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cpre}ace

This is a revised edition of ‘A Generative Grammar of
Tamil’, my Ph.D. dissertation submitted to the Graduate
School of the Indiana University, Bloomington, U. S. A. in
the year 1963. Though several changes and modifications
were made the inner core remains to be the same. I have
had the good fortune of working with Professor Fred
W. Householder, my teacher and advisor who has been a
source of inspiration. I wish to acknowledge my heartfelt
thanks and gratitude to him for his continuous encouragement
and kind help.

When I joined Annamalai University in the year 1965
I got the opportunity to teach ‘Generative Grammar’ and
‘Transformational analysis’ and I have had the benefit of dis-
cussing, with my colleagues and students, many theoretical
questions of a fundamental nature in general and several
syntactical problems of Tamil, the ways and means of in-
corporating them in a grammar like this in particular. I wish
to thank all of them.

Professor T. P. Meenakshisundaran, now the Vice-
Chancellor of Madurai University, then the Director of the
Centre of Advanced Study in Linguistics, Annamalai Univer-
sity was very kind to take up this work for publication and
I like to express my gratitude to him without whose kind
help and constant encouragement this work would not have
seen the light of the day.
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My thanks are also due to Mr. M. Shanmugam Pillai
for his various suggestions, to Mr. K. Rangan who has very
cheerfully prepared the press copy and to Mr. P. Kothanda-
raman for the most strenuous work of proof reading. I am
also very thankful to the authorities of the Annamalai
University and the University Grants Commission. I should
also thank Messrs Azhahu Printers for having executed this
book.
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Ontroduction.,

Since the publication of Noam Chomsky’s Syntactic
Structures in 1957 many linguists from various parts of world
have be¢n showing growing interest in analysing syntactic
structures of various languages using transformational
methodology. The virtues of this technique have been felt
by linguists and when more and more scholars began to
work many short-comings have come to light and as the
result we find several changes and modifications in the
theory. As research in this area is continued in several
quarters we can reasonably expect more and more changes
and modifications. Since the submission of this book to
press many improvements and departures hdve been proposed
by Chomsky and others, which at this stage, the author finds
very difficult to be incorporated. It is the author’s pious
hope that the valuable findings of the present and future
research will be included in the revised edition of this book.

A fully adequate grammar must not only generate all the
well-formed sentences we find in a language but also be able
to show the relation that we find between various constituents
of sentences in an explicit way. Expressions like avan makan
“He (is a) son” and avan makan “his son” are very common
in languages and the relation between avan and makan in the
above expressions must be clearly indicated by any adequate
linguistic analysis.

Another important feature of a fully adequate
grammar lies in the fact that how it takes care of the genius
of the languages. It should account for any apparant
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deviations that we find in certain common expressions. For
example, in language like Tamil, there is concord between
subject and predicate and there are common expressions like
avan puli “He (is like a) tiger” where we find masculine noun
ending with a neuter noun. A fully adequate grammar must
be able to show whether this is truly a deviant expression or
not. As this is a very common expression in Tamil which one
can often hear the grammar must account for such apparent
deviations.!

Not only that, when someone says avan caattan it is
understood by the hearer that the man referred to is Caattan
(identity) whereas in the case of avan puli no identity is involved.
Though both the expressions have the same structure they
are understood differently by the native speakers of Tamil.
This must be explicitly brought out in an adequate grammar.

Many grammatical categories are very simple in the
lower level (traditionally speaking ), but very complex in the
higher level. For example, infinitive in Tamil is very simple
but very complex in the syntactic level. All grammars
and dictionaries without any exception give the gloss ‘to see’
‘to come’ for expressions like kaana and vara respectively.
But one can very easily find that infinitive gives many
different meanings like ‘to see” ‘as one sees’ ‘seeing’ ‘as soon
as one sees” ‘since someone sees’ etc.? A fully adequate
Tamil grammar must not only assign all these meanings to
infinitive but give structural description as well in a most

natural way indicating the possible sources for all these
various meanings.

1. For discussion see the author’s “Elliptical Sentences
in Tamil,” to appear in Linguistics.

2. Seethe author’s *Infinitive in Tamil” (forthcoming).
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In ping-pong dialogues we come across many incomplete
sentences. Though they are incomplete the hearer gets the
complete idea that the speaker intends to communicate.
maturekki “to Madura” can mean different things like “T go
to Madura” “I come to Madura” etc. A fully adequate
Tamil grammar must be in position to show that though it
is only a word it is an elliptical form of various sentences
like naan maturekki vaaRen “1 come to Madura” etc. and
thereby it gives different meanings. As Chomsky puts it ‘A
fully adequate grammar must assign to each of an infinite
range of sentences a structural description indicating how
this sentence is understood by the ideal speaker—hearer’.!

Transformational-Generative grammar developed by
Chomsky and followed by many linguists meets these require-
ments though there remain several questions as to the proper
form of certain rules, organization of the grammar etc.
Though there are many ‘questions of a fundamental nature
yet to be answered no better alternative theories have been
hitherto proposed for the syntactical description of any
natural language.

Transformational-Generative model is applied here to
describe the syntactic structure of Tamil, a Dravidian language
which is one of the fifteen national languages of India. It is
being spoken by thirty million people in Tamil Nad and
another three million in Ceylon. It is also one of the official
languages of Malaya and Singapore. There are also several
thousand people in South Africa, in Fiji and in some other
islands in the South East speaking this language.

1. Noam Chomsky, 4spects of Theory of Syntax M.L.T.
Press, Cambridge, pp. 4-5.




vi

. Tamil has rich literary and grammatical traditions. The
earliest extant Tamil work ZTolkaappiyam is a grammatical
treatise which is considered to have been written before the
beginning of the Christian era.! It is very gratifying to note
that the author of this great grammatical work was aware of
many problems of Tamil syntax, not to mention the excellant
way of his treatment of Tamil phonology and morphology.
If one goes through the various chapters of collatikaaram
(a chapter on Morphology and Syntax) he will venture to say
that at least half of them deals with various problems of
Tamil syntax in one way or other.?

One can very easily find structural ambiguities in any
natural language and one of the qualifications of an adequate
grammar is to account for them in a2 most natural way. While
dealing with such questions Paul M. Postal and Jerrold
J. Katz say ““A crucial syntactic fact about languages is that
there are sets of sentences whose underlying P-markers are
similar or identical although the derived P-markers may be
radicaily different and conversely that there are other sets of
sentences where derived P-markers are similar or identical
although the underlying P-markers may be quite different”.

I am very happy to note that the very same question had
been raised in Tolkaappiyam. It speaks of certain structura}
ambiguities that one can find in Tamil. In cuutram 95 of
VeeRRumai mayankiyal the author explains the ambiguity
found in expressions like

1. T. P. Meenakshisundaran, A4 History of Tamil
Language, Deccan College, Poona, 1965, p.51.

2. See Agesthialingom’ ““Tolkaappiyar’s Treatment of
Syntax” memeo. Annamalai University, 1966.

3. Jerrold J. Katz and Paul M. Postal, 4n Integrated
Theory of Linguistic Descriptions, M.L.T. Press » 1964. p. 33.
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puli kol yaanai
w hich gives two different meanings

““the elephant (yaanai) that the tiger killed”
and

“the elephant (yaanai) that killed the tiger”
It is a happy coincidence that Katz and Postal also give the
example

the killing of tigers

to explain such ambiguity. Though Tolkaappiyam and its
commentators explain this ambiguity in a slightly different
way they also derive the expression from two different underly-
Ing expressions like?
puliyai yaanai konRatu
“The elephant killed the tiger”

puliyaaR kollappattatu yaanai
“The elephant was killed by tiger”

To take one more instance, it has already been pointed
out that an adequate grammar must, among other things, show
the relations that exist between various constituents of various
expressions. The relation between the relative participle and
the head noun in Tamil varies according to the sources of
their derivation.

1. paticce payyan “the boy who read”
paticce paatam “‘the lesson that (someone) read”

W

paticce kanpaati ‘the glasses with which
(someone) read”
4. paticce pallikkuutam ‘The school in which
. (someone) read’

1. For a study of such ambiguities in Tamil see the
author’s “Structural Ambiguities in Tamil”’. Indian Linguistics,
Vol. 26, 1965, pp. 8-17.
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Though all the phrases given above have similar structure
(superficial), the relative participle + noun, the relations
between the participles and nouns are not identical. We find
them

1 a. subject-predicate relation
2 a. object-predicate relation
3 a. instrument-predicate relation
and 4 a. locative—predicate relation

respectively. This can be correctly accounted for by deriving
these phrases from

1 b. payyan paticcaan “The boy studied”’
2b. paatam paticcaan “Someone read the lesson”’

3 b. kapnaatiyttu paticcaan “Someone read with
the glasses™

and 4b. pallikkuutattule paticcaan “‘Someone read
in the school”

respectively. Though the phrases have similar superficial
structure (R.P+Noua) they have different underlying struc-
tures and that is why they give different meanings. This is
what exactly Tolkaappiyam speaks of in Cuutram 234, It
speaks of different relations that one can find between
relative participle and noun. The relations that exist between
the subject-predicate, the objective case-predicate, the instru-
mental case-predicate, the locative case-predicate etc. (in
a different order) are givenin the above cuutram. The
examples given by commentators like Naccinaarkkiniyar and
Ceenaavaraiyar are also Very suggestive.

1. Tolkaappiyam, Co-ﬁatikaaram, Cecnaavaraiyam,
Kazhagam, Madras, 1959, p- 154.
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aatiya kuuttan kuuttan who danced

unta cooRu the rice that (someone) ate

venRa veel the spear with which (someone) won
pukka il the house in which (someone) entered
vanta naal the day on which (someone) came

Tt is true that these are all not stated in an explicit and
orderly way in Tolkaappiyam which has left us in darkness in
finding out the hidden treasure init. It is now really a
pleasure to read this old grammar with the background of
modern transformational theory which helps us a great deal
to understand the master mind of this great grammarian.

The study of Dravidian Linguistics was initiated by
Rev. Robert Caldwel (1814-91) with the publication of his
monumental book ‘Comparative Grammar of the Dravidian
or South Indian Languages.’ Though there was a lull for some
years scholars like L. V. Ramaswamy Iyer, Jules Bloch etc.
have brought out many publications dealing with various
aspects of the Dravidian languages?.

The works of Beschi, Pope, Arden etc. on Tamil are
important, but their methodology? and purposes were different.
They generally deal with Literary Tamil (though they mention

1. Kamil Zvelebil <“One hundred years of Dravidian
' Comparative Philology”, Tamil Culture
Vol. IX, 1961, 181-202.

2. Beschi, C. J. Kotum Tamil (Translated from Latin,
Mohan G. S., Madras, 1343.
Pope, G. U. A4 Hand book of the Ordinary Dialect
of the Tamil language, Oxfod, 1857.

Afden, A H. A Progressive Grammar of the Common
Tamil, Repr. Madras, 1934.
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something about Colloquial Tamil) which is used by educated
Tamils in formal talks, class room lectures, in radio etc.

The first descriptive grammar of Spoken Tamil to make
use of modern structural methodology is Subramoniam’s
“4 Descriptive analysis of a dialect of Tamil”.3 As Subra-
moniam says it fills the gap caused by the lack of a description
of Spoken Tamil.

Subramouniam’s grammar limits itself to phonology and
morphology alone; it does not deal with syntax of Tamil and
the present study is an attempt to fill this gap. It is also the
first attempt to write a generative grammar for Tamil using
transformational methodology.

This study is based on the writer’s own idiolect. The
dialect employed here is the Nanjilnad Vellaala dialect which
is spoken by the vellala community in the Kanyakumari
District, the southern most part of Madras State, South India.

It consists of four chapters (1) Constituent Structure,
(2) Transformation, (3) Lists and (4). Morphophonemics.
Constituent structure deals with the generation of simple -
sentences of two main types, the equational type and the
subject-verb predicate type, all other types being derived from
them in the second chapter. Morphophonemics deals wilh,
as will be explained later, among other things, sandhi rules.
It is not claimed that this is a complete grammar and as the
title suggests only a fragment of Tamil syntax is given.

3. V. I Subramoniam, 4 Descriptive analysis of a dialect
of Tami{, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation submitted to Indiana
University, Bloomington, Indiana, 1957.
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However, an attempt is made to give the salient features of
the syntactic structure of Tamil.

Exhaustive and detailed study of Tamil Syntax under
various heads like, Infinitive, Time expression, Case sysiem,
Relative participle, Verbal participle etc. is being worked
out by various scholars in the Centre of Advanced Study in
Linguistics, Annamalai University.
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1.I. E ---— (VOCD)+SA(C)A(aa)

Tamil sentences (S) can be preceded either by Vocative
Expressions or by Interjections and they are abbreviated here
as VOCI which will be expanded later. :

eey imke vaa Hey, (1) come (3) here!
ayyoo avan cettuppoonaan Alas (1) he (2) is dead

In Tamil there is a group of clitics (C) which can be
suffixed to any one of the constituents of a sentence. Clitics
like faan, an emphatic marker (imke-taan ‘right here’) aavatu
‘at least’ (avan-aavatu ‘at least he’) are abbreviated here as C.
These clitics in turn can be suffixed by —aa, an interrogative
marker. The sign A indicates that the suffix after it can be
suffixed, as stated above, to any one of the constituents of a
sentence (even when they are expanded further), but to one
at a time, inits final stage (i.e. before morphophonemic
changes take place). -aa also behaves like C. There are a
few exceptions to this kind of suffixation which will be taken
care of by certain transformations.

avan ragman A a2a will give
avan-aa ragman  Is he Raman ?

and
avan raaman—-aa Is he Raman ?
avan raaman A\ taan will give
avan-taan raaman  He (is) Raman
and
avan raaman-taan He (is) Raman

avan raaman A\ faan \ aa will give (among others)

avan-taan—aa raaman Is he the one
who is Raman ?
and

avan raaman-taan—aa Is that really Raman?



Since these items are within parentheses showing that the
items are optionally chosen, we will be able to have the
original sentence avan raaman ‘He is Raman’ without any
change at all.

NP
12. S ---— NP + P

VP

Among various types of sentences in Tamil NP, + NP,
the Equational type and NP, + VP, the Subject — Verb
Predicate type are set as basic sentence types by this rule and
all the other types are derived from these sentences by various
transformations at various stages of the grammar.

avan raaman He (is) Raman
avan vantaan He came

The subscripts ‘5" & ‘p” denote that the items with them
are used as subject and predicate respectively. When the
items are given within braces it indicates exclusive disjunction;
Le, in this case NP. is followed either by NP or by VP
but not by both. This can also be represented by putting the
items horizontally within braces separated by commas.

S -—--— NP_+ {Npp,vp}
13. VP ---— (TM)+VP_

By a series of rules, like the present one, VP is develop-
ed further. In a verb predicate sentence we may or may not
have Time expressions (TM) and therefore they are placed
as optional items. TM will be expanded further later.

avan neettu vantaan He (1) came (3) yesterday (2)
avan innekki vantaan He came today



1.4. VPb - (ORD1)+VPc

In Tamil adverbs of ordinals occur optionally before
verbs and rule 4 generates them. ORD; will be expanded

later as NU-aavatu where NU stands for any numeral. In
noun phrases also we may have Ordinals like reptu-aavatu
‘second’ muupaavatu ‘third’ which are used as adjectives,
and to distinguish these two types (ORD; and ORD,) the
subscript ‘1’ is used here.  -aaka, an adverbial marker can .
be added to ORD, whereas this cannot be done in the case
of ordinals used as adjectives (ORD,).

avan reptaavatu vantaan He (1) came (3) second (2)

avan rentaavataake vantaan He came second

155: VPC - - -—— (S0OC) + VPd

SOC stands for Sociative Case Expressions which will be
expanded later. In Tamil we find sentences like :

avan raaman-kuute vantaan He came with Raman
avan raaman-kuute peesunaan He spoke with Raman

Though -kuute occurs in both the cases we find some
difference in meaning and therefore —~kuute denotes not only
sociative meaning but something else as well. This kind of
subtle change in meaning expressed by various grammtical
categories is not dealt with here and it lies beyond the scope
of this sketch.

1.6. VP, ———— (INS) + VPe

d
VP, is unpacked as (INS)+ VP, where INS stands for
the Instrumental Case Expressions.
naan avan-aale vanten 1 (1) came (3) because of him
naan katti-ttu vettunen 1 cut with a knife
naan kapp—aale paatien 1 saw with (my) eyes



1.7. VPe - -~ — (INTE) + VPf
(Intentive) + VP; is the expansion of VP. and this rule
enables us to generate sentences like :
avan raaman-ukkaake ceytaan He (1) did (it) (3) for
(the sake of) Raman (2)
Although in Old Tamil the contrast between the Dative and
the Intentive is not expressed by two different markers —ukku
and -ukkaaka in Modern Tamil we find this contrast
overtly marked in most cases.
avan enakkaake onakku ceytaan He did (it) to you (3)
for the sake of me (2)
1.8. VPf
VP; is further expanded into (DATIVE) + VP,
which in turn will be developed further by later rules. DAT
stands for the Dative Case and this rule will generate
sentences like :
avan raaman—ukku kututtaan He gave (3) (it) to
Raman (2)
naan mature—kki vanten I (1) came (3)to Madura (2)
Thls case will occur only with certain verbs and this selection
of verbs will be taken care of by a later rule in which a
restriction will be made.

- - - — (DAT) + VPg

19 VPg - - —— (COMP) + VPh

Though comparatives in Old Tamil are expressed by the
case marker —in, in modern Tamil they are expressed by
certain post positions which will follow the accusative forms
and this will be dealt with in detail when COMP is expanded
by a later rule. Positive is expressed by like post positions.
(now functioning almost like a suffix) poole and comparative
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by vite. Though there is no separate post position to denote
superlative degree in Tamil the comparative marker when
added to the nouns ellaam ‘all things’ and ellaarum ‘all
people’ gives the idea better than all and this is used as
superlative.
avan raamane-poole ootuvaan  He (1)'will run (3)
like Raman (2)
avan raamane-vite veekamaa ootuvaan He will run
faster (3) than Raman (2)
avan ellaareyum-vite veekamaa ootuvaan He will
run faster than every one (2)

L10. VPy ---—> (ABL)+ VP,

Though ablative is also expressed in Old Tamil by -
when it is added to a noun, in modern Tamil it is formed
when the post position (now functioning as a suffix) (i) runtu
is added to the locative.

avan viittle—(i)runtu vantaan He (1) came (3) from
the house (2)

atu anpankitte—(i)runtu vantu It (1) came (3) from
the elder brother (2)

111 VPi -———>(LOC)+VPJ.

Locative Expressions occur with verb predicate and like
other expressions, ablative, dative etc., they also occur
optionally and therefore they are put in parentheses. This is
expressed by two markers —(ki)¢fe and —/e the former occurring
after the nouns denoting persons and living creatures and the
latter occurring with the nouns denoting neuter things
and living creatures.

avan viitt-le irukkaan He (1) is (3) in the house (2)
atu annan—(ki)tte irukku It (1) is with the elder
brother.






