The assumptions of Naturalness Theory:
1.1. >sem (subject, object) / clause element in nom.-acc. languages

Le., with respect to semantic complexity, the subject is more natural than the
object, in nominative-accusative languages (Mayerthaler 1981: 14).
1.2. >sem (given, new) / referent

Le., with respect to semantic complexity, a given referent is more natural than
a new referent (Mayerthaler 1981: 14 on the property presupposed).

2. The assumptions of the Slovenian Theory, concerning any two syntactic variants:
2.1. >sem tends to associate with another >sem
2.2. <sem tends to associate with another <sem

3. The consequences:

From 1.1, 1.2 and 2.1 it can be deduced:
3.1. If there is any difference between the subject and the object of the clause, such
that the referent of one element is given, and the referent of the other element is
new, it is the subject that tends to have a given referent. Q.E.D.

From 1.1, 1.2 and 2.2 it can be deduced:
3.2. If there is any difference between the subject and the object of the clause, such
that the referent of one element is given, and the referent of the other element is
new, it is the object that tends to have a new referent. Q.E.D.

The Slovenian Theory operates ex post facto. However, in some cases, the
theory can be interpreted as applying ante factum. Assume that a generative
grammar of English posits subjects and objects in finite clauses, and stipulates
that one kind of clause elements has a given referent, and the other kind of
clause elements has a new referent. In that situation the Slovenian Theory can in-
tervene by predicting that given referents tend to be associated with subjects, and
new referents tend to be associated with objects. In other words, the Slovenian
Theory is able to help complete the generation of the language phenomenon under
discussion.

In deduction 1 above, and in many additional deductions, naturalness scales are
utilized which have already been discussed in the technical literature. However,
some other cases require new scales, to be justified as we go along. In addition, a
new scale format will be introduced.

The remainder of the paper contains illustrative material taken from Slovenian.

2. Slovenian. If the clause contains the characterizing copular ‘be’ and a subject
complement, the controller of person, number and gender agreement is the subject,
e.g., BreZice so bile mesto ‘Brezice was a town’, where the subject BreZice is in the
third person plural feminine, therefore the target of agreement, namely the complex
form of the copular verb so bile, is in the third person plural feminine as well.
However, if the copular ‘be’ is identifying, the controller of person, number and
gender agreement is the subject complement (the so-called back agreement, Corbett
1999: 14), e.g., to mesto so bile BreZice ‘this town was Brezice’, where the subject
complement BreZice is in the third person plural feminine, therefore the target of
agreement, namely the complex form of the copular verb so bile, is in the third
person plural feminine as well (some of this data from ToporiSic 1976: 478; 2000:
609; the rest my observations).
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The two syntactic variants: subject and subject complement as controllers of
person, number and gender agreement in clauses containing the copular ‘be’.

1. The assumptions of Naturalness Theory:
1.1. >sem (subject, subject complement) / controller of agreement

Ie., with respect to semantic complexity, the subject as controller of agreement
is more natural than the subject complement as controller of agreement.—The subject
is the normal controller of agreement.
1.2. >sem (characterizing, identifying) / copula

Ie., with respect to semantic complexity, a characterizing copula is more
natural than an identifying copula (Mayerthaler et al. 1998: 197).

2. The assumptions of the Slovenian Theory, concerning any two syntactic variants:
2.1. >sem tends to associate with another >sem
2.2. <sem tends to associate with another <sem

3. The consequences:

From 1.1-2 and 2.1 it can be deduced:
3.1. If there is any difference between subject and subject complement as controllers
of person, number and gender agreement in clauses containing the copular ‘be’,
such that one controller is used when the copula is characterizing, and the other
controller is used when the copula is identifying, it is the subject that tends to be
used as controller when the copula is characterizing. Q.E.D.

From 1.1-2 and 2.2 it can be deduced:
3.2. If there is any difference between subject and subject complement as controllers
of person, number and gender agreement in clauses containing the copular ‘be’,
such that one controller is used when the copula is characterizing, and the other
controller is used when the copula is identifying, it is the subject complement that
tends to be used as controller when the copula is identifying. Q.E.D.

4. Note. A possibly related matter is the back agreement between the subject com-
plement and the pronominal subject in Latin (regularly, sed haec mea culpa est ‘but
this is my fault’), in Ancient Greek (less regularly), in Italian (questa é la mia casa
‘this is my house’), in English (these are vain wishes) (Brandenstein 1966: 141).

3. Slovenian. The affirmative imperative can be formed from verbal lexemes of per-
fective and imperfective aspects, e.g., ustreli (pf.), streljaj (ipf.) both in different
readings of ‘shoot (imperative). In the negative imperative, it is mostly the imper-
fective aspect that is used, e.g., ne streljaj ‘do not shoot’ (Toporisi¢ 1976: 433; 2000:
350-1, 397; Herrity 2000: 188).

The two syntactic variants: the affirmative imperative, and the negative imperative.

1. The assumptions of Naturalness Theory:
1.1. >sem (affirmation, negation)
Le., with respect to semantic complexity, affirmation is more natural than ne-
gation (Mayerthaler 1981: 15).
1.2. >sem (perfective & imperfective, imperfective) / aspect of verbal forms in Slovenian
Le., with respect to semantic complexity, a verbal form admitting both perfec-
tive and imperfective aspect is more natural than a verbal form admitting only the
imperfective aspect.—The scale has the format >sem (A + B, A). See item 4.














































































