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Abstract

This study is a detailed investigation of a number of issues in colloquial Sinhala
morphosyntax. These issues primarily concern grammatical relations, argument
structure, phrase structure and focus constructions. The theoretical framework of this

study is Lexical Functional Grammar.

Chapter 1 introduces the issues to be discussed, followed by a brief introduction
of some essential aspects of colloquial Sinhala as background for the discussion in the
following chapters. In Chapter 2 we present basic concepts of the theoretical

framework of Lexical Functional Grammar.

The next three chapters mainly concern grammatical relations, argument
structure and clause structure in colloquial Sinhala. Chapter 3 examines grammatical
relations. The main focus lies in establishing the subject grammatical relation in terms
of various subjecthood diagnostics. We show that only a very small number of
diagnostics are reliable, and that the evidence for subject is weaker than assumed
previously. All the subjecthood diagnostics that were examined select the most
prominent argument in the argument structure as the subject, i.e. ‘logical subject’.
However, there appear to be no processes in the language that are sensitive to the
subject in the grammatical relations structure, i.e. ‘gr-subject’. Further, there is no
evidence for other grammatical relations like objects. In Chapter 4 we discuss the
agentless construction and related valency alternation phenomena. It was previously
assumed that the agentless construction, valency alternation phenomena and the
involitive construction are all related. We argue that the agentless construction should
be treated as a different construction from the involitive construction. We also show
that the agentless construction and the involitive construction have contrasting
characteristics, and that treatment of them as separate constructions can account for
some phenomena which did not receive an explanation previously. The valency
alternation phenomena are related to the agentless construction, therefore there is no
valency alternation in involitive constructions. It will be shown that verbs undergoing
the valency alternation can be distinguished from the other verbs in terms of the lexical

semantic properties of individual verbs. Chapter 5 examines the structure of non-verbal



sentences in terms of a number of morphosyntactic phenomena. It was previously
argued that verbal sentences and non-verbal sentences in colloquial Sinhala differ in

terms of clause structure. However, the present study shows evidence to the contrary.

The next two chapters deal with modelling contrastive focus and the phrase
structure of the language. Chapter 6 is a detailed analysis of the contrastive focus
(cleft) construction in various clause types in the language, and proposes a unified
syntactic treatment of contrastive focus. Contrastive focus is in some constructions
morphologically encoded, while in others it involves both morphological and
configurational assignment of focus. The complex interaction between focus markers
and verb morphology in various focus constructions is accounted for by general
well-formedness conditions applying to the f-structure, and the principles of
Functional Uncertainty and Morphological Blocking. In Chapter 7, we discuss the
phrase structure of the language, in particular such issues as its non-configurational
nature and the lack of evidence for VP. We propose non-configurational S and some
functional projections to account for word order freedom under S and to explain
certain morphosyntactic phenomena, such as configurational focus assignment.

Finally, Chapter 8 summarises the conclusions made in previous chapters.
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Abbreviations in Interlinear Glosses

1,2,3 first person, second person, third person
A declarative marker on verbs -a
ABS absolutive case

ACC  accusative case

AM assertion marker -yi

ANIM  animate

CAU  causative

COMP complementiser that

COND conditional napg

CONJ  conjunction marker -yi

DAT  dative case

DEF definite

DUB  dubitative focus marker yae

E scope marker on verbs -e
EMP  emphatic marker -mo

ERG  ergative case
EXC exclusive focus marker witoray

FNEG negative focus marker nemey
FOC  general contrastive focus marker tamay/tamaa/-yi
FUT future tense

GEN  genitive case

IND indefinite

INF infinitive

INAN  inanimate

INST  instrumental case

INV involitive

LOC  locative case

NEG  negative particle neze

NF non-finite

NOM  nominative case
NOMIN nominalised form
OPT  optative

PAS passive

PER permissive -aawe
PL plural

POSTP  postposition

PRE present tense

PST past tense

PTCP  participle

PTG participle marker gaman

PTK participle marker koto
Q question marker do

XV



REDUP reduplicated form of verb acting as participle
REL relative clause
REP reportative focus marker /u
SG singular
TAG  n'est ce pas/tag question marker ne
TOP  contrastive topic marker napy
VADJ  verbal adjective
VOL  volitive
- separates morpheme boundary
separates glosses of fused meanings in portmanteau morpheme

Transliteration

*» In transcribing proper names in Sinhala examples we follow the common
orthography used in day-to-day practice, and have not used phonetic symbols such
as schwa.

* Long vowels are indicated by doubling the vowel symbol (e.g. aa for long a)

* The following symbols are used in Sinhala examples:

& mid front short vowel (as in cat)
) schwa

)y velar nasal

"d prenasalised dental stop

g prenasalised velar stop

b prenasalised bilabial stop

d prenasalised retroflex stop

d.t retroflex stops

Conventions

* The majority of Sinhala data used in this study were obtained by consultation with
Sinhala speakers. The data from all the other sources is acknowledged.

» The transliteration and the interlinear gloss of sentences quoted from other sources,
have been changed to the conventions of this study for consistency.

* The following acronyms are used in this study:

AFF affix

AN(s)  Action Nominal(s)

DSC dative subject construction
FP Focus Phrase

FU Functional Uncertainty

GB Government and Binding Theory
GR(s)  grammatical relation(s)

IOFU  Inside Out Functional Uncertainty
LFG Lexical Functional Grammar
LMT  Lexical Mapping Theory

MBP  Morphological Blocking Principle
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MCC(s) Multi Clause Construction(s)

NV
NVS(s)
OBJ
OBlJo
OBL
OIFU
SUBJ
VS(s)

non-verbal

non-verbal sentence(s)

object grammatical function
secondary object grammatical function
oblique grammatical function
Outside_In Functional Uncertainty
subject grammatical function

verbal sentence(s)
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