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A Parametric Approach to Comparative
Morphology

MINEGISHI Makoto

Research Institute for the Languages and Cultures of Asia and Africa,
Tokyo University of Foreign Studies

Keywords: Morphological typology, Definite Category Language, Indefinite Category
Language, Non-Category Language

The paper examines the Japanese genealogy from a different point of view, that is,
morphology, as no language has so far been found whose vocabulary convincingly shows
genetic affinity to Japanese.

I propose the parametric comparative morphology, which formalizes the grammatical
properties in a word or a phrase as variables and values.

Following the definition previously proposed in Minegishi (2000), we introduce the

symbols used for formalization as below,

(32) Parameter m: the number of grammatical properties G in a given syntactic
domain,
Parameter n: the number of values for the grammatical properties,
J,k: constant number,

{ }: syntactic domain, i.e., any word or phrase.

We further introduce a terminology for classification based on m, the number of vari-

ables G and n, that of values for G in a syntactic domainas follows.

Definite Category Language (DCL): both m = j and n = k (constant)
Indefinite Category Language (ICL): either m # j or n # k
Non-Category language (NCL): no G exists in the syntactic domain.

The above definition means that DCL can be described as paradigm, whereas ICL and
NCL cannot. Taking an example of Japanese verb complex, we showed why paradig-
matic description is inadequate for ICL, as it allows multiple appearance of grammatical
categories such as ‘passive’ and ‘causative’ in the same verbal complex in different order.

The parametric definition above was originally introduced for the descriptive study of

languages. In this paber, we apply this to the genealogic study because these morpho-
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logical types seem more stable as compared to the vocabulary.

We claim that the parametric classification provides a new perspective for the geo-

graphic distribution as follows.

1

Indo-European languages, regardless of the superficial differences in their degrees of

fusionality, can be classified as DCL.

. Since Finnish, Arabic and Hebrew words are shown in a clearly finite paradigm in

previous descriptions, they are obviously regarded as DCL.

. Some languages like Turkish and Dravidian languages, which used to be classified

as the agglutinating type, would be re-defined as DCL, although closer examination

would be necessary.

. If the above languages, including not only Indo-European, but also their neighbor-

ing languages of genetically different origins, such as Afro-Asiatic, Uralic, Altaic,
Dravidian, can be classified as DCL, it follows that DCLs have wide and continuous

geographical distribution.

. By contrast, NCLs or isolating ones, such as Thai, Laotian, Khmer, Vietnamese,

and Chinese, are concentrated in mainland Southeast Asia and East Asia.

. Although Japanese is ICL, we do not have the other languages classified as such for

now. Most probably, Korean may be ICL, according to Noma (1997), as its syntax
is almost similar to that of Japanese. Austronesian and Paleo-Asiatic languages

may be candidates for ICL.

In order to find ICLs other than Japanese, closer re-examinations concerning Korean,

African, Paleo-Asiatic, Pacific and American indigenous languages, etc. would be neces-

sary. In this context, it is noteworthy that the morphology of Yupik Eskimo, according
to Miyaoka (2002), shows that it is obviously typical ICL.
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