LINGUISTICS: THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF LANGUAGE

Inaugural lecture by Professor Greville G. Corbett
8th March 1989

A chair in Linguistics and in Russian Language reflects the fact
that the study of a specific language contributes to our
understanding of language in general, which is the subject of
Linguistics, while insights gained in Linguistics help in solving
"problems in analysing specific languages, such as Russian. To
cover these different areas, | will first discuss the teaching of
Russian at Surrey: what we do and why. Then | wilt consider how
research is done in Linguistics, and why.!

RUSSIAN AT SURREY

We teach Russian to students with ‘A’ level Russian” and to
beginners. Our undergraduate intake is usually between 17%. and
20% of the national total for main subject Russian, and taking aft
the groups together there are over 140 students studying Russian
at Surrey. We also pui on special courses. We stress practical
competence in the language and the department is known for
innovation in the use of language laboratories, video, and
computers. In addition studenis study the topics in poiitics,
society and culture, and history which are essential for
understanding the peopie who speak Russian.?2 OQOur students
spend two pericds of three months in the Soviet Union. Many go to
the Lenin Pedagogical Institute in Moscow, with which the
University has a bensficial exchange agreement.

WHY STUDY RUSSIAN?

Some of you will remember Professor Reeves analysing the

1 The tille was suggested o me by Professor J. R. Hurford, who gave his inaugural
leciure on this lepic in Edinburgh in October 1979, He teo had a fine precedent since
Professor Slr John Lyons' inaugural lecture at Edinburgh in January 1965 was
entitled ‘The Scientific Study of Language'. ' -

2 A second language may aise be taken, Then, like sludents of French or German,
students of Russian study in the new degres programme cné out of Econoinics,
European and Soviet Studies, Law and Lihguistics, both as a sublect in lts own right
and with specific reference o their p_érﬁcufar language area.




national need for foreign language teaching,® and some too will
have heard our Vice-Chancelior explaining the benefits of foreign
languages for scientists.* Professor Pockney spoke on the need
for Russian in 1984.% The points he made then are stili valid
and the case for Russian is now if anything even more
cverwhelming.

Russian is a major language, as shown by the number of speakers
{see Table 1),
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Mother-tongue speakers Officiat language poputations
Chinese (1,000}
English (350)
Spanish (250}
Hindi (200)
5=. Arabic {150)
Bengali {150)
Russian {150)
8. Portuguese (135)
9. Japanese (120}
10. German {100}

English {1,400}
Chinese (1,000}
Hindi {700)
Spanish (280)
Russian (270)
French (220)
Arabic {170)
Portuguese {160)
Malay (1860}
Bengali (150}
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Table 1: Speaker estimates for the worid's major languages
(given in millions)®

The first column gives the number of people for whom the
language is the first language, while the second column gives the
total population of countries where the language has cfficial or
semi—official status. The latter figures must be treated with
particular care, since many people do not speak 1he official
language of the country where they live, for example, the figuwe
for English includes the 900 million inhabitants of the Indian
sub—-continent, even though only a small proportion of them speak

3 Professor N. Reeves, Universily Language Studies and the Future of Britain,
Inaugural Leclure, University of Surrey, 1976,

4 Professor A. Kelly, Science, Technology and Language (The Threlford Leciure),
published in The Linguist, 27, ne. 2, 1988, pp. 52-58. {See pp. 55-56.)

5 Pprofessor B. P. Pockney, The Case for Bussian (or Russian is a key language in
any future we may have .. .), Inaugural Lecture, University of Surrey, 1884,

8 Data from D. Crystal, The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language 1987,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, p. 287.
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English. |n any case, the figures tell only a part of the siory;
Russian is the language of a superpower, on which our fulure
depends to a large extent, Since General Secretary Gorbachev
came to power, the relations of the Soviet Union with Britain and
with many other countries have improved. There is now a great
need for people who can perceive the problems and opportunities
of the next century; understanding and working with the Soviet
Union will be one of them. Furthermore, the reduced
predictability which Gorbachev brings also involves cerlain
greater risks, and having an adequaie number of people competent
in the language and with an understanding of current Soviet
affairs is essential. A lesson we could learn from the Falklands
is that training sufficient peopte in languages may save lives and
money.

The need for Russian is recognised in some quarters. Studenis
recognise it, since applications for Russian rose last year.”
And the Foreign Affairs Commitiee of the House of Commons gave
the following judgement:8
* . . . the Helsinki Final Act commiltted signatory states not
only to encourage the study of foreign languages and
civilisations but also specifically to "stimulate . . . the
diversification of choice of [anguages taught at various
levels, paying due aitention to less widely~spread or studied
languages.” In recent years the British Government appears to
have sadly ignored these principles and commitments, at least
so far as the Soviet Urion is concerned. At a time of
increased awareness of the need to improve relations
with the countries of Eastern Europe, we believe that
HM Government should now seek to honour these
commitments with a view to establishing the study of
the Russian language and of the Soviet Union as a
greater priority at all levels of the educational
system.’

Fven the Minister deplores the decline in provision for Russian,
while ignoring the fact that this decline has io be set against a

7 E. Williams in the Times Higher Educational Supplement, 12 August 1988,
p. 1. :
8  Fgoreign Affairs Commiltee 1885-86, UK-Soviet Relations: Volume I Report,
Appendices and Minutes of Proceedings: Second Report of the Session, 1986, London,
Her Majesty's Stationery Office, p. I«ii. (Bold print in original.)




substantial reduction in Government funding for the universities.
We must be thankful that Russian has been able to continue here,
and has been encouraged to flourish in some areas. But even at
Surrey, as a result of continuing government cuts, we cannot
carry out our teaching and research at the level we would wish,
and this in areas which the Commons Committee believes deserve
greater priority. Of course, this frusiration is not unique: it is
shared by many colleagues in all disciplines throughout the
" University sector.9,

| believe that in studying the Soviet Union and the Russian
tanguage, in producing students with such a background, in
arranging to send large groups to the Soviet Unien and in
receiving groups here, people at Surrey are making the 21st
century slightly more likely to occur.

RESEARCH IN LINGUISTICS

Despite these excellent reasons for an interest in Russian, my
prime motivation is rather different; it is the attempt to
understand fanguage. To that end, Russian provides fascinating
subject matter. In its linguistic, rather than its sccio-political
context, Russian is one of the Siavonic languages. To gain an
impression of this group, consider the following sample of
each.t0

¢ As Sir George Perfer put il: '[knowledge] is a spiritual power and a parl of the
human purpose. A country ihat lels it languish becomes impoverished in more than
its Treasury.! {In Knowledge Hself is Pawer, The Richard Dimbleby Lecture 1988,
published by BBC Books, London, 1988, p. 28.)

10 John 3.16, from The Gospel in Many Tongues: Specimens of 875 Languages,
1865, London, Brilish and Foreign Bible Society.
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RUSSIAN
Héc 1ax scxnnbua Bor nap, wro fan

Cusa ExnNopoRHoTe, SToSM HOKERA BEPYIOLIHR 8
Hero we aorns, Ho HEEN MHINE BEIHYD,

BELCRUSSIAN
- Bo rax raxmdij Bar eenbr, wrro agtaj Cuss Cratio

Amsinapoanara, kb yoxmi, xro edpye § Hro, v rieyy,
aze wd§ munrcd sinas.

UKRAINIAN

Tax 6o Gor oazefaa ¢ait, &o 139 Cuxa Cmore Ozia-
paweusra, el woway, xTo sipye a Heore, a2 wusys,
AUE WA EGITA BiEAL.

Table 2: Samples of the Fast Slavonic languages

Note the use of the Cyrillic script for these languages. This
should be contrasted with the script of the Waest Slavonic
languages:

POLISH

Aibawiem tik Bdg umilowat dwist, d¢ Syna swego
jednerodzanego dal, aby kaidy, kto wen wierry, nic
iginil, sle misl Lywot wiccany.

Nebo taik Bk mitoval svlt, de Syna svého jedno-
rotendho daf, sby kaidy, kdof vii v ntho, nezzhy-
nul, 2le md} Fivot véday.

SLOVAK
Leba tk miloval Béh svet, £ avojho jednozodendta
Syna &, by kaddy, kio verl v nebo, nezahynul,
ale mat vedny fivor
LOWER 30RBIAN
Weelo taf Jo Bog ten kmit Libomal, 8] woa hosjage

jebnspotelonega hona dal o, abn [duine o mogs
ciiegt, Jgubione fedgli, ale to fideme indene mill

UPPEA SORBIAN

Tdeto) tal fo Doy ton Sswmjct lubewat, fo men
Fwajehe jenicileha necshisnehs Gsnna bak fe, fo bodu
i, 1) do nieho wlerja, fhubeni nebyli, ale wiegne
Fimenje mieli.

Table 3: Samples of the West Slavonic languages




Here we find the Roman script. The examples from Upper and
Lower Sorbian are in the Gothic typeface. These two texis are
from 1860; a contemporary text would have the more familiar
Roman typeface. Finally we shouid consider the South Slavonic
languages:

BULGARIAN

= JBamere Bors Tonkoss sl cebreTs, moto page
cson ennHOPOReHE CHRD, 32 A2 He TOTLHE BIE eI, KelTo
whpea Bh mero, Ho A3 uMa phzeas mupors.

MACEDONIAN

Bawrro Bor Tonky ro soauybi caeror, urre Fo pane
Crojor Eauroponeu Cun, Ta cekoj mro eepyma o Here
RO HE TBOTHAE, 10 j\a ML AIBOT BEYeH,

SLOVENIAN

Kajti tako je Bog lubil svet, da je daf Sina svojega
edinorojenega, da se ne pogubi, kdorkoli veruje vanj,
temud dz ima veéno Zivijenje.

SERBQ-CROAT: Eastern variant

Jep je Bor 7Tako 3asoneg
cset, pa je v Cuma csora JexaWsopohesora aao,
ra BHjenar kolx Bepyje y wwera, He MorHHe, Hero
Ad HMA HEOT BEYHH,

SERBOQ-CROAT: Western variant

Jer Bog tolike Ljubt svet, dz je i Sina svoga jedinoro-
djencga dao, da ni jedan kojiu pjega verujene propadne,
rego da ima 3ivot velni,

Table 4: Samples of the South Slavonic languages

Both Cyrillic and Roman scripts are shown here. The distribution
of these scripts has a historical explanation, as can be seen from
the areas where the different languages are spoken {see Map 1).
The languages spoken to the east, in orthodox countries, use the
Cyrillic script; that is, Russian, Belorussian, Ukrainian,
Bulgarian, Macedonian, and the Eastern Variani of Serbo-Croat.
The languages spoken to the west, in catholic countries (later
protestant in some cases), use the Roman scripl; these are Polish,
Czech, Slovak, Upper and Lower Sorbian, Slovenian, and the
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Western Variant of Serbo-Croat. We can see that different
janguages may share a script {like Czech, Polish and English} and
that one language may use two different scripts (Serbo-Croat).

@ Czech Russian ¢ NORWAY
m Slovak Ukrainian -

Stovene Belorussian l\j: )
[;Q Serpo-Croat Polish \'\: '
m Macgdonian Serbiantdopa.?rg i\‘l' '
m Bulgarian \.\'
Smaller Non-5tavonic islands within the FINLAMND /’. -

Slavoniv areas are not shown, !

0g %0
5% %0 20N
YUGOSLAVIAY

Bluck Sea

TURKEY
500 vm

GREECE

Map 1: Distribution of the Slavonic languages'!

11 Map from B. Comrie {editor) The World's Major Languages, 1987, tondon,
Groom Helm, p. 323, courlesy of Rouliedge publishers.




al feature of language.

wever, a superfici
it shows considerably

is primary, and
e different scripts.!?

The script used is, ho
The acoustic medium

greater variety than do th

ges, which we have peen considering, are just
ean languages, which cover a great

Indo-European includes (besides

glavonic) most of the “languages of Europe, but it is only one of
around twenty stocks (analyses differ), which together comprise
some 6000 languages. Furthermore, these languages are not
homogeneous; many include dialects, and within these there are
further sources of variation. Indeed no two people speak exactly

the same language.

The Slavonic langua
one branch of the Indo-Europ

area, as Map 2 makes clear.!®

Polish and Serbo-Croal were played at this

12 Recordings of lexts in Russian,

poinl.
13 Map from D. Crysta
Cambridge, Gambridge Universily Press, pp- 2

University Press.

|, The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language, 1987,
94-295, courlesy of Cambridge

Map 2: Language families of the world



Thus the subject matter of Linguistics is vast. Yet some cannot
see how research on language can be done. The problem is that of
familiarity. We all use language; almos! everyone acquires a
language (only children with severe problems do not}. And in
many parts of the world it is normal to learn several languages.
So what is there to investigate? Here an analogy may be helpful.
Considerable visual skills are required to steer a car through
traffic; but those who have driven here this evening would not
claim to understand how vision works. Being able to do
something is not the same as understanding how it is done.

imagine we have a Martian visitor; it has good processing skills
and has learned elements of English. it cannot yet, however, ask
'ves-no' questions. Could we give instructions? f we have:

{1} Mary can speak Russian.

We can tell our Martian to form a yes-no question by puiting the
second word first (though this assumes that it knows what a
word is):

{2} Can Mary speak Russian?

This seems to work:

{3} John is at home reading Dostoevsky.
(4) s John at home reading Dostoevsky?

Unfortunately our Martian will have problems with such a rule:

{5) Your friend can speak Russian.
{8) ‘Friend your can speak Russian?

{An asterisk indicates an unacceptable sentence.) We should try a
more complex solution - the verb is put at the front of the
senience; this requires that we explain what verbs are, or list
them. Then we would obtain (7} instead of (6):

{7} Can your friend speak Russian?

With this rule our Martian could handle all the examples given so

far, but not:
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(8) Your friend speaks Russian.
According to the rule suggested, the question ought to be:

(9) *Speaks your friend Russian?

So we must say that certain verbs (auxiliaries) occur in initial
position; these include do, which is placed there for forming
questions when no other auxiliary is present:

{10} Does your friend speak Russian?

Furthermore we need to specify which auxiliary verb occurs in
initial position:

{11} Your friend, who is studying French, can also speak Russian.
{12) *iIs your friend, who sludying French, can also speak
Russian?

Such a question would certainly give away our Martian as not
being a native speaker of English. 1t might be argued that nc-one
in their right mind would produce a queslion like (12); indeed not
- this illustrates well just how much we 'know' about language,
but at a subconscious level. Even if we could not externalize the
information, we know that the auxiliary in initial position must
be that of the main clause:

{13) Can vyour friend, who is studying French, also speak
Russian?

This area of English syntax furns out to be far from simple.14
While we may tutor Martians only rarely, the need for an
unambiguous description of language is real: we wish to program
computers to use language. They can carry out processing rapidly,
but they do not have the human's knowledge of natural language;
they do not behave as though they had a 'right mind'.

We have seen that language has regularities and structures which
are not immediately obvious. How then do we investigate it? |

t4 For a helpful discussion see N, Smith & D. Wilson, Medern Linguisiics: The A
Results of Chomsky's Revolution, 1979, Harmondswoerth, Penguin, pp. 85-9, and
for a formal accouni see G. Gazdar, £. Kleln, G. K. Pullum and 1. A. Sag Generalized
Phrase Structure Grammar, 1985, Oxjord, Blackwell, pp. 60-65.
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suggest that research in Linguistics is carried out much as in any
other science. The first step is to identify a problem, io
recognise that something is strange. The story, better called the
parable, about Newton is instructive. Newton sees an apple {all
and realises that this is a problem, something requiring a proper
explanation.'® There is the insight that things might be
different, that objects might remain suspended in the air, bounce
perpetually and so on.

"Discovery consists of seeing whal everybody has seen and
thinking what nobody has thought.” - (Albert Szent-Gyorgyi)

in Linguistics the very familiarity of language tends to hide its
strangeness. As Chomsky puts it: 'Phenomena can be so familiar
that we really do not see them at all . . "% Looking at a foreign
language helps to give distance. Suppose we ask what the Russian
waords for 'one’, 'two', 'three’, 'four' and ‘five' are. The answer is
surprising:

one two three four five

OBUH aBa TPH YeTHpe AT
OfHa oBe Tpéx YeTHPEX IATH
ONHO OBYX TPEM YeTHPEM HATIK
OHHY ABYM TpeMA HeTHPIMA

ONHOTO BBYMA

ONHOH

OmHOMY

OHHHM

ONHOM

ONHH

OHMHHX

OBHHM

OOHEMH

Table 5: The numerals 1-5 in Russian

15 g course, Newion was not lhe first 1o offer a theory as lo why objects fall to
earth.

18 N, Chomsky Language and Mind, enlarged edition, 1972, New York, Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, p. 24,
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It may be easier if we look at the same forms in transliteration:

one two three four five

edin dva tri cetyre pjet’
odna dve tréy Cetyréx pisti
odno dvuy trém celyrém pistl'ju
odnu dyum tremja cetyrmis

odnogo dvumia

odnoj

odnomu

odnim

odnom

odni

odnix

odnim

ednimi

Table 6: The numerals 1-5 in Russian {transliterated)

The first surprise is that there are so many forms. The second
surprise is that different numerals have different numbers of
forms. Let us investigate how some of them are used. If we take a
single construction and use the numerals with different nouns we
obtain the following data:

{14} odin Zurnal odna gazeta odno okno
one magazine one newspaper one window

We see that the form of odin ‘one' differs according to the noun.
In fact the nouns of Russian can be divided into three groups or
genders and odin (and other such words) alters its form according
to the noun; it is said to 'agree’ with it in gender. When we look at
dva 'two' the picture changes:

(18) dva Zurnala dve gazety dve . okna
two magazines two newspapers two windows

(Literally it is 'two of a magazine') With dva we can account for

13




only two different forms instead of three in terms of agreement in
gender. Now look at pjat’ 'five’:

(16) pjsl’ zurnalov pjal’ gazet pjal’ okon
five magazines five newspapers live windows

Here pjat does not change; but the forms of the nouns are
different again. A literal translation would be ‘five of magazines'.
So we cannot account for the forms of pjat in terms of gender,
but we have a new problem to sclve {the different forms of the
nouns). Each factor which we find determines some of the forms
must be carefully tested on each numeral and construction. Then
we must organise the data to give an explicit account of the
phenomenon. This is done in Table 7.

odin dva tri pjat' sto tysjeca million
] 2 3 3 100 1,000 1,000,000

1. agrees with noun in
syntactic number + - - - - - .

2. agrees in case in

the direct cases + - - - . - -
3. agrees in gender + {+) - - - - -
4. agrees in animacy + o+ o+ - - - -

5. has no semantically
independent plural

L
+
-+
+
——
1}
—
L}
&

6. fails to take agreeing
determiners + o+ + + + - -

7. does not take noun in
genitive plural
throughout paradigm + +  + + + + -

Table 7: The simple cardinal numerals of Russian

Along the top we have the simple cardinal numerals of Russian; on
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the left we have various tests we may apply to these numerals,
the third of which was illustrated in the examples we examined.
The tests are devised, such that we would expect an adjective, a
word like krasivy/ 'beautiful, to pass them, while a noun, a word
like stado 'flock', should fail. So we now have a more explicit
statement of the problem. By ordering the numerals and the tests
as in Table 7, we obtain a highly regular picture. We see that each
numeral passes successively fewer tesis - each is less like an
adjective and more like a noun than the one to its left. Regular
matrices of this kind will be recognised by scientists from
various disciplines. They have the property that the values
decrease monotonically (i.e. without intervening increase) across
the rows and up the columns. Their importance in Linguistics was
recognised by Ross.!?

We can say then that the behaviour of Russian numerals is not
random. The numerals fall between the poles of adjective and
noun. But there is another vital point about the matrix. The
numerals were arranged so- as to give a regular pattern in
linguistic terms. And that turns our to be the same as numerical
order., But a priori there was no reason to expect that the
numerical value of a numeral would be important for linguistic
analysis. Qur hypothesis then, which covers the data in question,
is that the syntactic behaviour of Russian numerals falls between
that of adjectives and nouns, and that the higher the numeral is,
the more like a noun it will be.

Having found such a remarkable and unexpected regularity we
might predict that other languages will behave similarly.  And
indeed we find the same pattern constantly repeated. Not in the
luxuriant detail of Russian, but repealed nevertheless. For
example, in the Bantu language Chichewa [spoken in Malawi), we
find;

(11) chi-pewa chi-modzi
hat one ‘one hat'

Here the numeral -modzi 'one' shows agreement in gender with
the noun. The numeral -wiri also agrees in gender (it agrees in
number too and is plural, like the noun): :

17 . R. Ross 'The Category Squish: Endstation Haupiworl' Papers from the Eighth
Regional Mesting Chicage Linguistic Society, 1972, pp. 316-328, and subsequent
papers.
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(12) zi-pewa zi-wiri
hats two two hats'

in fact all the numerals from one to five agree like adjectives; but
khumi 'ten' does not agree - its behaviour is more iike that of a
noun:

(13) zi-pewa khumi
hats ten 'ten hats'

This is further demonstrated by the fact that it has a plural
makhumi "tens’. And in English, we have one, two, three . . . books
but a hundred, a thousand, a million books. It appears to be
universally true that if simple cardinal numerals vary in their
syntactic behaviour it is the higher which will be more
noun-like.'8

To recap then: we began with a phenomenon we recognised to be a
problem. Next we assembled relevant data, describing it
explicitly, and we framed a hypothesis to cover the data. Checking
the hypothesis leads to further data collection and reformulation
of the hypothesis. This process is lengthy and untidy. Despite
attempting to break Bloomfield's injunction (‘Don't take your
guests into the kitchen’)'9 | still cannot convey just how chaotic
that stage can be. Having reached a hypothesis which covered the
facts of Russian, we were able to derive predictions from it and to
check them. The procedure is represented in Figure 1.

18 @. G. Corbelt 'Univessals in the synlax of cardinal numerals' Lingua 46
(1978), p. 368. The original formulation has been tightened up by J. R. Hurford
Language and Number: The Emergence of a Cognitive System, 1987, Oxlord,
Blackwell, pp. 187-197.

19 Quoted by C. ¥. Hockett "What Algonquian is really like' International Journal of
American Linguistics 32 (1966}, p. 67.
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identify a problem
{something ‘strange’)

;

gather data, give explicit
experiment statement of problem

frame hypothesis

l

derive predictions
from hypothesis

Y

establish whether
predictions are borne out

Figure 1: Linguistic research {first approximation}

This seems straightforward - it is misleadingly so. Let us
examine why. At the first stage we found something strange.
Relevant to this is one of anon's little gems:

‘Life is very strange' said Jeremy.
‘Compared with what?' replied the spider.2?

The point is that to say that a phenomenon is sirange we must
have a point of comparison, a theory in fact, even if we hesitate to
use the term. OQur theory might have been that all languages are
like English {or should be). Or that numerals are relatively
uncomplicated linguistically; or that words of a single type (like

20 Quoted in A. L. Mackay The Harvest of a Quiel Eye: A Seiection of Scientilic
Quotations, 1977, Brislol and London, The Institute of Physics, p. 2.
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numerals) will behave in a similar fashion. However rudimentary
it may have been, theory was involved at the start {see Figure 2.

identily a prontem
{something 'sirange’}

|

gather data, " ) give explicit /
expefiment statement of prablem

e

frame hypothesis e

denve predictions
from hypothesis

prediclions nol borne predictions barne ouk:
outnew problem hypothesis corroborated

<XVOMI -

Figure 2: Linguistic research {recognizing the rdle of theory)

In stating the problem clearly, we used terms like noun and
adjecltive. Though basic, these are theoretical constructs. In
framing our hypothesis there was an even clearer theorstical
input, since the type of regular matrix arrived at had been
proposed in the linguistic literature (though such a regular
example had not to my knowledge been found exemplified in
natural language). There is a second interaction with theory here,
since a hypothesis is checked not only against the data, but also
for consistency both internally and with other parts of linguistic

theory.21

The predictions we draw {rom our hypothesis also depend on our

21 Compare K. A. Popper The Logic of Scienlific Discovery, 1959, London,
Hutchinson, pp. 32-33.
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theoretical assumptions, The jump from an analysis of cne
language to claims about other languages depends on the notion
that fanguages are in some sense the same, a claim made by Roger

Bacon in the thirteenth century.22 if our hypothesis s
corroborated this too has implications for theory. In our case it
added a claim about numerals in language (thus contributing a
small part to our definition of 'possible human language’); and in
more general terms, it is consonant with work on prototypes,
notably by Rosch, which has had a considerable impact in
Psychology and Linguistics. And if the predictions are not borne
out, then we have something strange, and the process begins again.
Thus, though it may not have been immediately obvious, theory was
involved at every stage.

While analysing numerals we met the category of gender. This
category appears strange to speakers of languages where gender
plays a minimal réle or is absent, and so it deserves a further
look.23  We saw that Russian nouns can be divided into three
groups; here are some more examples:

otec father mat' mother okno window
djadja uncle tetja aunt moloke  milk
byk bult korova cow vremja time
Zurnal magazine gazetla newspaper pis'mo letter
aviomobil' car masina car taksi lexi
tiag flag émblema emblem znamjs  banner
zakon lavw glasnost' openness doverie trust
mascutine feminine neuter

Table 8: Examples of nouns of the three genders in Russian

22 »Grammatica una et eadem esl secundum substantiam in omnibus linguis, licel
accidentaliter varietur.,” {Grammar is one and lhe same in alf languages in
substance, though it may vary in accidents.) Quoted by C. A. Ferguson 'Historical
background of universals research’ in J. H. Greenberg, C. A. Ferguson and E. A.
Moravesik (editors) Universals of Human Language: I: Methed and Theory, 1978,
Stanford, Stanford University Press, p. 3. Those who would zlly themselves to
Bacon's claim loday have lo take a more abstract view of language than he is likely io
have inlended.

23 The sources for the data in this section are given in G. G. Gorbett Gender 1o be
published by Cambridge Universily Press. '
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How does a nalive speaker know which nouns belong in which
group? It turns out that the information about each noun which
has to be remembered in any case is sufficient to allow the gender
to be derived. In some instances meaning determines gender: olec
father', djadja 'uncle', byk 'bull', are masculine; mat' 'mother,
tetfia ’aunt', and korova, 'cow' are feminine. These 'sex-
differentiable' nouns are those where the sex of the referent
matters to humans (the sex of other humans, and of animals
particularly for breeding and milking). But this rule will not
account for the gender of the remaining nouns in our list. Hers
there is information about the different forms of the words, their
morphology, which allows their gender to be determined. Let us
look at the algorithm which accounts for gender assignment in
Russian (Figure 3).

4 J L

'y Jlm.lsmllmv
1+ +
EZ 1 ar 111

sex
dilleranhizhle

anrmale

»| nepter l

Figure 3: Gender assignment in Russian

The analysis requires that | postulate four rather than three
declensional classes {indicated by Roman numerals, the fourth
being covered by the negative exit from the decision box which
includes 1l and ). Russianists will realize that this represents a
radical break with tradition. But the details need not concern us
here. What matters is that two types of information are required:
the meaning (semantics) and the various word-forms {morphology)
of the noun. When the two conflict (as in the case of djadja,
'uncle) then meaning takes precedence.

20

When we try to generalize our result, we soon find that not all
systems are identical, however, the factors found in Russian give
us a possible typology. Meaning alcne is sufficient to destermine
gender in some languages. For example, in Tamil {a Dravidian
fanguage of southern India and Sri Lanka), nouns denoiing gods and
male humans are masculine, those denoling goddesses and female
humans are feminine, and all others are neuter. Even without
knowing the form of the noun one can be confident that the word
for a man is masculine, for a woman is feminine while that for an
elephant is neuter. Some other Dravidian languages like Kolami
have only two genders: male humans are masculine and all other
nouns fall into the non-masculine gender. Sometimes this
situation is reversed. In Diyari, a language of South Australia,
there are again two genders: one is for nouns with female
referents (women, girls, doe kangaroos), and the other is for all
remaining nouns. And in Dizi, an Omotic language of south-west
Ethiopia, there is one gender for nouns denoting females (humans
and animals} and for diminutives; all remaining nouns are
masculine. In Alamblak, a Sepik Hill language of Papua New
Guinea, the masculine gender.includes nouns denoting males and
those denoting things like crocodiles, pythons and arrows, which
are long and thin, while the feminine is for nouns denoting females
or short, squat items like turties, frogs and chairs.

The semantic criteria by which nouns are assigned to genders may
be less straightforward. Thus Dyirbal, a language of North
Queensland, Australia, has four genders, primarily for:

1. male humans and non-human animates

2. female humans

3. non-flesh food

4. others
There are many apparent exceptions. For example the moon is in
the first, masculine gender and the sun is in the second, feminine
gender. The reason is that in Dyirbal mythology, as indeed in much
of Australia, the moon is the husband of the sumn; in Dyirbal the
rote in mythology determines gender. World view also plays a part
in Ojibwa. Here, as in other Algonquian languages, there are two
genders: animate and inanimate. The first includes nouns denoting
persons, animals, spirits and trees. But it also contains some
surprises, such as the nouns for 'sacred story’, 'star’, 'pipe' (for
smoking} and so on. It has been suggested that the animate nouns
are in fact nouns denoting objects which in the world-view of the
Ojibwa are sources or carriers of 'power'.

These then were all languages in which the meaning of the noun
determines gender. We noted a second possibility earlier: in
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The third possibility is that gender is determined by meaning or,
nhen that fails, by the sound-shape or phonology of the noun. We
4 this system in various languages around the world, a
mrticufa"fy interesting example is Qafar, a Cushitic language of
agth~885t Fthiopia and Dijibouti. The semantic rule in Qafar is
no ightforward: nouns denoting males are masculine:; those
Sirammg females are feminine. Thus bagla 'husband' is masculine
e?]e parra 'wite' is feminine. For nouns which do not denote
deifa‘eremiabies there is a simple but very interesting rule.
S%Uns ending in a vowel which can bear high tone are feminine: for
N ample, karma ‘autumn’. Al others are masculine: gila/ 'winter'
exds in a consonant and so is masculine, while baanta 'trumpet’
z;‘ds in a vowel but not one bearing high tone, and so is also

masculine.

we have thus identified three types of assignment system:;
| meaning only
[fa meaning and form {morphology)
IIb  meaning and form {phonology)
Tabie 9: Typology of gender assignment systems

This is @ gocd opportunity to see how linguistic statements can go
ayong description to prediction. | claim that gender assignment
- pssentially systematic in alf languages. This is a radical claim
5 ce the prevailing view has been that it is not. And yet, to date,
Qnappears justified.  Second, on the basis of our typology we
it edict that no language has a gender system based on form only;
hris joo is a claim readily open to falsification, but to date it
:;olcfs true. And at a lower level we can make predictions for

ecific languages. Languages frequently borrow new words from
oiher languages. This serves as a conlinuously running experiment.
we predict that borrowed nouns will take their gender according to
the rules given. For exampie, in Tamil, the borrowed word
Jasktor ‘doctor' is masculine or feminine, depending on the sex of
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the referent, while kaaru ‘car' is neuter.

We can go further by constructing words which do not aclually
exist. Their gender is predicted by our rules and so we can test
our predictions. | have been fortunate to work with Dr. Hayward
on Qafar: he constructed nouns to test the rules given for Qafar;
and indeed a native speaker assigned each to the gender predicted
{but had no idea how he did it).

! mentioned searlier that while collecting data we also have to
restate the problem more clearly. For the kind of work described
H is important to be sure that we are comparing like with like. In
the case of gender systems, definition has often been a problem.
To define gender we start from the notion of agreement class:

An agreement class is a set of nouns such that any two
members of that set have the property that whenever:

(i) they stand in the same morphosyntactic form, and
{ii} they occur in the same agreement domain, and
{iti} they have the same lexical item as agreement target,

then their targets have the same morphological realization.

This notion must be f{further restricted, and an account of the
problems involved would take us too far afield. Let us simply
retain the point that to demonstrate the existence of a gender
system we need agreement svidence, that is, evidence outside the
noun itself, and let us look at a concrete example. Archi is a
language spoken by under 1000 people in the Dagestan highlands.
{The Caucasus is known as the mountain of languages; there are
almost 40 languages which share only 6 million speakers.) Archi
is claimed to have four genders (for male humans, female humans,
a third gender for most animals and some inanimates, and a fourth
for the residue, that is, young and some smaller animals, and the -
remaining inanimates). The type of evidence available is given in
the following four sentences:
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(14) w-ez dija k'ansi  w-1

| father fike is "I kke father'
{15) d-ez buwa Eansit  d-i

! mother like is 'l like mother'
{(18) b-ez dogi krapsi  b-i

| donkey like is 'I like the donkey'
(17) #-ez motol kansi @-i

| young goat like is '| like the Kid'

This is an ergative language: the part of the verb which shows
agreement agrees with whal we should think of as the object.
With verbs of emofion and perception, the subject stands in the
dative case; it is a personal pronoun with an agreement slot, and
so also agrees with the object. Thus there is agreement evidence
for four genders. W however the nouns are plural, there are only
two distinct agreement forms, one for genders one and two and one
for genders three and four. [t seems therefore that there may be
interesting patierns in the genders as they occur on agreement
targets such as verbs. If we take the (prefixall agreement
markers of Archi, we find the following pattern:

singular plural singular plural
I {father) W b w>|
] b
I {mother d

d
HI  {donkey) b
@

<« 5 O
S T
-
-

W (kid}

Figure 4: The gender pattern of Archi

On the ieft we have just the agreement markers. These are given
again on the right in a notation which recognises the identities of
form. The lines joining the agreement markers represent classes
of nouns, and these are labelled with Roman numerals. At first
sight this patlern is surprising; in part this may be because those
who have learned a gender language have probably learned French, a
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language which has a simpler pattern. [n French, # a noun is
masculine, it takes masculine agreements in singular and plural,
The pattern is as follows:

singular phural
¢ {masculing) ———— g {masculine)
e {femining) -—————— es (femining)

Figure 5: The gender pattern of French
We cali systems like this 'parallel”

A parallel system is one in which gender in one number
determines gender in the other and vice versa (there is a one-
to-one mapping of the target genders in one number on to the
target genders in the other).

The next type, as illustrated by Archi and, nearer to home, by
German, is called ‘convergent’;

singular plural

masculine

feminine

neuter

Figure 6: The gender pattern of German
We define a convergent system as follows:

A convergent system is one in which gender in one number
determines gender in the other but not vice versa (there is a
many-to-one mapping of the target genders in one number on
to the target genders in the other).

The most complex type is the 'crossed' type:
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A crossed system is one in which gender in neither number
determines gender in the other (there is what some call a
‘many-to-many' mapping beiween the target genders in the
different numbers).

A goaod illustration is provided by Rumanian:

singular i - plural
. masculine ) )

¢ (masculine) i (masculine)
=

v - inine L

a {femining) femini e (feminine}

Figure 7: The gender pattern of Rumanian

The systems may be complicated by the presence of subgenders, as
in the case of Serbo-Croat:

singular plural
animate
masculine < > masculine
. inanimate )
teminine feminine
neuter neuter

Figure 8: The gender pattern of Serbo-Croat

Russian too has subgenders, but they are more fully integrated into
the gender system:

singular plural
animate
masculine <
inanimate
o animate
teminine
neuter inanimate

Figure 9: The gender pattern of Russian
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Upper Sorbian presents a subgender in a three number system:

singular dual phural
eho efu i

Y
y ej e

a

e

Figure 10: The gender pattern of Upper Sorbian

And the maost complex crossed system found to date is that of Fula
(a member of the West Atlantic branch of Niger-Kordofanian:

NDU DI
NGE
NGU
KOL
NGA KO

Figure 11: The gender pattern of Fula A

The schemes allow us to see clearly how gen'der systems grow and -
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decline. A striking example of how they grow is provided by the
varicus dialects of Andi (North-East Caucasian). The most
conservative dialects, which we shall call 'Type A', preserve a
very interesting system, which is of the parallel type:

Type A
“singular plural
Wo— W
j —
b - b
fo—— 7

Figure 12A: The gender pattern of Andi: dialect type A
When we tumn to Type B, the most common lype of Upper Andi
dialect, we note an apparently minor change; some nouns which

earlier took b as their sole agreement marker now take b only
when singular but take j when plural.

Type B

singular plural

W - W

——
b b
r i~ 7

Figure 12B: The gender pattern of Andi: dialect type B

This change means that type B dialecis have a crossed rather than
a paraliel system and that they have five genders rather than four
It is interesting to look at the gender assignments involved. The
first two genders (taking w - w and j-j} are for male humans
and female humans respectively. The original third gender
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{b —- b} included maost of the animates together with some
inanimates. In type B this gender has been split, the animates
forming the new gender (b -} and the inanimates remaining as
the {b - b} gender. Type C, represented only by the Rikvani
diatect, has gone a stage further:

Type C

singular plural

W o— W
j j
r r
Figure 12C: The gender pattern of Andi: dialect type C

The smaller number of animates which were in the original fourth
gender (r-r), mainly denoting insects, were separated from the
other nouns, which denote inanimates, to form a sixth gender
(taking the agreement markers r-j. The system is again
crossed, being somewhat more complex than that of the type B
dialects.

The way in which genders can be lost is illustrated by various
Dravidian languages. The earliest establishable system appears to
be that still found in languages like Tamil. It is a convergent
system, as shown in Figure 13A:

singular plural
masculing I

> rational
feminine i
neuter ——— neuter

i
Figure 13A: Gender in Tamil
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Nouns denoting male rationals () take masculine forms in the
singutar, and rational in the piural; nouns denoting female
rationals {ll) take feminine and rational forms, while nouns
denoting non-rationals (lll} take neuter agreement in both numbers,

Languages like Telugu show a system one stage on from this
(Figure 13B}):

singular plural
=
. | .
masculine rational
nauter neuter

H|
Figure 13B: Gender in Telugu

As compared with Tamil, Telugu divides its nouns into the same

three genders {I - male rational, I - female rational, and Il -

neuter), but it has one less gender agreement form. The loss of

this form has changed a convergent system into a crossed one. The
last stage is found in languages like Kolami (Figure 13C)

singular piurai
masculine ___I_._ masculine
neuter I neuter

Figure 13C : Gender in Kolami

In the Kolami development, all nouns taking neuter agreement in
the singular take neuter agreement in the plural. This means that
we now have a parallel system, and one with only wo genders: 1 -
male personal, and II: all others {as mentioned earlier). A patiern
which remains constant in all these languages is that there are
never more gender distinctions in the plural than in the singular,
an observation due to Greenberg.?4

24, H. Greenberg 'Some universals of grammar with parficular reference to the
order of meaningful elements' in J. H. Greenberg {edilor) Universals of Language,
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So far we have taken the daia for granted, but the coliection of
data can be time consuming and difficuit. There are two. main
methods: informant work and studies based on a corpus {(a
collection of .spoken or written material). 1 will give an
iHustration of each. A project where informant work played a
major rble began after | learned about the following construction
in Upper Sorbian (a Slavonic language spoken in the eastern part of
Germany. [t ties in with the previous analysis of gender:

{18) moj-eho bratr-ow-e dzec-1i
my-GEN.SG.MASC  brother-POSS-NOM.PL  children-NOM.PL
‘my brother's children’

This example also ilkustrates the rdle of theory well. Linguists
react to {18) with surprise and disbelief. But to those who have no
views about syntax and morphology for which they would go to the
stake, (18) may not seem strange. Let us first examine the
different elements of the construction. Bratrowe is a possessive
adiective formed from the noun bratr 'brother’. The adjectival
stem bratrow- takes the ending -e to show agreement with the
head noun dzéc¢i. The problem is mojeho which has no apparent
head; clearly it does not agree with dZzéci, since it carries the
wrong features. It seems rather that its agreemeni controller is a
form of bratr, which is masculine singular and underlies the
pussessive adjective.

Why then is the existence of the construction iustrated in (18) so
strange? Put simply, we expect phrases to be analysable intc
smaller phrases and finally into words in a hierarchical fashion,
and for some words to be further analysable. In this example, the
phrase structure and word structure do not match, as can be seen
from (19}, where the internal phrases are indicated by brackets:

{(19) [moj-eho [bratr}-ow-e d28¢-i]

A second reason why it is strange is that the construction is not
found in some other closely refated Slavonic languages. The first
step then is to check. | went to talk to native speakers, and
confirmed that they accept examples of this construction. Two
related constructions also ocecur: '

1966 {second edition}, Gambridge, Massachuselts, MIT Press,.p. 112,
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{19) StySetaj... Wicazowy hlds, Kkotryz je zastupit
{They) hear Widsz's voice, who is gone in

‘They hear the voice of Wicaz, who has gone in'

The relative pronoun kotryZ is masculine singular; the sense
shows that its antecedent is Wicdaz, the noun underlying the
possessive adjective, and not h#os (which is also masculine

singular}.

The possessive adjective can similarly control personal pronouns:

{20} To je na$-eho

wuclerj-ow-a
thatis our-GEN.SG.MASC

teacher-POSS-NOM.SG.FEM
zahrodka. Wién wiele
garden.NOM.SG.FEM he NOMSGMASC a fot
w njej dZére.
in it works

'That is our teacher's garden. He works in it a lot.'

The personal pronoun wodn takes as its antecedent the noun phrase

nas wucer 'our teacher’, which underlies the phrase headed by the
possessive adjective.

The next step was to ses whether thess
constructions occurred

in. all the languages which could
conceivably have them, that is all the Slavonic family., To find out

whether a construction is impossible, traditional sources are of

fimited help. So over a period of two years | gathered the
judgements of some fifty native speakers. The results are given in
Table 10.

32

i sonal
ibulive relative pes
e pronoun  pronoun
East Slavonic
Aussian
Hussian $19h century)
Qld Russian
Belorussian
Uksainian

South Slavonic
Buigarian

Slovenian

Serbor-Croal

Olg Ghurch Slavonic
west Slavonic

Polish

Czech

Slovak

Lower Sorbian

L
]
»
[
L]
L]
acadorian )
L]
]
Cl
]
L]
&
]

gEENOBRCOBRCOOEOD
pEEELEEEEEEEERE

Upper Sorbian -

i i iective
Table 10: Controt possibilities of the Possessive Adie
: - in the Stavonic Languages

rn Slavonic languages, with
bl tabl? gi\'fes‘ d?it:tamtfcl)l. meTrQZdegeneraiizatiqr?s are iﬁle::é
some e acot t control of the attributive mod:her (a? n e
A Eaccegnly if the second construction (conttrl%i of he
firstlexamp ) n) is accepted, and that only if con o e
rolative B noun | ossible. The hierarchy of three pos! " e
e pronounb l?m?ed under an already postulated hlerafclyme‘Y
O omor beI~1'Sura?chy) so the new claims amount {od rtehzy ey
‘!?t?lfemggce ltﬁe Slavonic 1anguagﬁs ?ézfcios:i'g Or:éatgeé] o

- 0 ) . .

i te xxerm?ir;tatlh: 0;(:;:\):: gfn sgi‘éiai interest here show yariation.
constant,

33




The second major source of data is linguistic corpora. Using this
approach allows the lnguist to uncover subtle effects which are
difficult to demonstrate using informant work. For illustration, |
will present a construction in Russian (predicate agreement with
conjoined noun phrases) which allows iwo alterpative forms. |
believed there were two independent factors involved (the animacy
of the head nouns and the position of the subject, before or after
the predicate). There are thus four possibilities. The details need
not concern us - let us simply call the possibilities A, B, C, D. 1
then collected a cofpus of Russian texts, from the beginning of the
last century up to the late 1970's, of some one million words. 1
read them, recording every example which they contained (728 in
all). The results are presented graphically in Figure 14,

t » + - — +—9
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v ~f i
L 5o , S . "
5 ' v
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H . o *
ERET = K
& .
20 .
.
10 A . .
L]
o
f I 1 . T T 7 T T T 3
Pl , TAL e Coxay Mibzboy Paove  Aadcik SolZooicyn
tes 2ol Galid Vo inovid
— A annnale, == ==1% ipagimate, ---C animate, D inanimate,
sufyect-predicane subject-prativate predicate-subject predicate-subject

Figure 14: Agreement with conjoined noun phrases in Russian

Here we see a clear pattern. Type A {animate noun phrases
preceding the predicate) always scores highest, in lerms of plural
agreement, with 100%. Type D {inanimates following the
predicate) is always jowest. Types B and C come between, but
their relative positions can vary. There are siriking differences
between authors {no two people speak or write in exactly the same
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way), but the variation is constrained by the pattern just outlined.
Note that this procedure involving the scanning of a cotpus is fully

_ replicable.

What then of experiments? A recent project on Russian colour
terms has involved experiments, and increasingly since colleagues
in Psychology have taken a major part in the research. These
experiments do not transfer easily into the lecture theatre, but |
wish to mention them because of the collaborative aspect. Surrey
has been a good place for working with colleagues and | thank them
all, in Computing, Psychology, LIS, HEDERU and Mathematics. | am
also tremendously grateful to the people in the Library, Computing
Unit, Audio—Visual Aids Unit, the Research Committee and BIL. for

their contribution fo research.”®

Let us return to the question of experiments. Traditional
experiments form a smaller part of the typical linguist's activity
than for those in some other disciplines. Many experiments which
finguists would like to carry out are impractical or unethical.” But
this is not peculiar to Linguistics. Physicists would like lo create
a star, but while there are grants for star wars there are none for
star creation. So we have to look for situations which are close to
experimental conditions.?6  These conditions may be found in
groups of dialects or related languages where there are similar
structures, but where slightly different changes occur. In trying
to penetrate the mystery of gender systems, particularly the way
in which gender develops, we would look to a group of Daly River
Janguages (spoken in North West Australia}, which show gender
systems in their infancy. As we saw, the different dialects of
Andi show how a gender system can expand {a four gender system
has been expanded to five and six in different dialects). The
Dravidian languages and the Grassfield Bantu languages show the
reverse - the contraction of gender systems. And closest t¢ home,
the exotlic language English has the remnamts of a gender system
clinging on in he, she and it This is a story | hope to tell in
more detail during the coming months.

25 For help specifically with the preparation of malerials for this lecture | am
grateful to Mr K. Shaughnessy, Mr L Clark, Mr J. Derby, Mr S. Herltage,
Mr P. Jennings and Ms A, Read (AVA), Mr M. Ashworth {Library}, Mr D, O'Brien
{(L18) and to Mrs S. Gee {ELI) and Mrs O. Lalor {LIS) for making the recordings,
26 Ses T. Paleman 'Philosophy of Linguistics' it J. Lyons, R. Coates, M. Deuchar and
G. Gazdar {edilors) New Horizons in Linguistics 2, 1987, London, Penguin,
p. 258,
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WHY DO RESEARCH IN LINGUISTICS?

Our last question is why do research in Linguistics. Having
glimpsed the richness of the world's tanguages, some may feel the
the question has largely been answered. | will therefore add just
three brief poinis. First there is a great deal of work going on in
Computational Linguistics. The goals include interaction with
computers in natural language and machine franslation. Colleagues
in LIS and Computing have just been awarded an ESPRIT contract of
over £400,000 for the Translator's Workbench Project.  Such
developments are exciting but should not obscure the fact that
progress depends on understanding what natural language is.

A second area is speech therapy. Some children, as | mentioned,
have difficulties in learning a first language. Speech therapists do
remarkable work with them. However, they depend in part on the

account of language which linguists provide, and that account
needs improving.

Closer to home is the teaching of foreign languages. We teach
foreign languages, with some success. But again one of the inputs
is an account of natural language and of specific languages, which
must also be improved.2?

While the value of these applications of work in Linguistics is
undeniable, my reason for doing research in Linguistics is to
understand. Understanding language is a path towards
understanding ourselves.

27 See C. Sanders ‘Applied Linguistics' in J. Lyons, R. Coates, M. Deuchar and
G. Gazdar {editors) New Horizons in Linguistics 2, 1987, London, Penguin,
pp. 200224 for a survey of research on foreign language teaching.
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The folowing vote of thanks was given by Professor N. V. Smith,
Professor of Linguistics, University College, London.

Vice-Chancellor, L.adies and Gentlemen,

I'm assured that there are three golden rules for giving a vote of thanks. Unfortunately, no
one knows what they are, so | shall have to improvise. | shall at least try to be brief, though |
fear t can’t be as laconic as the man asked to lecture on "sex” {or was it gender?), who
confined himself to “it gives me great pteasure” and sat down.

What gives me great pleasure is to be associated with the inauguration of one of Britain’s
best and brightest linguists. Grev Corbett is not only an outstanding theoretician, who has
made major contributions to the theory of gender, and issues of agreement more
generally, but he also satisties the layman's stereotype of a "linguist” in that he knows lots
of languages: and not just common or garden languages, but ones like Serbo-Croat and
Sarbian, that most people can't even locate on the map. Almost thefirst ime | came across
Grev was when he submitted a research proposal to the SSRC {(now the ESRC). One of the
spin-offs of his research was to be “A reverse Dictionary of Old Sorbian”, We found it quite

- hard to persuade the finance and economic managers of the Council that this was a

commercially viable product... it says much for the quality of his work that he got the money
notwithstanding. | was recently reading one of his papers that referred to these languages
asweil as to Czech and Chichewa, even to Lak and to Nakh - this latter also known as Bats,
for reasons | won't go into. It is clear that Grev has no “lack” of “knack”.

But as was clear from the lecture we have just been entertained with, G's first love is
Russian. | once tried Russian, but it defeated me. Accordingly, | was delighted to discover
that it almost defeated Maxim Gorky as well. In the sardonically entitied "My Universities”
part of his autobiographical trilogy, he says:

Grammar with all its ugly, narrow rules and ossified formulae, was particularly
depressing and | was quite hopeless at squeezing them into a language so alive and
so difficult, so capriciously flexible as Russian.

Grev - Professor Corbett as 'l have to learn to call him, of course has not only mastered
Russian, but has demonstrated to generations of grateful students as well as us, that
grammar isn’ quite so ugly or ossified as many have feared.

Even Shakespeare pilloried grammar: Jack Cade in Henry VI would have made short shrift
of our new Professor, or indeed of our distinguished Vice-Chancellor, i we judge by his
words to poor Lord Say:

Thou hast most traitorously corrupted the youth of the realm in erecting a grammar
school... It will be proved to thy face that thou hast men about thee that usually falk of
a noun and a verb and such abominable words as no Christian ear can endure to
hear.

We should be thankful to Vice-Chancellor Kelly, himself an Honourary Fellow of the
Institute of Lingulists, and to his respected University for the more enlightened attitude
that tolerates strong linguists as well as strong solids; and that has made this evening
possible and has made it pleasurable - by allowing about him men that talk of a nounand a
verb, ’

Most of all, however, we owe a great debt to Grev Corbett: his erudition and wit have
instructed us today, but more importantly we have been given an augury for the future of
linguistic schoiarship in this University and in this country for the coming years: a good
inaugural is a good dugury and | invite you to join me in expressing our thanks to Professor
Greville Corbett.




