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Stanislav Kavka

ON SOME PROBLEMS OF ATTRIBUTE POSITION IN CZECH AND
ENGLISH

(An Attempt at a Contrastive Czech—English Approach)

The present article deals with two questions which due to their practical
application seem to be very important and cannot simply be taken for
granted. They also become quite complex, though not perhaps complicat-
ed, if viewed diachronically and examined in two or more languages. The
first question is the position of an attribute, namely whether it precedes
or follows its head—moun, the other question, perhaps much more interest-
irg and noteworthy, is the mutual order of attributes in a string.

I. It is commonly known that in both Czech and English the attribute
stands in front of its head—noun, while in Spanish (and other Romance
languages) it usually follows. Yet the situation may sometimes be revers-
ed — under certain circumstances; the 'specific' position is then believed
to be functional, it becomes marked. We should ask ourselves (1) what is
it that governs the generally unmarked position of the attribute, and (2)
what are the circumstances that make the attribute occur in the function-
ally marked position?

(1) We can see that whilst in O1d English the adjectival attribute
was placed before its noun,! in Czech it has stood both in front of and

'An examination-of Anglo—Saxon texts gives proof of this; perhaps in
some cases, such as with "eall’ and exceptionally also with genitive forms,
postposition occurred. But in Gothic, postposition is statistically more
frequently used, though there is also a certain tendency or preference for
anteposition. Moreover, both in Gothic and Old English the NP need not
be a compact unit, that is, sometimes the attribute was separated from
itz head by other sentence members. These statements, fairly general as
they are, should of course be viewed only in the limits of actual syntactic
possibilities, because of the lack of written records of informal style. In
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after the head. As was shown by ERTL (1918) and others, even as early
as in Old Czech there was a tendency towards changing the postposed
nomingl attribute into the congruent adjective-like attribute which has a
fixed position before the head—noun.2 According to J. BECKA (1932},
anteposition of the attribute now accounts for some 80-90 per cent of
cases, and the spoken language definitely tends to make full use of this
unmarked position. Regular anteposition has perhaps much to do with
the fact of fixed wordorder, which is very patent in English3 and has been
recognized,to some extent, in the development of Czech syntax, too. But
this explanation is not satisfactory: it does not explain the fact in Czech
the adjectival attribute is morphologically distinguishable and yet is still
syntactically fixed; and it is also unsatisfactory as regards the situation in
Romance languages — by pointing to the Latin origin, we only shift the
problem back, facing the very same question: why in Latin, a highly
inflected language, does postposition predominate? Unfortunately we
have not found, in the literature, any unequivocal tendency, based in

the middle period of the development of English, however, postposition of
attributes became more frequent, especially with participles and learned
words; we can admit that this was due to the influence of French and
Latin (which was not excluded, of course, even in older times).

201d Czech inherited from Old Slavonic a lot of adjectives based on nom-
inal expressions and these were also derived in the same way, e.g. nedo-
statek vodny (i.e. vody), vinné shieranie (ie. vina), evidently with a
strong tendency to anteposition. The abundant postposition of attributes
in later stages is explained by the influence of Latin.

SPALM (1911}, for instance, claims that in the oldest periods of the
development of languages postposition of attributes was taken to be
general, that is unmarked. And he points to the process of 'wiping off'
characteristic, clear—cut morphological signals with adjectives (inflected
for hundreds of years), and to the process of fixing word order. He even
argues that adjectives do not differ from predicatives more than perhaps
participles from supines; and indeed, the category of adjectives has
always been somewhat neglected, from Dionysius through to Allan,
Lakolf and others.
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linguistic terms, which might govern the ynmarked position of the attri-
bute. Some sort of attempt was made only by adherents of psychological
trends in linguistics in the 19th century, but their opinions should not he
overestimated.4 Nevertheless, the functional approach to the problem does
not, ultimately, require a definite answer: we follow the conviction that
the more important point is what makes a speaker choose the position
that is not typical at the contemporary stage of language development.
Certainly, if the reasons for marked positions become less specific, then
marked positions may become unmarked, and vice versa, provided that
the grammatical system of the given language allows for this. It may
therefore be feasible to accept general postposition of attributes in the
oldest stages of languages, if we consider the problem in broader outline.
And at the same time we can rely upon the relative stability of synchro-
nic data, as far as the discussed problem is concerned. It is evident that
anteposition- has been and surely will be unmarked functionally both in
Modern Czech and in Modern English. {From now on we shall leave other
languages agide.)

(2) The marked position of attributes can be defined quite easily
and also with great accuracy. In English it signals either collocations of
Romance origin, or certain grammatical condensations, e.g. Court Mar-
tial, knight errant; any case possible, people present. In Czech, postposi-
tion of attributes exists in certain fixed word units (a list of which can be
found in ’I‘RAVNiCEK, 1951, par. 607). Moreover, and more important
still, it is a matter of stylistic differentiation: if the attribute stands after
its head, its position is felt to be looser'7 more independent — that is why

4Thus McKNIGHT (1897), PALM (1911) and others, referring to univer-
sality of the principles governing word order, want us to believe that the
way of ordering words reflects the national characier: anteposition of
adjectives is said to require more attention and therefore it is characte
rigtic of a phlegmatic nature, while postposition points to a sanguine
temperament, which disregards the whole and concentrates more on what
is just being uttered. :
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postposition is used to express emphasis {especially with the connotation
of contrast), to render unsteadiness (i.e. of properties expressed by adjec-
tives} and to create scientific terms.5

If. I we want to deal in greater detail with the problem of mutual
ordering of several attributes, we do not have to carry on the discussion
on ante— or postposition in general. What we are obliged to do, however,
is to make an analysis of identical sentence tracks in English and Czech;
it seems that these can best be determined by means of the tagmemic
approach. Briefly, what the method entails is that the tagmeme is defined
at different levels (sentence, clause, phrase, word) as a correlation of
function and means fulfilling the function. The function proper exists in a
certain place denoted as a SLOT (5); that is to say, at the level of the
noun phrase (NP) So must be considered a minimal representation of the
NP, and a number of further Ss, in both the positive and negative direc-
tion, are available for an expanded NP.

N Sa4+83+ .8
NP SO + {S+1 + S+2 "I“' - S+:}

Further on, we shall agree on a definition of attribute, by which we shall
understand an entirely grammatical category; its juncture with the head-
—noun tagrmeme (T ) is expressed in terms of the relationship of grarmma-
tical dependence. And now the sphere of our study may be defined quite
precisely: it will cover atiributes in positions 5.4 to S which have mainly
the following grammatical forms:

SHere we follow the distinctions stated in BAUER-GREPL's Skladba
spisovné &edtiny (Syntax of Standard Czech, Praha, 1970, pp. 130-131),
where postposition of adjective attribute is classed as topical £m0tiva,ted)
or non—topical (in Czech: aktudlni — neaktuéini). In the former case
postposition is preferred in order to stress the property expressed by the
adjective rather than the meaning of the head—moun, in the latter case
traditionalisms (of the type Krdlovstvi deskd) are referred to.
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adjectives
nouns
Atir, — 1 adverbs
participles

determiners
L J

No malter how narrow this sphere may be, it offers great scope for fur-
ther investigation. First of all, we would like to know whether the order-
ing of attributes is, from the point of view of their functions, unchange-
able in either language, i.e. whether it may be considered universal, and
whether it is possible to make out any general tendency or regularity
which controls ordering. ‘

The problem of mutual ordering has-been discussed by many
linguists; we have to admit, however, thal the observations made by
Anglo—American authors are influenced largely by subjectivism, while
Czech linguists do not wish to admit that there may be more than two
attributes in one string. (Contrary-to older stages of the Czech language,
- grouping of attributes may occur quite freely nowadays and is accepted as
normal even by stylists.)

The first thing we find in analysing an English NP is the presence
of a 'minimum' attribute, known as the article, which signals the exist-
ence of the NP. If there is no other attribute, the NP may be referred to
as minimal. In Czech no article exists, but since articles are included in a
more general category of 'determiners’ (D), there are evident parallels in
the two langunages:

the, a(n), 8 /-

D— no, any ... / #4dng, kterykoliv ...
this ... / tento ...
my, John's... [ milj, Janfivé...

6According to SPANGLER. and others, further grammatical forms could
be included here, i.e. numerals, intensifiers, etc. Nevertheless, as determi-
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The presence of D divides the whole string of attributes into two parts,
ie. inner and outer:

’ outer string ‘ Th ‘ inner string 1 Ty I
’ Spwn lSD‘ 84 ‘so }

Having carefully examined a few hundred excerpted NPs we come to a
number of conclusions which we shall briefly cornment on.

(1) Positions in the outer string of an NP in English are obligatory
and there are three of them: S.i, 5.1, S-wo. The position S_ip precedes
that of determiners, e.g. all these years, such a (nice) man, rather a (big)
question. The next pogition, 5.y, 15 occupied by certain intengifiers, such
as 'so, too', which determine a following attribute, e.g. so large a baby,
too small an area. As can be observed, these intensifiers generally attract
their attribute and therefore exclude the class of pre-determiners. Final-
1y, the position S« is reserved for what may be termed limiters, e.g. even
a little touching, only too vague an indication, not too serious a ione.

S S-x+1 S-x+2 SD

even rather, what, all, both, the

only such, half, quite, many thig

not my
80 adj.attribute a(n)
too

Note: It should be observed that the ordering presented in the table
holds for the classes of tagmemes in their entirety (in a hori-
zontal direction), but only partly indicates the compatibility
of concrete lexical itemns.

ners we only consider those forms that are mutually incompatible.
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In Czech only two functional slots can be taken into account; they
seem. to be parallel, both functionally and with regard to the equivalence
of lexical items (except 'half’), to the English positions S, and S.v, €.g.
mnohym svym tvrzenim, jen cely ten (nesmirny horizontalni) cin#sk. The
Czech language does not possess the S.x:q position, simply because there is
no article as a form of D. Should we accept the existence of a complex T
in the position {S.1 ~ S}, 1.e. & Toxe determining T_yio on a hierarch-
ically lower level, then in English, too, we might consider there to be only
two functional slots in the outer string. (We can note that with Ds other
than the article, the potential positions Sus & Sy may be realized
functionally within the inner string, as in Czech, e.g. this so desperate a
plan, (jeji) tak zativd plet. This also holds, as a matter of fact, for some
lexical items in S.x.a, such as 'quite' and 'rather') A somewhat more
difficult problem is the compatibility of the concrete lexical items of the
given function. Nevertheless, we believe that the clue may be looked for
in answering the primary question on determiners: where determination is
carried out by deixis to the context, no further determination in terms of
the extra—linguistic situation can be made simultaneously within the
same S. In Czech the function of the. article is absent, and therefore the
selection and mutual compatibility of concrete lexical items of the D clags
is dependent on the regularities of so—called 'sememic gyntax'. Thus,
unlike in English, we come across such wordings as néjaky ten roménsky
kostel, téch jeho &astl.

(2} In either language the inner string may be coherent, if every
single attribute is related to the head, or complex, if the attribute is
determined first and only then related to the head, e.g. a powerful shap-
ing force vs. entirely distinct types; zavalité transportni lodi vs. velmi
pékny obraz. We enquired into the question whether the presence of a
complex T had any influence upon the ordering of attributes, and having
examined a sufficient number of excerpts we came to a definitely negative
answer. Both in Czech and in English a proportionally equal number of
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complex Ts occurred at the beginning, in the middle and at the end of the
inner string. Hence the T may be defined as any 'slot-filler' that is relat-
ed, syntactically and semantically, to the expression functioning as a
minimum representation of the NP as well as this expression proper. And
consequently, the positional ordering within the complex (inner)string is
basically the same as in the coherent one.

Treated from the same functional point of view, Ts seem to reveal
a strong tendency to be repeatedly placed within the same slots of the
inner string. Thus those opening the inner string represent the category of
number in the widest sense of the term: here we consider not only numer-
ical indications of number, order or sequence, but also extra—numerical
references, e.g. the six pink roses, our first romantic poet; sedm Ceskych
montérll, kaZdy jiny lidsky tvor, etc. The: superlative, as a definitely
formed semantic class, is also associated with the above—mentioned
category, namely the extra—numerical indication of number, or the func-
tion of individualization. Together with the comparative, where the
function of placing on a scale can be identified, it stands very close to the
beginning of the inner string. Examples: the roughest Channel gale, her
most important foreign relationship, the richer eastern portions; nejhustsf
#ivé ploty, vétdf gotickd jidelna, etc. The common function of all these Ss
is the limitation of occurrence, which is achieved, as pointed out above,
by means of reference (i.e. deixis; here some points of contact with the D
class may be observed), quantification and placing on a scale. Let us

denote the tagmemes within this part of the string as T A far more

Lim’
complex class i constituted by attributes displaying a descriptive func-
tion in the narrow sense of the word; these T 's are believed to follow

T

Desc

a-
Lim &
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Lim

NP = T + 4T

Desc

TLim + TDesc

L

The descriptive function proper is fairly extensive and may be understood
ag referring to physical propereties, such as size, colour and the like, or to
material, provenance, similarity, place, time, appurtenance, etc. In more
abstract terms it will suffice to describe the semantic functions under the
heading 'qualifying’ and 'referential’, respectively. It should be borne in
mind that there are no sharp boundaries between the classes and subclas-
ses of either the semantic or the grammatical categorization of attributes,
and there is a fairly close affinity between the two categories.

As we have stated, this categorization is far from exhaustive, yet it
may be considered to suffice for defining mutual ordering. Let us consider
the TD esc with a qualifying function. We can possibly make a hypothesis

based on the observations made hitherto and comfront it with actual
usage. Namely, if the transition between TLim and TD ese is represented

by forms of comparative and superlative, which are in fact a semantic
expression of integration of quality and quantification {(in the senge of
individualization} or position on a scale, then the actual quality has to be
able to show its degrees. Hence it follows that the denoting of colour
should not precede that of time and size; and indeed, excerpts give proof

of the order {...T . + T, -} €8 a nice big white cap; ohromn4 cernd

size
iZovka. Sporadically, in English texts only, we come across a reverse
order, too, e.g. white narrow roads, and we feel that even in Czech the
ordering bilé iizké cesty might also be acceptable (while, most probably,
we should not accept 'derny mocny mrak' or 'dernd velks sluzebnd'}. The
category of time is also worth noting: it seems to occur closer to the
beginning of the inner string or closer to its end — statistically, these
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tagmernes mostly stood in front of T col? &8 @ new dark suit, a quiet old

rectory gardem; a splendid old place; nové Cervend stfecha, stary hlindny
hrnec; bohaty mlady muZ The concrete lexical items 'young/old' tend to
form, with their TI—I’ words on the level of compounds, e.g. an old man/-

stalec, a young lady/sle¢na; it might seem that this position occurs in
English only, but even in Czech these attributes go close to the TH'

Finally, it may be observed that a T of referential function

Desc
stands closest to the Ty €8 the newly drained river valleys, véerejsf

cigaretovy kou¥, etc. Hundreds of such instances also show that reference
by means of proper names is usually made prior to any other referential
means, e.g. English prose literature, anglickd chrdmové architektura, etc.
Without presenting further excerpted instances, we can argue that
English and Czech are highly parallel in the sphere of semantic relations
within NPs. Moreover, we are inclined to declare that there is total
concord in the deep structure of the two languages and to support MAR-
TIN's opinion on universality in the choice of adjective order,” in linguistic
terms. Obviously, the surface structure will exhibit differences, such as
forms of determiner, possessive forms of nouns, relational nouns, com-
pound words, possibilities for conversion of parts of speech, and the like.

Iil.  What is it that controls the ordering of Ts? We cannot reject the
view that it must be a result of various factors, namely phonetic (thythm,
euphony), grammatical (forms of attributes) and lexical. Nevertheless, if
we have limited the sphere of our investigation to the string S-; to S.y, we

"MARTIN says that if the constraints on the order of adjective choice are
independent of particular syntactic constraints and dependent upon
psychological constraints affecting accessibility, the order of choice of
adjectives may well be universal for speakers of all languages.
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do not necessarily have to deal with morphological criteria; and more-
over, supporting COLE's opinion that certain syntactic rules are based on
semantics, we are convinced that the primary, decisive criterion will
always be the semantic viewpoint.8

By means of appropriate application of the functional sentence
perspective to the complex NP, we arrived at a theory of the principle of
'onomasticity distribution' (OD), which identifies the degree of naming
value {NV) existing between the given T and TI\{‘ To a certain extent the

ordering of premodifying attributive tagmemes may be regarded as a
mirror image of the predicative order of clausal elements; nevertheless,
even though attributive determination is nowadays generally regarded as
predication without temporal and modal exponents?, the distinction at the
level of semantics cannot be denied. Therefore we support the Prague
School idea of defining predication as a process of creating a new naming
unit which is homogeneous and adequate to the basic expression (i.e. to
Ty in our case) and which expresses but one notion again. We suggest

that, semantically, the given T of the NP occurs at a certain point on the
scale of onomasticity in relation to its Tyy. There must, naturally, exist a

zero NV, which represents an element before the speech proper; and there
must be a minimum NV, applying to the grammatical rather than the
semantic function, i.e. to articles and related means (TD). Maximum NV,

on the other hand, can be seen in those functions which are indubitably
naming units proper, both in and outside the given context, e.g. high

8Bven those who do not draw any definite conclusions, for instance MAR-
TIN, claim that normal preferred adjective ordering is neither syntactic-
ally nor pragmatically based.

9This i3 the opinion of CHOMSKY and his followers; but even as early an
author as PALM (1911) writes that the attributive use of adjectives is a
later stage of development from. the predicative use.
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blood pressure; vysoky krevni tlak. Every T is believed to occur in a
certain position within the range

zero NV < max NV

We also claim that the principle of OD can be applied generally, under
any circumstances, and that it makes it impossible for Ts to show equal
NV. This fact is reflected in the very linear ordering of Ts: that is, NV
and the position of a given T are interdependent phenomena. Further-
more, we argue that NV rises constantly and continuously, with obvious-
ly smooth transitiona:

(per0) - NV(T) <. < NV(13) < Nv(T) < () <
<ma.x

It is natural that a higher NV is found in TDes c‘s of referential function

than in those with a qualifying function, since there is a better chance of
creating a mew naming unit in those functions which can be aseribed
repeatedly. It means that the closer NV(T*) approaches MAX, the more
difficult it will be to separate the respective attribute from its TH' In

other words, if the link between T* and TH is perceived as forming a

compound, interposition of a further T will normally be rejected. A
skeletal model of the normal preferred ordering is believed to read as
follows:

deix

dei +Tquant+Tscale+Tt1me gize

Tp+T Lim Lim des c/qual + TDesc/qual +

phys col proper place
T g+ T 1+ T f+T + TH

Desc/qu Desc/qua Desc/re Desc/ref
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The statements above can be documented by hundreds of examples, of
the type jejich vysoké hubiaté koZeSinové éepice; their tall hairy fur caps.
It is interesting to note that in certain cases the attributes may be swap-
ped: thus, besides the examples already discussed, white narrow roads,
mocny éerny mrak and the like, similar occasional shifts of position can
be considered in, for instance, (1) his Jong white pipe, (2) their dark long
robes, (3) mendf 3tihld holka, (4) holy vysoky skalnaty bieh, (5) mnohé
Jjubilejni divadelnf adaptace, (6) pét tisic takovych ubikaci, (T) peasants’'
burned—out hovels, etc. Nevertheless, we must be aware of the fact that
native speakers would normally accept only certain switches such as (1)
his white long pipe, and conversely (2) their long dark robes, (4) vysoky
holy skalnaty bieh, possibly also (3) §tihld men3f holka, while they would,
most probably, hesitate over (4) vysoky skalnaty holy b¥eh or (5) mnohé
divadelnf jubilejni adaptace. Moreover, they would not change the order-
ing, in one and the same meaningful context, of (6) and (7), becatse {6)
takovych pét tisic ubikaci and (7) burned—out peasants’ hovels express,
respectively, quite different ideas. What is the clue to acceptahbility or
unacceptability of positional switches? We would venture to claim that
the explanation is in the above—stated thesis of a smooth, constant rise in
naming value. To keep to this smooth tramsition it is necessary, at the
same time, to consider and eliminate the potential tension which might

occur at boundaries between functional slots, say between TLim’

These fref and Tpo.. Jqual In practice, the swapping of attributes is
more flexible within the framework of the same more generalized function
and in cases where NV tends to be close to minimum. But if such swap-
ping is carried out elsewhere, and over those potential boundaries especi-
ally, then any offence against the smooth progression of NV results in
inappropriate positioning. In this connection we must also recall what
follows from our theory: the characteristics of T function need not have
anything in common with morphological signals. Thus, for instance,
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mendf, though a form of comparative, performs a descriptive rather than
limiting function in (3) and it may easily be swapped with #hi4, evident-
ly with the same descriptive qualifying function. On the other hand,
peasants’ in (7) can be regarded either as Tp or Ty esoBiVing the NP

quite different meanings.10

CONCLUSIONS

Only after completing the present contribution can I see that another
mammoth piece of work could be started straightaway. Perhaps it is not
a strange, original idea to take so—called problematical things for granted
until they are approached scientifically. Then the potential problems
become genuine problems, calling for even more satisfying solutions.
Attribute position is no exception. I wonder- how many people have ever
even thought of these things. Even interpreters probably do not take
much care, and rely on what is usually called 'intuition'. Luckily enough,
they are mostly quite capable of handling the complex NP. It should be a
linguist's concern to ask what processes, more or less complicated and
ultimately linguistic as they are, have to take place in order that an
utterance in one language may convey exactly the same information as
the corresponding utterance in the other language. Or is it Teally easy for
everyone to render such NPs as devét Sokratovych hlav, these nasty
women's employer's clothing, the pleasant house property tax office
furniture?

10In cages like this we cannot expect identity between Czech and English
in surface-structure ordering, though functionally they may be described
in the same way.
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