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ART
AUX

) CLIT

COMP
COND
DIM
ERG
FEM
FUT
GER
GIV

IMPF
INF
LIG

List of abbreviations

first person

second person

third person
accusative

article

auxiliary

clitic
complementizer
conditional
diminutive

ergative

feminine

future

gerund

given, presupposed or
thematic information
imperfect

infinitive

ligature

LOC
MASC

'NEG

NOML
OBL
PART
PAST
PCOMP
PL
PPART

PPROS

PREP
PRES
PRET
REFL
REL
SPEC
SG
SJvV

locative
masculine
negative marker
nominalizer

oblique pronominal

partitive

past

passé composé
plural

past participle
passato prossimo
preposition
present

preterite
reflexive

relative pronoun
specific

singular
subjunctive
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Anna Wierzbicka

be found which have exact semantic equivalents in all languages may seem com-
pletely fantastic. Yet, this is precisely what emerges from extensive empirical study,
over more than three decades, of a number of diverse languages: viz., that words
{or word-like elements) which have exact semantic equivalents in all languages (at
least those that have now been studied from this point of view) do exist. A list
of such words or word-like elements with exact semantic equivalents in all lan-
guages — so-called “semantic (or conceptual) primes” - has been drawn up, largely’
by trial and error, and continues to be tested against further languages. As pointed
out before, the present volume is one more step in that direction.

In its current form, the list of primes includes some sixty-five elements, which
can be organized in a table in some sense analogous to Mendeleyev’s table of el-
ements in chemistry (cf. D’Andrade 2001; Goddard in press). It is not claimed
that this list — divided into broad thematic groups — is absolutely final but it is
probably pretty close to final. While it has undergone many revisions in the past,
these revisions were not random but rather can be seen as successive approxima-
tions to the goal — a goal which does not recede further and further as one seeks
to approach it but rather comes more and more clearly into view. The elements
in the list constitute the conceptual building blocks out of which all complex
human ideas are constructed. Different cultures can produce different meaning
systems, with different configurations of the same elementary building blocks;
but the building blocks themselves are, in all cases, given to begin with. In the
language of seventeenth-century philosophers like Descartes and Leibniz, these
building blocks — or “simple ideas” ~ are “innate”, and in the language of modern
science they are “hard-wired” and constitute part of the human genetic endow-
ment. The “innateness” or “hard-wiredness” of the matching human concepts is of
course only a hypothesis. But the universality of the elements themselves, emerg-
ing from empirical cross-linguistic investigations, gives this hypothesis a great deal
of support.

In the NSM framework, meaning and grammar are seen as inseparable. For the
sake of brevity and convenience, the sixty-odd semantic primes can be described
as lexical, but in fact their true nature is lexico-grammatical. In every language,
each element has its own lexical (phonological) embodiment (and, in many cases,
several such embodiments, i.e. lexical variants or “allolexes”); and at the same
time, each element has its own set of grammatical (combinatorial) properties. The
actual configurations lexically, phraseologically or grammatically encoded in dif-
ferent languages are language-specific, but the rules of combination are the same
in all languages, and it is possible to enumerate, for each prime, all its combina-
torial possibilities. Thus, each conceptual prime has its own conceptual grammar,
and this grammar is as universal as the prime itself. For instance, in all languages
the prime 1 can be combined with the prime can, the prime can with the prime
NoT, and the prime MOVE with the prime can and with the prime SOMETHING,

Preface

to form sentences such as ' can’t move’ and ‘this thing is moving’ The combined
grammatical properties of all the primes constitute a genuine universal grammar:
the primes themselves, together with their combinatorial properties, forn a sys-
tem in which — in Saussure’s famous phrase (unless it was Meillet’s; cf. Peeters
1990) — “tout se tient” (everything hangs together). This system constitutes the in-
divisible conceptual core of all human languages. The proposed model of universal
grammar, Le. the inherent syntactic properties of all universal semantic primes, is
described in detail in Goddard & Wierzbicka (2002). It is a return to the time-
honored tradition of universal grammar, in which the fundamentals of grammar
were seen as arising from fundamentals of human thought, shared by all people
and by all languages, a view largely overshadowed in the Chomskyan era by the
Chomskyan structure-based conception of universal grammar, in which meaning
played no real part. There is however one important difference between traditional -
universal grammar and the universal grammar of the NSM approach, viz. detailed
and rigorous analysis of natural languages. After more than thirty years of seman- '
tic research inaugurated in the early nineteen seventies with the publication of
Wierzbicka (1972), revitalised by Cliff Goddard’s ideas in the nineteen eighties (cf.
e.g. Goddard 1989), and in the last two decades vigorously pursued in numerous
publications by a growing number of scholars, it has become possible to articulate
a detailed and concrete account of exactly what the unity of all grammars consists
in; that is, to delineate where the line runs between what is constant and what is
variable, what is essential and what is “accidental”, what is universal and what is
language-specific.

Having a set of universal primes, lexically embodied in every language, as well
as a universal grammar governing the combination of these primes, is tantamount
to having a universal mini-language, or rather a set of universal mini-languages
which are matching and fully intertranslatable. Each of these languages constitutes
a “natural semantic metalanguage” or an “NSM”, suitable for explaining all com-
plex meanings within a particular language to speakers of that language, and also
effective as a bridge to the meanings expressed by people in other languages and
other cultures. These mini-languages can be called the English NSM, the Erench
NSM, the Malay NSM, and so on, provided we bear in mind that they are iso-
morphic and constitute, in effect, different variants of one language-independent
conceptual system — the universal human “lingua mentalis” (cf. Wierzbicka 1980).
The English list of primes is a convenient medium for talking about genuine lexical
universals and their universal combinatorial properties at international fora, but
it is only a matter of convenience. The whole point is that equivalent lists can be
drawn for all other languages, and that so-called canonical sentences (cf. Goddard
& Peeters this volume) for testing their translational equivalence can be readily
constructed in any language whatsoever.



a8ueyp 10§ awin s1 31 1eyy uondunsse ay) uo pajestpaid ST JWIN[OA SIY ] "WSLIIU)D
-o[8uy {emdaouod pue [exdojourunia e yons Yim waqoid ou 335 03 readde pue
swray ystjduy Apsows Oyrads-adensue] AySiy uo aAlY) [pe Aays :saenSuey ssorde
s8urpuy youeasal jo Apiqerejsuea; [N 18 pawie A[Ie[iuIis Sey SYNUBUIIS UI HI0M
~IWEL [EOH3103) 110 ON "BItUIPEIE SPISINO UONESIUNWIWOD UPWNY 10§ OS[e Inq
‘(s1sm3urf soyo 10§ Sunum pue ‘o3 Jurypes sysmgury 1o aemonted ur) sssodand
Srwapede 103 A[uo jou ‘myasn st JWSN ‘uo os pue ‘sautjod ‘uoidiax ‘me] Jo sydad
-Se BuIpn|dul ‘Seapt JO SWAsAS [oym pue ‘seapr Jururerdxs 10§ pasn aq ued 11 pue
SUBIW $IX3] OYM PIapul pue ‘suolssardxa ‘spiom jeym sfdoad o3 Surureidxs 10j
pasn aq ue> 3] “sasodind paydde 121530 Jo 150y € pue Bunyewr-Arevondrp ‘Buryes
afen3ue| ‘uonEdIUNWIIOD UBWNY 10§ Pash aq ued SN ‘sadenSue] 3soyy Jo s1d
-jeads 03 ‘Youaig Areurpio 1o ysiBug Areurpio ayy| ‘safenSue| [rinjeu [eas ySnoay
siqidiprur Apuatayur aq o1 afenSuey feanjeu 03 asop Apuapypns Sutag
“(4eepy 30 youarg ‘ystdug -§-3 ‘98enSuey pinjeu
Auv) dgen3ue| [eanjeu  ySnosys AqIPIUT 310J219Y) puE (AB[R]y 10 youaxg ‘ysns
-ug 33 ‘ofendue] jenjeu Aup) sdenfuey jeinjeu e Jo 1no paares afenSueeiow e s1
11 ‘st Aepe Jo Youaxg ‘ysnSug yotym ur asuas a3 ur s8enSue| [e1n1eu € Jou ‘walshs
[ewog e st afenduepiaw a1 ySnoyipe :sa100s1apun sfenSueerow a3 Jo aureu oYy
Ul jongpu pIOM Y1 Jeym ST ST ], Jaaeay [enualod e vaa.iocmucwmoauu onuewas
& ‘votssardxa onsm3ur] e gaxeads feonsyiodAy e :om) jou ‘SIUaWATd o yutp A3y
SpIOM 121130 U] "1 12id13)UT UBD 424paY © MOY PUE ‘UOIssIdXa uaald b Aq uesw
ued 42ypads € yeym urejdxa 0) osfe Inq ‘suonejussaidal snuewss 1134 Y3M SUOIS
-sa1dxa onsmBury yury 03 A[uo jou juesw 1w Aayy : Jessrejupenb 1nq jeisreqq,
10U 213M 11 SE D18 SN UI UaN1IM suonedijdxa Iseijuod Ag 1areay ay Io 10yeads
oyl 1 03 ueaur Aqissod ued suoissardxs asayy Jeym o) 13J21 j0U Op A3y} pue
suoneuasaIdal JUBLIGS SWOS YIM SUOIssaidxa susim3ur] yulg Aay) @ feiasefiq,
aIe SWAlsAs 12410 asoyl A[[ensy) ‘uoneIuasaidal sruews JO SwalsAs 19y30 wiol)
PP AJ[ed1pel INSN UI Passaidxa ae[nuriof snuewas ‘M3t jo jurod siy; wox]
2[qe[ieAR A[[PSI2ATUN 21 3S]3 JUOAWOS, JO peq / pOOS Surgiawos
1933, BUIYIAWOS YUy, 1] SUOHPUIGUIODd S115E1UAs asnedaq pue safendue| 12410
[e ut surediajunod 1ay) daey (Sutueaw jueadjar Yl ur) ave pue aooo “13Ed
CINTHL ‘DNIHLIWOS ‘ANOTWOS 1 1] spIom asneaq A[uo ajqissod aze {(12A2081BYM
punoidyprq a8enSue| Aur woiy Sutwiod) 1apisino ue jo Jurpueisiapun 3yl Yim
Suruesw sayeads ayy Supyun ‘suoneandxs Suryrew yong “suommyur  s1axeads
aA1RU JsuleSe paisa) 5q ued> uonestydxs pasodoxd a1 pue apnasfuapoyds piom
A Aq uEAW URWIAN) Jo s1eads Jeym dunoagar se usas aq uLd> UOISIAA UBLILIID)
2y, a8enSuey 1ayjo Aue Jo s1ayeads 03 piom sty jo Surueswr 3y3 uterdxs Ajxeqiurs
UED M NN I930 AUR 01Ul AO2IIp paiIdjsuen; aq ued suonedndxa .mmmﬁ asuts
340210 "pu1] pur ystdug jo saayeads o) apnafuapiigsg piom ay jo Surueswt
ays urejdxa Afjeniae ues am ‘suonearpdxa Youarg ayy pue ysidug ap 03 sueyl

ERl IR E|

SAINL) SEMI2 UIZaMSIP X MA{YnJ AYdEP 0S X S[E (1)
«In3 181 SEP 13MUIP YOI (8)

SIYIDYDS SemId UIBoMSIP I[YNJ UOSIF] 35T 3}

uaissed sayydapydg semla HO0SI9 1351p 381 3233 (3)

103 1T sep :23YOPp UOSIIY IsAp P)

$3IND) SEMID UIFIMSIP 21[YNJ U0s1ag 3831p )

uaissed a8ur( 2103 syduew uosiag I3satp purs I124I0A » Q)

s1dpue puewaf 1aqn 0s AYdeEp ¥ (®)

= apnayuapeyds Ay ¥

P[22

3Ip 2sned e UIq 9p dsoyd anbpanb nuss e Y ‘@3 swwod psuad ey puenb )
. « U21q 183 230 : asuad of (8)

EB[33 3p 3sned ¢ [ew ap asoypd anbpanb 1uss suuosiad 21320 )]

auuosiad 21322 ¢ JALLIE 152 {ew ap asoyd anbjenb queusymew (3)

ua1q 189 B[ : gsuad e auuosiad anad (p)

]3> ap 3sned € UAIq 3p 250> anbjanb nuss v suuosiad a1ao )

JueAe auuos1ad 33390  $99A1LIR JU0s b U31q $350Y2 $3p © A 1 » Q)

‘anne,p unnbpanb sp el swmos gsuad e ) (v)

= apnatfuapuyds e[ 9p UISSII B Y

SIY1 Jo asnedaq poos unjiawos 3j3j ¥ siy) a1} ydnoy ¥ uaym (y)
«poodstsiyinuip] (5

SIY1 JO asnedaq peq Sungiawos sjaay uosiad smy 3)
uosiad siyy 03 pauaddey peq Suiyiswos.mou ()

pood st sty s1y3noty vosiad sy (p)

SH1 Jo asnenaq pood Surgiawos 3733 uosiad st (2)
210jJ2q uosiad sy 03 pauaddey sSury; pood awos » Q)

:9S]9 JUOILOS JROGE STY1 NI IyBnoyl X (v)
= apnaifuapryag 13} Y

“UOISISA UBLLIRY ® PUE YOUBI] € ‘YSI[BUF UR Ul ‘XPIuAs [es1aatun pue s3doouon
UPUINY [BSISATUN UL PaYON0D apha. uapyiysS ULid} UONOWS UBWIIAL) ay3 jo uonednd
-X3 (payyduwis) e - ajdwexs ue st a1ap “a8enSur] Joyo Aue 03Ul pal13Jsuel} Afipeas
aq ued Jnq sewwesd ysiSug uo 10 uodixa] ysiSuy a1 uo puadsp 10u sa0p ysi3
“Ug ul parenuwiio uonesdxa uy “WSN Aue ui pardniisuod suonesidxs snuras
U1 pasn aq pue sadenduel [[e sso1de Sutueawu ur A73dexd Uojewr ued £33 uatp *sawitad
41 jo sanradoad [ruoleuTqIOD Y3 12dsal saduajuas 2523 J1 'sadujuas aejnoned
30 XUOY 341 UIGHM 1N SJUIUAI PAIRIOST SE ISn( 10U pue Jaad0s1eym afenur
Aur 0JUT Pal113JSUBI} 2 UED YOIYM ‘aVE PUE AOOD *ONIHLIWOS pUR INOIWOS aN1]
SIS — S[esIaAUN aanurisqns [eandwd Aq Jurat ST IEYm S uay) Sty

DYDIQZIAA, BUUY



Anna Wierzbicka

References

D’Andrade, Roy (2001), A coguitivist’s view of the units debate in cultural anthropology. Cross-

Cultural Research, 33, 2422257, . . A
Goddard, CHiff (1989). Issues in Natural Semantic Metalanguage. Quaderni di Semantica, 10,
51-64.

Goddard, CHiff (in press). Towards a systematic table of semantic elements. In Cliff Goddard
(Ed.), Cross-Linguistic Semantics. Amsterdam: John Benjamins,

Goddard, Cliff & Wierzbicka, Anna ( Eds.). (1994). Semantic and Lexical Universals: Theory and
empirical findings. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Goddard, Cliff & Wierzbicka, Anna (Eds.). (2002). Meaning and Universal Grammar: Theory
and empirical findings. Volumes Land II. Amsterdam: fohn Benjamins.

Peeters, Bert (1990). Encore une fois “oi1 tout se tient”. Historiographia Linguistica, 17, 427-436:

Wierzbicka, Anna (1972). Semantic Primitives. Frankfurt: Athendum Verlag.

Wierzbicka, Anna (1980). Lingua Mentalis: The semantics of natural language. Sydney: Academic
Press.

Wierzbicka, Anna (1996). Senantics: Primes and universals, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Scope and contents of this volume

Bert Peeters

University of Tasmania

Recent times have seen determined and largely successful attempts at describ-
ing the isomorphic NSMs or natural semantic metalanguages (cf. Wierzbicka this
volume; Goddard & Peeters this volume) of a number of typologically different
languages spoken all over the world. The five chapters in Part I (i.e. Chapters 2 to
6) report on a similar effort focused on French, Spanish, Portuguese and Italian.
Chapter 1, on the other hand, is a more detailed overview of the NSM approach
than has been offered in the preface. In the present volume, and for the first time in
the history of the NSM approach, four closely related versions of the metalanguage
are presented side by side, and it is shown that, in spite of the similarities between
them, there are at the same time some interesting differences. Where the four ver-
sions differ, French and Italian, more often than not, 8o one way and Spanish and
Portuguese another one — a fact which is not surprising for anyone who is familiar
with the historical circumstances in which each of the Romance languages devel-
oped out of a common ancestor (Latin). Nor is it surprising that at least some of
the findings presented here invite us to have a fresh look at what has already been
achieved, and to amend some of our working hypotheses accordingly.

Earlier descriptions for French {cf. Peeters 1994 and 1997) have been up-
dated. Many of the existing proposals were in urgent need of revision, and nothing
had been put forward for many of the most recently added primes, apart from a
possible exponent. Justification and exemplification were required, a task greatly
facilitated thanks to the input of Marie-Odile Junker. Similarly, work on Spanish
(Travis 2002) was brought up to date. The Portuguese NSM was constructed by
Patrick Farrell and Pedro Perini-Santos. Brigid Maher provided the Italian ver-
sion, after doing the groundwork in her unpublished Honors thesis. In all cases,
utmost attention was paid to the observance of the latest findings in NSM syntax.
Various canonical contexts were used to describe the irreducible semantic core of
each of the four main Romance languages, complete with its universal combina-
torial properties. In the process of identifying and describing the local exponents






