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The problem of the classification of parts

of speech in the Mongolian languages

Abstract

The question about the classification of pańs of speech in the Mongolian Studies

is far from new, but it is still open to discussion and a solution has not yet been

found. The paper ęxarninęs the evolution of classification offered bY different authors

starting from the 19th century, The authol presents his own classification of parts. of

speech-in the Mongolian languages based on the one determinant-the critęrion of lexical

meaning.

The question about the classification of parts of speech in the Mongolian studies is

far from new, but it is still open to discussion and a solution has not yet been found, Its

history may be rightfulty staried from the first foreign grammar of Mongolian, that of the

old_written Mongolian language written by LJ. Schmidt (1831, § 29, fi6), Being

guided by the experience of resóarch into the Indo-European languages he distinguished

and desóribed nine general types of words in the Mongolian language _ the parts of

speech: 1) the substantive; 2) the adjective; 3) the pronoun; 4) the numeral; 5) the verb;

o) tne post-position speech eiement; 7) the adverb; 8) the conjunction; 9) the interjection,

ńoilowing i.y. sctrmidt the analogous structure was propo§ed in the grammar by

O.M, Kovalevskij (1835, § 30),

The original classification of parts of speech of the Mongolian languages (old-Mongolian

and Cirat-Kalmy-k) was suggested then by A.A. Bobrovnikov (1849, p" 52_55), He

didn't assume as a basis ińe morpho-semantic criterion as did LJ, Schmidt and

O.M. Kovalevskij following the European grammarians. He based himself on the

formal criteria of the grammaticł changeability of words. Three categories of the Mongolian
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words wefe outlined by A.A. Bobrovnikov: 1) the declinable words - the nouns which
include the object, qualitative and relative nouns, the numerals and the pronouns; 2) the
conjugated words - the verbs; 3) the invariable words - the particles. As a matter of fact
the same parts of speech classification as Bobrovnikoy's was suggested in his eaĄ
work by WL. Kotvi ć G9aż,p.52aQ, But later Kotvić rejected the principie suggested
by A,A. Bobrovnikov (KotviĘ 1915, p. 33-35; 1ż9) and distinguished the traditional
(for the European grammars) parts of speech in the Kalmyk language: 1) the nouns
(the substantives and the adjectives); 2) the numerals; 3) the pronouns; 4) the verbs; 5) the
adverbs (including the postpositions and the conjunctions); 6) the interjections. It should be
notedthatitwasAO. Rudnev (1905,p.29,5G57.60)whofollowedA.A. Bobrovnikov
and the earĘ VL, Kotvić. He made c<lrrections in theif scheme and determined six parts
of speech for the Mongolian language having divided them into three groups: 1) the verb;
2) the noun (the substantive, the adjective, the numeral, the pronoun);3) the adveń, including
the particles. In his earĘworls N.N. Foppe arcepted A.A. Bobrovnikov's scheme,
the eaĄ VL. Kotvić and A,D. Rudnev in general and distinguished three groups of
words: the name, the verb, the invariable words (the interjections, the particles) €opp",
19ż9,p,34;1936,p.l,ŁI7).Inhisfurtherwor}s(Foppe, 193'7,p.50-5tr: 1938,p,7L77,
101, 106, 1B1, 188, 19B, ż6ż) he preserved this schemę in general and worked out some
details in the group of nouns having divided them into the nouns with complete changeabiliĘ
and incomplete changeabikĘ. In the first group of words he distinguished the noun in the
truę sense (the object and the quaiitative noun), and also the pronoun and the numeral.

In a specialized article about the parts of speech in the Mongolian language (1940,
p. 1,a7-I73) N.N. Poppe gives a new scheme for the classification of parts of speech
having introduced the adverb and having dętermined ten parts of speech }raving equal
§tatus:

1) the object noun
2) the qualitative noun;
3) the numerals;
4) the pronouns;
5) the verbs (including the partiĄles and adverbial participles);
6) the adverbs (including the adverb- postposition as a transitional category);
7) the postpositions;
8) the conjunctions;
9) the particles, both prepositive and postpositive;

10) the interjections (including figurative and onomatopoeic words).
The evolution of G.D. Sanżeev's views on the parts of speech classification is no

iess interesting. He adopted the term "the object noun" and "the qualitative noun",
having used them in his early work on syntax, (S a n ż e e v, 1934, p, 4M1).In his grammars
of the Kalmyk (Sanżeev, I94a, p, ż6-38) and the Buryat (Sanżeev, 1941,, p.2241)
languages he uses these terms and he gives a scheme for the classification of the parts of
qpeech. In general it is similar to that worked out by N.N. Popp e in his aforementioned
article. The only difference is that G.D. S a n ż e e v determines nine parts of speech (except
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the conjunctions). Later on G"D" S anźeęy developed slightly different views on the

classification of parts of speech in tlre Mongolian and generally in the Altaic languages

(Sanż eev,195ż, p. 8Łi02; 1953, p. 1żĘIż6), He suggested distinguishing twelve parts

of speech in the Mongolian and the Turkic languages:

1) the substantive;
2) the object noun;

3) the adjective;

4) tłre qr-laiitative noun;

5) the nunrerall

6) the adverb;

7) the pronoun;

B) the veń;
9) the postposil.ion;

10) the conjunctions;
11) the particles;

12) the interjections.
As one can see G"n" §anżeev supported in general distinguishing of the object and

the qualitative noun§, as suggesterJ by A..A. Bobrovnikov at one time, Łrut at the same

rime he introduceci the telms "the substantive" and "the adjective". He exPlained that the

difference between thern and the object and the qualitative nouns consists in that the

substantives can only get attributes, whereas the object nouilsż by getting attrilrutęs can

play the role of attritlirięs thernselł,es, and the adjectives can only be attributes, but can

not be substantivŁed, whereas the qualitativę nouns can play the role of attributes and

be substantivized.
So, in the Buryat language thę words like uhaaru'mind', gazar 'grounó', gar'hand', ger

'house', zam'road, way' are the substantives because in thę form of their stem theY can

not be attributes for another word, ancl the lexemes |kę uhąn'lvater', ftłmer'itorł', rnodon

'tree' are the object namęs, so the olrject names not only takę an attribute, but theY PlaY
its role themselves, for exampłe: gunzegl uhan'óeep lvater' - uląan teerrne'water rnill'.

llatrłu twmer'hard lsolid / firm l strong iron' - fiłmer zam'iron road i.e, rallwaY', tłnder

modon 'tall tree' _ modon ger 'wooden house'" T'Łre adjectives are the words which can

only be attributes (whaantai 'intelligent', zońgtoi 'brave', zanta4ar 'big-headed'and so on),

and the object nouns can both be attributes and name the properties, qualities and features.

Let's compare, for example, in the Buryat language: hafułu tumer'hatd l solid / fim /

strong iron' - turnerei hatuw 'hardness / solidness / firmness l strength of iron', hain

Dorzhyn hainiin'kind Dorzhi's kindness'.

Both the Soviet specialists in the Mongolian Studies D.A. Atexeeev (1955),

TA. Bertagayev (1968, p. żaV}aĄ, B.H. Todayev (1951) and others: Sh.

Luvsanvandan (1968), T§. Onorbayan (1998, p,23_36) suggested their own

classification of parts of speech for the Mongolian languages. The aim of this article is

not to review all points of view on this problem because such a review is sufficientlY big

as to require special attention and it has already been studied in detail in the literature.
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3) the conjunctional particles;

4) the article-getting up particles,

III. The expressive words (interjections):

1) the emotionally-expressive words;

2) the volitively expressive words;

3) the imitationally expressive words,

As onę can see, even in this detailed classification, the special group of modal and

figurative words are not distinguished, The first words arę included in the group of the

speech particles (group II). the second ones are in the group of interjections {group III).

Such a varieĘ of views in traditional classifications and the ones based on new principles

is due to the fact that the criterion of classification is not thought out and rnaintained

rigorously. The morpho-sema-syntactical criterion applied in the Indo-European linguistics

is not applicabie for the Mongolian ianguages because their non-derivative parts of speech

and word classes are not distinguished formally. What is morę manv derived words are

formally similar. So, fłrr exarnple, the word-forms taken out of the conteŃ |ike tom'|a.rge'
_ tom 'turn a rope', tav' 'put' - tav' 'fifty', hatan 'the khan's / the prince's wife' - katan

'drying out' (fused advęrbial participle of the verb hat -'dty avt'),

This list of examples is endless for the principal criterion of word classification in the

Mongolian ianguage is semantics, and not simply lexical meaning of a word, but a §pe
of this meaning. Besides, it is necęssary to distinguish the levels of language and speech

as E de Saussure and his foilowers taught. The fact is that on the language level each

word or lexeme fulfils its orvn, clearly definite function and has its own strictly limited

meaning. As for the speech levei, that is, one of usage, these funetions are absolutelv

different, though the meaning, stipulated by its type i-q the same. The word classifications

of every language may be carrięd out both on the ianguage level and at the speech level.

And the success depends on, so to say, "the purity of the experiment". On the language

level the vrords are classes or parts of speech, on thę speech level they are parts of the

sentence. Moreover, when used in speech every categorematic part of speech frrlfiis its

main function and all secondary ones. It is necessary to take into consideration another

condition: only a word that is one of the categorematic part of speech may be a part of
the sentence. A1l existing classifications usually begin with one criterion and end with
another. And logic says for every classification only one criterion for division should be

maintained from the beginning to the end. The simultaneous application of two and more
criteria for division doesn't give a positive result,

Thus we propose to reject both the morphological and syntactic criteria for the
classification of words in the Mongolian languages. This is the semantic criterion that
should be taken as the general principle. VM. Nadelyayev (1988, p,83) pointed to
stability in all ciassification schemes when taking into consideration only the {pe of the

leńcal meaning. First of all there is such a rype as the materiaI meaning. It is proper to
the words which name objects, phenomena, features, qualities, properties, quantities,
circumstances and actions/states. These are so called nominal words with nominative language

function. On the language level their function is nominal. On the speech level it is absolutely



ial group of modal and
ded in the group of the

interjections (group III).
; based on new prinĘles
gbt out and maintained
ndo-European linguistics
lerivative parts of speech

many derived words arę

9 context lke tom'|arge'
re prince's vńfe' - hatan
j).

rord classification in the

rg of a word, but a type

of language and speech

r ńe language level each

s its own strictly limited
functions are absolutely

The word classifications

I and at the speech level.

iment". On the language

v,el they are parts of the

part of speech fulfils its

to consideration another

ryeech may be a part of
: criterion and end with
ln for division should be

llication of two and more

yntactic criteria for the

: semantic criterion that
(1988, p. 83) pointed to

ńon only the type of the

meaning. It is proper to
s, properties, quantities,
with nominative language

rcech level it is absolutely

T}lE PROBLEM OF THE CI-ĄSSIFICAIION OF PARTS OF SPEECH IN THE MONGOLIAN LANGUAGpS 153

different, namely: it is to expres§ the subject and the object of the action, the adverbial
adjunct and the predicate. In spite of this, in the Mongolian languages in their modem
state the rnaterial meaning of such words is constant. They form a separate lexico-grammatical
group of substantives if they narne the objects in thę broad sensę (mo. htźn'man', Lłs

fuńeT' , mod 'lree' , ger'house'). Their categorical meaning is objectiveness or substantiveness.

The words naming features, qualities, properties and so on (mo. sain'good', ih'big', har
'black', bayan'ńc|l, wealthy') form a lexico-grammatical group of adjectives, the categorical
meaning of which is adjectiveness or indicativęness. The words naming numbers, quantities

and all that is connected with them (mo. hoyor 'twa', gurvuui 'three [together], tavdu7aar

'fifth', arvaad'ten pieces for one/ęach, about ten pieces'), form a lexico-grammatical group

of numerals, the categorical meaning of which is quantitativeness or numęrativęness. The
words naming actions/states (mo. avah'ta take', yavah'to go', suuh'to sit', baih'to be')

mnstitute a lexico-grammatical group of verbs, the categorical meaning of which is actionness
or verbalness. The words naming different circumstances (naaś 'hete', adoo 'now', dahiad
'ąain, maś 'very') under which the actions/states are performed form a lexico-grammatical
group of advęrbs. Their categorical meaning is circumstanceness or adverbialness. Thus,
these five lexico-gramnratical groups of words, having constant meaning at the present
synchronic period, form a system of nominative words.

Besides naming words in the Mongolian languages, there is another system of
eategorematic words elaborated on the basis of their process of their historical evolution.
[t doesn't narne but rather indicates objects, features, quantities, circumstances and
actions/states. This special group of demonstrative words also possess materiai meaning,
but it is not constant, but irregular. These words get the meaning of those objects,
features, quantities, circumstances and actions/states which they indicate at the mornent
of speech. If such words indicate ołljects or persons (mo. ene'this', ter'that; he, she', ed
'fiese', ted'those') these are substantive demonstrative words or pronorninal substantives.
§ they indicate features (mo. iim, iimerhilil'such, trike this', tiim, tiimerhilil'such, like that')
ńey are adjeetive dęmonstrative words or pronominal adjectives. If they indicate quantĘ
(ao. hed'how much', ódti, tódii'so much') they are numeratively-demonstrative words or
ponominal numerals. If they indicate actions/states (mo, yaah 'what to do', herheh 'havl
to do', ingek'ane shouid do this way') they are verbal-demonstrative words or pronominal
rerbs. If they indicate circumstancęs (mo. haa, haana fuhęre', end'hete', tend 'there'), they
are adverbially-demonstrative words or pronominal adverbs. In speech the function of these
rords is to substitute nominative words and play the role of that part of the sentence
rlrich was intended for the nominative word in the given speech act (mo, Śireen deer nom
fuina. Bi tuilniig avav. 'Tlterę is a boak on the table. I've taken it'). This system of
denronstrativę words correlates with thę systern of norninative words. The nominative and
demonstrative words form together an independent class of categorematic words having
material meaning.

In the Mongolian languages there are words which don't name and don't indicate
ffiything. They have grammatical meaning and in speech they fulfill the function of lexical
grammatical correlation between categorematic words being in this case purely formal
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syncategorematic words. As far as they have another type of lexical meaning differen:

from material one, they can't be given the same status as the categorematic words becau-ę

they do not possess equal rights with them and futfill only syncategorematic function
They can't be sentence parts. Inside their group they are dil,ided into postpositions (mo.

hamt,bur. hamta,kalm. hamdan 'together'; rno", bur. ruhai,kalm, tusknr'about'), conjunction-.

(mo., bur. ba, bolon, kalm, boln 'and'; mo. herev, bur. herbe, kalm. kemr 'if'), predicative

copulas (mo. yum, món 'is', bilee, san, yulnsan 'was'; bur. yum, mtin 'is', belei, hen 'wts".

kalm. yumn, món 'ts', biki 'was'), subject indices (mo. bol, bolbol, min', ćin', n'; bur. bolboi.

hadaa, ślzl), words-substantivators (mo. min', ćin', n', gedeg ćin', gedeg n', gegć n', gesen ćin':

bltr. śni, mni, n', geeśe, geeśeśnl), auxiliary verbs (mo. baih, bur. baiha, kalm. btirjh 'to be'

etc.). These words form an independent class of syncategorematic words on the basis of
the grammatical meaning of the same Ępe.

In the Mongolian languages there are such words which have only modal meaning

and express only the speaker's attitude towards the sr:bject of the statement (mo. magad,

magadg)i, baidź magadgili, bur. magad, kalm, magad, magad uga 'very likely, probably').

They are retrevant to all of the sentence and can't be its parts: not main, nor secondary,

This group of words consists of different modal particles, words and word-combinations,

sometimes of whole expressions. We distinguish them as an independent class of modal
words. In the Mongolian languages there are also such words which have affective meaning

and express different emotions, feelings and will (mo. aa!, ee!, yoh!, uhai!, urai!). These
are so called interjections or affective words. They can't be sentence parts either. We

distinguish them as an independent class of affective words.

Lastly, in the Mongolian languages there are quite a lot of words which don't name

and indicate anything, don't fulfill auxiliary functions, don't express attitudes towards

a statement and don't express any feelings or emotions. These words convey ditTerent

images which a man gets from outside. Different substantives, adjectives, verbs, adverbs
are formed from a lot of these words by means of special word-building models. But
these figurative words are not parts of speech by themselves. The figurative words are

subdivided into: 1) the words of acoustic perception (onomatopoeic: mo. pur pur hiih'to
bubble', bur. har har gehe 'to grit', kalm. bur bur gih'to mumble');2) the words of visual
perception (image-bearing: mo. nigdegneh'to go-about a stooping or humpbacked person',
bur. barbaiha'to be shaggy', kalm, musg-musg gih'to smile with curved lips'); 3) the words
of sensib]e perception (mo. baruaih,bur. bauaiha,kalm. barzah'to be rough to the touch');
4) the words of figurative perception of an action (mo. coo cohih,bur. soo sohiho, sooro
sohiho, kalm. coo cokh 'to hit in such a way that a hole is made'). Such words are also
united into an independent class of figurative words. Within every class there is an inner
classification, but with its own specific criteria. The language is quite a flexible system

constantly renewable and developing. That's why the process of replenishing these words
is also constant including thę transference of lexemes from one class to another using
different morphological processes in which affixation and lexicalization of different word-

forms play a great role.
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We propose our own classification of the Mongolian languages words. It may be

in the following generalized scheme,

The categorematic words:

1. The naming words:

1) the substantives;

2) the adjectives;
3) the numerals;
4) the verbs;

5) the adverbs;

2, Thę demonstrative words:
1) the object-demonstrative words;

2) the qualitatively demonstrative words;

3) the quantitatively demonstrative words;

4) the actionally demonstrative words;

5) the circumstancetively demonstrative words.

The syncategorematic words:

1. The prepositions,

2. The conjunctions.

3. The predicative copulas.

4. The indices of the subject.

5. The words-substantivators.

6. The auxiliary verbs.

The modal words:

1. The modal particles.

2. The modal words.

3. The modal word combinations and expressions.

The affective words:
1. The emotionally perceptible words,

2. The stimulatively willing words.

The figurative words:
1. The words of acoustic perception (onomatopoeic).

ż, The words of visual perception (image-bearing).

3. The words of sensible perception.

4. Thę words of image-bearing action.

Of course, this scheme doesn't pretend to be the final word, it can be made more

and restructured. But by following one determinant criterion, in our casę that of

Ępe of the leńcal meaning, and to stay on the language level, the classification turns

like this, It is however a classification that emerges if as in our case, one detęrminant

thus of lexical meaning is used and one examines the language used and one

the living language.
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Abbreviations

mo. - Mongolian
bur. - Burvat
kalm. - Kalmyk
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