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Preface

Compilation of this textbook, entitled The Minimalist Program. Syntactic
Structure of Altaic Languages, was approved as early as in 2011 as one of the
sub-tasks in the field of Linguistics and Applied Linguistics of the 985th Project
of Minzu University of China, and given generous financial support. Thus, [ ex-
press my thanks to Professor Ding Shiging, who was in charge of the project in
general. However, | was unable to complete the task until recently for a number
of reasons. When I finally managed to complete it and was worrying about its pub-
lishing costs, | received further support from our college project of Constructing
the Double First-Rate Universities. Again, | am thankful for this generous sup-
port !

I have been working on the study of Altaic languages since 1994, when |
returned from the United States after completing my nine-years of study there. In
addition to more than 50 papers, | have compiled and published the following text-
books and monographs: A study on the Syntactic Structure of Uyghur and Other
Altaic Languages (2001 ), supported by the project of Supporting the Returning
Personnel from Overseas Studies by the State Education Ministry Fund; Introduc-
tion to the Altaic Linguistics, supported by the State-run Ninth-Five Year Plan’s
Special Textbook Project (2002); From Phrase Structure to Minimalist Program .
the Syntactic Structure of Altaic Languages, supported by the Beijing Municipal
Excellent Textbook Project (2004 ); and A Reference Grammar of Modern Uyghur
supported by the Third Period Sub-project of the 985th Project of Minzu University
of China (2012) . Thus, I should admit that I have achieved very substantial
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Preface

accomplishments in terms of both the aspects of comparative historical studies and
generative grammar studies of Altaic languages. Nowadays, scholars generally
agree that the Altaic languages share common syntactic features, although they
have diverse views on their genetic relationship. Unfortunately, since traditional
linguistic theory always puts emphasis on content words while ignoring the syntac-
tic function of grammatical-functional components, and since our pioneer gram-
marians treated our agglutinative suffixes from the very beginning as inflectional
ones by imposing the grammatical frame of inflectional languages upon our agglut-
inative ones, we were not able to discover the real syntactic features of the Altaic
languages, or in some cases, we came to misinterpretations of the language facts
until recently. For example, in our early grammar books we couldn’t find any
answer lo such simple questions as what the structural difference was between
[ qastin,,, qily | -may,,-] * not deliberately doing” and [ gastin,, [ qil,-

may,,-] ]  “deliberately not doing” . Why is the constituency [[ yerii dyy | +

diny | | “ [ from [ the new room |7 the only grammatical and logical interpretation
of the surface string yerii dydin “from the new room” , while the form * | yerii,

e

Loyy +ding | | " %[ new [ from the room | |” is not allowed? Thanks to the cog-
nitive revolution launched by Chomskyan generative grammar theory, we are now
able to get rid of all the false claims and related inaccurate definitions such as
inflectiona l suffixes, x category of nouns, y category of verbs, etc. , which
“hijacked’ and misled the study of Altaic languages for more than a half a century
in the past. Today, we are able to find the right ways to solve these problems and
lead the studies of Altaic languages onto right track. This book presents the
author’s new breakthrough achievements in this regard.

As for the reason for naming this textbook The Minimalist Program . Syntac-
tic Structure of Altaic Languages, we make use of several simplified primary no-
tions as Universal Grammar rules brought by the Minimalist Program such as
merge, copy, move, insert, delete and recursion, as well as the elimination of

redundant procedures required to go from deep structure to surface structure. But

the most significant notion introduced by the Minimalist Program is the recognition
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of the head status of functional categories in syntax. For example, a phrase like
the book is no longer called NP, but DP, since the determiner the heads the pro-
jection, while the noun book is its complement. As this shift turned out to be a
common base for syntactic studies for all languages in the world, we are also able
to identify the head status of active agglutinative functional particles and suffixes
in the Altaic languages.

Of course, compiling a textbook like this is still a new challenge to me,
since the introduction of the minimalist program to our studies means renewing
and readjusting our early works. Moreover, since generative grammar theory itself
developed from the very beginning on the basis of studying English and other
inflectional Indo-European languages and was less concerned with agglutinative
Altaic languages, | always face a very basic task: how can we grasp the essen-
tial 1dea of generative syntax and apply it to the Altaic languages in an innovative
way so that we can reach our goal of adequately describing and explaining all the
descriptive facts of Altaic languages? Of course, whether this book has already
reached such a goal or not is something I leave to the judgement of its read-
ers. What 1 am happy with is the efforts made so far towards such a goal.

Although more than 40 languages are included in the Altaic family, this
book only covers several representative languages from each language branch;
that 1s, Uyghur from the Turkic branch, Mongolian from the Mongolic branch and
Manchu from the Manchu-Tungusic branch. Of course, in some cases | extended
my search to languages for more data. I am also not very consistent with providing
relevant examples from each language for each issue discussed all the time since
the languages themselves are not consistent in their development through the
ages. Finally, I should express my thanks to Dr. Muzappar, Dr. Gao Lianhua and

Dr. Autegen for their providing me with very useful sentences and ideas.

Litip Tohti
Minzu University of China

Beijing, China
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