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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF WORD ORDER IN THE ACQUISITION

OF TURKISH
F. OZDEN EKMEKCI

Turkish is an SOV language, a speaker may very this word order for pragmatic purposes because the case markers suffixed to the noun phrases (NPs) signal the grammatical relations between sentence constituents. In spite of this flexibility, there are certain constraints imposed on word order; these have been discussed at great length in Erguvanli’s study (1984). The restrictions referred to throughout this paper are based on Erguvanli’s work.

This paper aims at investigating instances when Turkish children tend to preserve the dominant pattern (the unmarked SOV pattern) and when they prefer a marked order. The scope of this study is limited to word order phenomena in simplex sentences uttered by a Turkish child during the initial stages (1; 7-2; 4) of her language development. Emphasis is given to the child's recognition of the restrictions imposed on the syntactic positions of some constituents, namely adjectives and adverbs, NPs, question words and the question marker in reflecting the intended semantic relations and/or pragmatic distinctions. In the examples provided, the child's utterances are transcribed the way they are articulated by the child. Examples demonstrating incorrect usage are not uttered by the child; they are provided by the author for purposes of contrast, and have therefore been written in standard Turkish orthography.

Word Order Restrictions Governed by Grammatical Relations Adjectives and Adverbs.

The position of adjectives and adverbs is restricted to the immediate left of the entity they modify or quantify. The recognition of this type of restriction is observed as early as the age of 1;7. As seen in examples (1) through (3) the adjective or the adverb precedes the item qualified.

(1)  
soGuk su (1;7)

       
cold     water

(2)  
UC kardeS va-mIS. (2;0)

        
three sisters is REP:PAST

        
There were three sisters.

(3)   
AyI-y·I  Cok sev-iyom.

        
bear ACC very like PROG:1SG

        
I like the bear very much.'

The word order is varied in order to make a distinction between the attributive (4a,b) and predicative (5a,b) use of adjectives.

(4)  
soGuk su (when asking for cold water) (1;7)

       
'cold water'

(5)  
a
 Bao-mus gocaman. (while describing her balloon) (1;10)

           
balloon   1P:POSS big

          
 'Our ballon is big.'

       
b.  
oba sIcak. (While complaining that the soup is hot) (2;0)

          
 soup hot

          
 'The soup is hot.'

If the adjectives in (5a,b) were placed to the right of the NPs, they would serve as predicates as in (4), and would not yield the intended meaning. The attempt of the child to use adverbs of manner starts at the age of 2;0. Since she has a limited vocabulary, she fills in the adverbial slot with words like Oyle, bOyle, SOyle (equivalents of 'this way' and 'that way') as substitutes for adverbs of manner. The interesting point is the occurrence of the substitute words within the sentence. If she imitates the manner while stating the manner while stating the action, the substitute occurs in a preverbal position in accordance with the restriction imposed on the order of adverbs of manner (6). As seen in (7) the adverbial directly  follows the imitation of the action.

(6)  
Ye-ye  bOyye  yat-mIS. (2;4)

        
floor DAT this-way lie REP:PAST

      
 'She lay on the floor this way.'

(7)   
 (she sings.) (2;4)

        
Oyye        SarkI  sUy-Uyo.

        that-way song sing PROG

        'She sings that way.'

If she does the imitation of the action ofter the statement, the substitute occurs in post-predicate position. In both examples (8,9) the manner of the stated action is performed after the completion of the statement.

(8)  
DUSU-yo      bOyye. (She lets her doll fall down.) (2;4)

      
fall-down PROG  this-way

      
 'She falls down this way.'

(9)  
AG-yo    bOyye   ih, ih. (She imitates crying .) (2;4)

       
cry PROG  this-way

      
 'She cries this way.'

In examples (6) through (9) the substitutes for adverbs of manner immediately precede or follow the imitation of the action. This strategy adopted by the child indicates the close relation between the modifier and the action modified.

If adverbs are not strictly used as modifiers, she varies the order. That is. the adverbs may occur pre- or post-verbally as in examples (10) through (12), if they indicate time or place rather than manner.

(10)  
iste-me-m            atIk.   (1;11)

        
 want NEG AOR:1SG anymore

         'I don't want (to) anymore.'

(11)  
AtIk         dUS-mU-yo.     (1;11)

         anymore fall NEG PROG

         'It doesn't fall anymore.'

(12)  
Suda kaset  dOn-Uyo.

         there reel turn PROG

         'The reel is turning there.'

The reason for the adverb taking the sentence initial position in (12) is that it carries new information within the statement. More examples will be provided regarding the use of unmarked order for pragmatic purposes.

Erguvanli states that when the direct object has neither case marking nor an indefinite article preceding it, the direct object occurs between the adverb and the verb. This restriction seems to be recognized by the child also, as  seen in (13).

(13)    
M:  
Klara ne  yapI-yor?   
C:  
Klaa hep  Sark· sOy-Uyo.

                  
Clara what do PROG          

Clara always song sing PROG

                 
 'What's Clara doing?'       

'Clara is always singing.'

In her response to the question on what Clara is doing, the child places the direct object “SarkI” right before the verb to indicate what is being done. Here, the unmarked direct object acts as part of the verb.

If the adverb were placed immediately to the left of the verb (*Klara SakI hep sOylUyor.), it would be incorrect because it would break the restriction imposed on the order of the direct object within the statement.

If the child's response were “Hep Klara SarkI sOylUyor,” it would be grammatically correct but it would not be the appropriate response to the preceding question because the adverb now modifies the subject NP that it precedes. In such a statement the emphasis is on Clara being the singer all the time and nobody else. Whereas in the child's response (13) the point emphasized is that Clara does nothing but sing.

Noun Phrases
Among noun phrases the occurrence of unmarked direct objects and subjects will be  analyzed. Indefinite or non-referential direct objects occur right before the verb and cannot be moved (Erguvanli 1984). Examples illustrating the strict application of this restriction are abundantly found in the child’s speech. The child always places the direct object NPs with no reference or definiteness directly to the left of the verb (14;15).

(14)  
Ba-na  biaz   yemek   veyiy-mi-siniz?

        
 I DAT  some   food       give Q 2PL

        
 'Will you give me some food?'

(15)  
Doga-ya    sosis    aa-cam.

         Tolga DAT  hotdogs for Tolga.

         'I'll buy hotdogs for Tolga.'

She also observes the restriction on non-referential direct objects in imperatives. Although she varies the order of definite direct object (17b,c), she always places the non-referential direct object right before the verb and never in post-predicate position (16 and 17a).

(16)  
Cu      ve   (1; 9)

         water give

     
Give (me) water.'

(17)  
a. 
Kaem  geti.   (1; 10)

             
pencil bring

            
 'Bring (me) a pencil.'

         b. 
Kaem-i 
geti.

             
pencil ACC bring

            
 'Bring (me) the pencil.'

         c. 
Geti  kaem-i.
             
bring pencil ACC

           
'Bring (me) the pencil.'

The restriction regarding the subject NP seems to be very well recognized. That is, if the subject NP is definite, the child uses it in sentence initial has not been referred to in a previous context, she  places it immediately before the verb (19). Here, it is her first mention of the hunter (avcI); therefore, she has not other alternative in the placement of the subject NP within the statement.

(18)
a.
UC  kadeS  va-mIs.  (2; 0)

           
there sisters is REP:PAST

            
 'There were three sisters.

    
b.  
Var-mIS UC  kardeS
           
there(is)  REP:PAST three sisters

         c.   BUyUk kadeS taS-a    otu-muS,  aGla-mIS.

           
elder    sister  rock DAT  sit REP:PAST cry REP:PAST

        

 'The elder sisters sat down on a rock and cried.'

(19)
Oa-dan     avcI   geC-iyo-muS.  (2; 0)


there-ABL hunter pass –ROG-REP

          'A hunter was passing by that place.'

Question Words and Markers

Question words are always used preverbally, and the child observes this restriction in all of her questions as seen in (20a) and (21a). Although the other elements in the sentence may occur pre- or postverbally (21a,b), the position of question words is restricted to before the verb. Thus the occurrence of the question marker in postverbal position would yield ungrammatical sequences as indicated in (20b) and (21c). The reason for this is that the element having a pragmatic significance has to occur initially. After a person witnesses the action, he inquires about the reason. Thus, what has already been witnessed is the background information and cannot be placed in initial position.

(20)
a.  
Niye  ye-mi-yo-sun?   (1; 11)

              why  eat NEG PROG 2SG

          
 'Why aren't you eating?'


b.  
*Ye-mi-yor-sun    niye?

                  eat NEG PROG 2SG  why

(21)
a.   
Ne yap-·yo-sun    sen   gua-m-a?   (2;0)

          
what do PROG 2SG you ear  1SG:POSS DAT



'What are you doing to my ear?'

            b.   Sen  gua-m-a             ne      yap-·yo-sun?

                  you ear 1S:POSS DAT what do PROG 2SG

                  'What are you doing to my ear?'

            c.   *Yap-·yor-sun    ne     sen  kulag-·-ma?

                   do PROG 2SG  what you ear 1S:POSS DAT

The significant point is the use of the question word before the verb. As indicated in (21b), it may appear after other elements in the sentence.

Variation of Word Order to Code Pragmatic Distinctions

The intended meaning or the discourse content affects the child in her choice of a specific word order. The constituent containing the new information generally occurs in sentence initial position.

(22)
M:
Bu abla     ne-si-ni       
giy-miS?

         
this elder sister what 3S:POSS ACC wear REP:PAST



'What did this girl wear?'

      
C: 
Mayo-su-nu                          
giy-miS           (1;11)

             
Bathing suit 3S:POSS ACC 
wear REP:PAST

           
'She wore her bathing suit.'

(23)
M:   Nere-ye         gid-iyor?       
C: Deniz-e     gid-iyo    (1;11)



where DAT go PROG                 

sea DAT go PROG

             
'Where's she going?'            

'She's going to the sea (side).'

As observed in Examples (22) and (23) constituents that occur at the end of the sentence provide background information which is already predictable from context or previous discourse. In fact, the child in her recognition of this pragmatic preference varies the dominant word order.

(24)
UC   kadeS   va-mIS.


three sister is REP:PAST

         'There were three sisters.'

   
Bir-i                 bUyUg-UmUS     kadeS-in.

         one 3S:POSS  big REP:PAST   sister GEN

(25) 
M:
BacaGI-·n-I               ne        yap-acak-lar?

                 
leg 3S:POSS ACC what do FUT PL

               
 'What will they do to his leg?'

     
C:   
Kes-eceg-le    becaGI-·n-I

                
cut FUT 3PL   leg 3S:POSS ACC

                 'They will cut his leg off."

In example (24) since the child mentions the sisters in her first statement, she places the corresponding word at the end of the followings sentence. In example (25) the direct object is predictable from the question directed to her. Thus it is used post-verbally. In fact, even a part of the new information that is considered less significant occurs post-predicatively (26). Most afterthoughts occur in this position.

(26)
M:   PalyaCo  ne yap-Iyor?

                 clown  what do PROG

                 'What's the clown doing?'


C:    iki  tane  top   aI-yo         e-in-e                           bOyye
                 two piece ball take PROG hand 3S:POSS DAT this-way

                 bOyye     oynuyo.

                 this-way play PROG



'He is taking two balls in his hand and playing this way.'

There are also instances of her placing all the constituents after the verb when the emphasis is on the action expressed by the predicate.

(27)
Sev-mi-cem            on-u          daha. (2; 0)

love NEG FUT:1SG   it ACC      more

         'I won't love her anymore.'

(28)
Ceg  bu ayaG-In-I,

pull this foot 2S:POSS ACC

'Pull back your foot.'

(29)
Cevi      peda-I.

     
 turn:IMP pedal ACC

     
'Turn the pedal.'

If the definite direct object is predicted from discourse or context, it is either postposed as in (25) , or pronominalized as in (30) or even completely deleted as in (31).

(30)
On-u    saa-mI-yo-m.              (holding the doll in her hand)

     
it ACC   swing NEG PROG 1SG

         'I'm not swinging her.'

(31)
E-in-den            ko      bua-ya

      
hand 3S:POSS ABL put her DAT

        
'Let go of it and put it here.'

The restrictions on different word order as well as word order variations are very well recognized in expressing different intentions within the discourse. Similar findings have been reported for other languages. Bates (1976) working on the data gathered from Italian-speaking children has observed the use of shifts in word order for encoding new information first. MacWhinney (1976;406) reports that in spite of free order between major constituents, Hungarian children seldom violate strict word order within constituents.

A child learning Turkish also relies on word order to express semantic relations that cannot be indicated by any morphological device. Thus the present study leads to the conclusion that the acquisition of word order in Turkish is as significant for pragmatic and semantic purposes as is the acquisition of case markers for expressing grammatical distinctions.
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