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“It is ironic that the first thing one learns can be the last thing one understands.
[...] Often when students enter their first linguistics class, one of the few things
they know about grammar is that some words are nouns, others are verbs, and
others are adjectives. Linguistics classes teach them many fascinating things that
go far beyond these basic category distinctions. But when those classes are all
over, students often know very little more about what it means to be a noun, a
verb, or an adjective than they did at first.”
[Baker, Mark. 2001. Lexical categories, p. 1]

Course description
In this course, we will go fairly deep into the problem of understanding lexical categories. We
will approach this problem from both a typological and a theoretical perspective. We will see
that deciding whether a word is a noun, a verb, and adjective, or a member of some other category is not always an easy task, even in the languages that we are familiar with; more exotic
languages make this task even more complicated. These problems arise because, surprisingly,
it is not easy to offer a formal definition of what a noun (or a verb, or an adjective) is! In order
to remedy this situation, we will be looking at the different ways in which languages encode
nouns, verbs, adjectives, and prepositions. In doing so, we will understand lexical categories
a bit better, and we will also learn a few new things about both morphosyntax and typology.
There are a number of topics that we need to cover, namely:
• Theoretical grounding of lexical categories.
• Finer divisions within the categories of verb, noun, adjective, and preposition.
• Category-changing morphology.
• Cross-linguistic realization of the previous two points.
• Lexical categories vs. functional categories.
However, if you have any special wishes for a topic you want to discuss (whether it is theoryrelated or language-related), you should tell me, and we’ll try to find the time to discuss
it.
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Pass requirements
• This course is structured as a seminar/reading group. This means that attendance and
active participation are necessary. You cannot miss more than three classes without
proper justification (e.g., if you say you are sick, I’ll need to see a note from your doctor
certifying that you were sick).
• Each week I will assign some article or book chapter in preparation for the following
class, which all students must read. In addition, we will start each class (except for
the first one) with one student making a short presentation (ca. 10-15 minutes) of the
reading assigned for that class. All students must make at least one short presentation.
• Occasionally, I will also assign a small problem set, which must be handed in at the
beginning of the following class.
• At the end of the course, you must write a final paper on any topic of your own choice.
The paper should be around 5000 words long (around 12-15 single-spaced pages, with
a normal-sized font), and it must be handed in no later than Friday March 18 (six weeks
after the last class).
• The last weeks will be reserved for you to make long-ish presentations (about 20-30
minutes) of the preliminary research you have done for your paper.
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