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From Form-Classes to Features 

 

1. Introduction 

We will now leave our historical survey behind and move forward to a description of currently agreed 

upon assumptions of what constitutes a grammatical category. A common consensus amongst linguists 

today is that structuralism, and its excesses, indicate at least three guiding principles for a determination 

of the basic grammatical categories: 

 

(1) Principle A: No upper bound should a priori be imposed on the numbers of basic units that need 

to be posited. 

 Principle B: Morphological form, lexical meaning, and syntactic function are all equally 

determinants of class membership.  

 Principle C: Classes must be identified by a uniform set of criteria, and contrast with 

each other in empirically demonstrable ways.  

 

Principle A marks the break with the classical tradition, and Principle B accommodates the later 

understanding that all three criteria are variously at play in identifying grammatical categories. Principle 

C is a post-structuralist restriction on the excesses licensed by the substitution method and disallows 

overlapping or multiple class-memberships.  

 

In this unit, we will first consider the standard modern definition of grammatical categories and word -

classes, and then build the argument in Section 3 that a ‘grammatical category’ is best conceived as a 

(bundle of) morpho-syntactic and\or morpho-semantic features that may be realised at root, word or 

phrasal levels. 

 

2. A theory-plural approach to the notion of Grammatical Category 

In modern linguistics, the notion of a grammatical category is standardly held to denote the following: 

 

(2) A form belongs to a particular grammatical category X if and only if:  

a. It expresses a meaning that belongs to the same conceptual domain of other members of X; 
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b. It occurs in systematic and similar contrast, along with the other members of X, to other 

categories such as M, N, O, P, Q…; 

c. Its morpho-syntactic expression is relatable (by some rule) to the morpho-syntacticexpression of 

other members of X.  

 

When attention is restricted to word-level categories alone, the term word-class may be used; however, as 

we see in section 2.2, the use of the terms synonymously is fraught with problems. As a first step, 

however, we shall understand what is meant by the notion of contrast invoked in the definition above. 

  

3.  The Principle of Contrast 

Contrast is much more than just ‘difference’—for example, it seems correct to say that a woman is 

differentfrom an apple, but not to say that a woman contrasts with an apple. However, it is possible to 

contrast a woman with a man, in terms of the value of the feature [sex]. No such distinguishing parameter 

can be invoked in the case of women and apples, which is why the statement seems to be odd in a neutral 

context. However, in the context of a discussion of which living things do not have brains, it may well be 

possible to make the statement that in this respect, a woman contrasts with an apple. Let us christen this 

notion of context as the environment of the use of the grammatical form at hand, and define contrast in 

(3): 

 

(3) In a particular environment, a grammatical form X is in contrastive distribution vis-à-vis a 

grammatical form Y if and only if X and Y have different values of a property or set(s) of 

properties. 

 

In linguistic terms, this definition may be used to distinguish say, adjectives and verbs, in terms of ability 

to bear tense\aspect inflections and be marked by the intensifier very. Since in English, an adjective is 

never marked by the former inflection, and a verb never by the latter, adjectives and verbs can be said to 

contrast in these two properties in the language. 

 

The notion of contrast also presupposes across-the board applicability. Implicit in a statement that nouns 

contrast with verbs in English − say, in terms of the parameters of aspectual inflection and the ability to 
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be marked by the definite article − is the assumption that this statement holds for all members of the two 

classes of English words. By this logic, a word like reading in the sentence I invited him for the reading 

cannot be classed as a noun, because even as it is marked by the definite article, it also bears the 

progressive aspectual inflection, -ing. By analogous reasoning, reading cannot be classified as a verb 

either, because it is marked by the definite article. (It is for these reasons that a separate category of 

‘gerund’ is constructed by grammarians of English.). We therefore revise our definition of contrast to (4): 

 

(4) In a particular environment, a grammatical form X is in contrastive distribution vis-à-vis a 

grammatical form Y if and only if all occurrences of X and Y have different values of the same 

property or set(s) of properties. 

 

A third aspect of the notion of contrast is that semantics may also play a deciding role, when one class of 

forms is substituted for the other. Recall that in English, verbal past participles may appear in the same 

position as pure adjectives do (e.g., a hot/bored man), and that there is a systematic semantic difference in 

the meanings the two yield − noun-modifying adjectives are [descriptive], whereas noun-modifying 

participles indicate [result]. A consideration of a larger set of participles confirms this conclusion. Given 

the existence of this regular semantic difference, it would be incorrect to say that participles do not 

contrast with adjectives. We must therefore expand our definition of contrast as in (5): 

 

(5) Principle of Contrastive Distribution 

 In a particular environment, a grammatical form X is in contrastive distribution vis-à-vis 

a grammatical form Y if and only if: 

i. All occurrences of X and Y have different values of the same property/set(s) of 

properties, or 

ii. All occurrences of X and Y show a systematic semantic difference.1 

                                                           
1 The definition in (5) also helps us understand cases where even though there is difference in form, no 

contrast actually obtains. For example, take the case of allomorphy, where a single grammatical property 

can be marked with two or more forms. For example, two of the ways the past tense can be formed in 

English are (a) by suffixation of -ed, as in baked, and (b) by a process of vowel change, as in shook. Since 

this alternation neither indicates a variation in the property [past tense] nor results in a systematic 
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Let us consider a final example of contrast and contrastive distribution that satisfies the conditions set out 

by (5). We can say that the English progressive suffix -ing occurs in contrastive distribution with the 

English past tense suffix -ed, because (i) all occurrences of -ing occur in the same environment as -ed can, 

and (ii) it yields a regular semantic difference, in that all -ing marked forms yield the meaning that the 

event denoted by the verb is ongoing (and all -ed marked forms indicate that it has already taken place). 

 

3.  Theoretical orientation and the choice of “Grammatical Category’  

The ideas of contrast and contrastive distribution have handed linguists a powerful instrument to analyse 

the variation in the world’s languages. Since all traditional presuppositions about the universal ability of 

particular parts of speech have been abandoned, it is now possible to ask questions about whether a 

particular language has the grammatical category [noun] and [verb] as primitive word-classes in the 

language. Such questions have been answered in the negative for the Austro-Asiatic language Mundari 

(Hoffman 1903), and Samoan. Similarly, we can query whether a language has the grammatical category 

of [tense]; in this case, the locus of our enquiry is not necessarily the word, but either below it, as [tense] 

may be marked affixally, independent words, or periphrastically, i.e. with the help of auxiliaries. Chinese 

is one such language considered to lack [tense] altogether. 

 

For most linguists, the description of language variation is not a question asked in isolation, but rather as 

part of a set of ‘big picture’ questions pertaining to language universals. Such lines of inquiry ask what 

linguistic variation in the availability of certain word-classes tell us about the nature of the species-

specific properties of human language, the way in which the mental lexicon is organised, or its relation to 

our cognitive abilities.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
semantic difference, we say that these two allomorphs are not in contrastive distribution. Rather they are 

in complementary distribution:  

Principle of Complementary Distribution:  

A grammatical form X is in complementary distribution with a grammatical form Y if and only if: 

a. All occurrences of X and Y occur in different environments, and  

b. All occurrences of X and Y have an identical semantic import. 
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Such theories may differ as to where they locate their analysis of universals of human language. If the 

universal properties of human language are held to originate from the general properties of human 

cognition, theories may choose the lexicon as the (first) major site of the expression of universal 

properties. Such cognitivist approaches privilege the lexicon in the discussion, because they subscribe to a 

(transformational) syntax-free design of language. For example, given that Cognitive Grammar maintains 

“that a language is fully describable in terms of semantic structures, phonological structures, and 

symbolic links between them (Langacker 2007:427)”, it defines those semantic structures by establishing 

a correspondence with word-classes: nouns typically profile THINGS; verbs typically 

highlight PROCESSES, and so on. A correspondence with form is also established—e.g., the members of 

the word-class noun take the inflectional plural affix, typically take the possessive affix, and typically 

follow determiners and adjectives. In such approaches, the emphasis is on the prototypicality of such 

correspondences between word-class and morphological\syntactic form and function, rather than absolute 

ones.  

 

The link to word-classes and universals is however not a necessary one, as the cognitive linguistics based 

construction grammar approaches to language show (Goldberg 1995, Langacker 1987). These theories 

consider the grammar of a language to comprise of taxonomic networks of families of constructions, 

connected to each other by general cognitive principles such as prototypicality, extension, and the like. 

Since in these theories, a ‘construction’ includes all the units of syntax, the lexicon and morphology at the 

same level of analysis, words have no special status and nor do they encode universal properties. For 

example, in Croft’s (2007) Radical Construction Grammar (RCG), words on their own have only a 

meaning-potential, by virtue of which they may play roles defined by constructions at the word, phrase, or 

sentential level. RCG thus argues that there are no word-class universals and that that the only universals 

of language that hold are the universals governing the mapping of meaning onto form. 

 

On the other hand, if the universal properties of human language are held to originate in a domain-specific 

intelligence with a module dedicated to the knowledge of language, i.e. generative approaches, reference 

to classes of words is rarely, if ever, made. This is because such theories—most famously 

Chomsky’sPrinciples & Parameters(P&P) framework—employ the Bloomfeldian lexicon, which is a list 

of exceptional and idiosyncratic properties of individual lexical items, as the starting point of syntactic 
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derivations. The central idea being that it is the properties of individual lexical items that, operating 

within the system of computation laid down by an innate faculty of language, determine the outputs of 

syntactic derivations, a reference to classes of words is simply impossible. As a consequence, the notion 

of word-class is but a later and superficial generalisation that may be madebut has little theoretical value. 

 

Note also that in such approaches, the lexicon is not considered to privilege words alone, as listemes may 

include functionalitems, such as [tense] and [agreement], [definiteness] heads, etc., as well as lexical ones 

such as nouns, adjectives, verbs, and prepositions. Importantly, since such approaches see functional 

categories as playing an important role in the construction of the syntactic and other formal properties of 

lexical categories, canonical formal and semantic properties of word-classes recognised by other 

frameworks are not treated here as realised at just the level of the lexical category but distributed across 

functional categories at the phrase and even the sentential level.2 For example, a standard P&P approach 

would analyse the formal properties of verbs to inflect for tense and agreement as mediated by the 

involvement of the functional category [Tense] and [Agr], both located outside the verb phrase. 

 

It will be apparent from the foregoing discussion that the term ‘word-class’ cannot be used synonymously 

with the term ‘grammatical category’, and that employing the latter would minimise the bias in our 

descriptive apparatus. The question that now arises is how this decision is to be implemented, given that 

these latter theories differ in the degree to which they consider a particular lexical item’s form and 

function be distributed across the item\phrase\sentence\construction. In other words, what we need to find 

is a sufficiently theory-neutral device that will encode the understanding of grammatical category in (2), 

because these are putatively properties that every theory of language needs to account for. 

 

The device we shall use in this course to represent the consensus in (2) is a feature, originally proposed 

by Trubetzkoy and Jakobson of the Prague School in the realm of phonology, but rapidly adopted in other 

areas of linguistics, for three principal reasons: 

• A commitment to the device of features does not automatically entail a particular theoretical choice of 

how they are to be dealt with—they may equally be checked, valued, deleted, realised, or just simply 

                                                           
2 In at least one such approach (Marantz 1997), even the categorisation of a listeme as a noun or a verb is 

not a primitive lexical property, but rather is derived from its use in the syntax. 
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be definitional of the item in question.  

• The device also does not necessarily entail a specific location or configuration as the domain of its 

distribution or expression—a feature may equally stated to be a property of a morpheme or of the sub-

lexical level generally, the word, the phrase or the construction. 

• The amenability of features to feature geometries, that is the idea that the set of features used in 

description may organise into regularly co-occurring subgroups. This will enable us to capture the 

idea of feature bundles, without any further commitment to how and where such bundles arise. 

 

It has also been argued (e.g. Kenesei 2010) that a move to features addresses and resolves a fundamental 

circularity of definition that underlies linguists’ definitions of word-class.3Kenesei’s insight is that “as 

soon as some word has a property derivative from its class membership, that very property will 

automatically serve as a criterion to define the word-class in question”,leading to a chain of circularity, 

which can only be compounded if we go on to define plural affixes as afixes that attach to nouns.  

 

Features provide a way out of the maze of circular definitions, because reference to word class would not 

be included in the definition of the feature; later, word-classes could be defined as an abstraction of the 

sets of lexical items that share the same features/feature-geometries. Thus for example, we could define 

the features [NUMBER] [NOUN CLASS], etc., in terms that make no reference to the word noun, and 

later define the word-class [noun] as sets of lexical items that bear these features.4 

 

5.  Conclusion 

In this unit we have introduced the principle of contrast which lies at the heart of linguistic description 

and theorising on grammatical categories and word-classes. We have argued that the  the notion of 

grammatical category is best defined through features rather than by appeals to the notion of word class.   

 

                                                           
3A circular definition is one that uses the term being defined as a part of the definition. For example, to say that a noun is one that takes plural morphology entails that 

plural morphology identifies nouns. 

4 Although it may seem that Kenesei’s argument is weighted in favour of the generative enterprise in that 

it renders word-classes epiphenomenal, this is not a necessary consequence. For example, features in a 

cognitive linguistics approach could be ranked according to protypicality, extendability, etc.  
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