


62 A Survey of Relative Pronouns and their Uses in Natural and Artificial Languages 

1. Introduction 

Relative pronouns, and the clauses in which they occur, are a 
significant feature of many, although not all, of the world's natural 
languages.' They also occur in every artificial language (AL) which 
we know of.2 Their morphology and syntax is more complex than 
one might think, and in fact it is not even clear what should be con- 
sidered a relative pronoun or a relative clause. Even within the rela- 
tively narrow range of constituents which we have decide to limit 
the terms relative pronoun and relative clause to, there is a perhaps 
surprising degree of variation in natural languages with respect to 
form and behaviour. We shall attempt to give an idea of this varia- 

' We use the following abbreviations in glosses of examples: 

ABS - absolutive 
ACC - accusative 
ANTIPASS - antipassive 
DAT - dative 
DO - direct object 
F - feminine 
FUT - future 
GEN - genitive 
I 0  - indirect object 
IMPERF-imperfect 
MASC - masculine 
OComp - object of the comparative 

OPrep - object of preposition 
PART - participle 
RelP - relative pronoun 
PERF - perfect 
PL - plural 
PREP - preposition 
PRES - present 
PST - past 
PSTPART - past participle 
REL - relative particle or relative inflection 
SG - singular 
SU - subject 

Also, "OT' indicates that a translation is by us, rather than being made by the 
source. We have sometimes not indicated the internal structure of words where 
this was not relevant. Sometimes we have left out a translation when the word for 
word gloss was sufficient for understanding the meaning of the example. 
We exclude from the set of artificial languages those languages made up in rela- 
tion to a work of fiction, such as Klingon (which we would label fictional lan- 
guages). These languages have a different purpose than typical artificial lan- 
guages, and we shall not consider them here. Also, we have confined our survey 
to those languages which have traditionally published materials available; that is, 
we have not considered the large number of languages about which information is 
only available on the World Wide Web. 
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tion (which some AL designers might want to be aware of) before 
turning to the examination of the form and function of relative pro- 
nouns in artificial languages, and then offering some suggestions for 
the design of this area of grammar.3 

2. Natural Languages 

Relative constructions in natural languages typically consist of a 
noun phrase (NP) and a pre-modifying or post-modifying clause 
containing an element which is coreferential with the modified NP: 

Clausal modification of NPs is a wide-spread phenomenon in 
natural languages. In fact, linguists involved in the typological de- 
scription of language (e.g., Downing 1978:385) assert that, in one 
form or another, NP-modifying clauses exist in all known human 
languages, which would suggest that clausal modification of NPs is 
an essential property of natural language. 

Relative clauses are by far not the only type of clausal modifica- 
tion of NPs, and, given the objectives of this paper, an essential first 
step would be to define what is (and what is not) a relative clause. 
Only then can we address the question of the form and function of I 

relative pronouns (andlor other relative words). Let us consider 
I 

some of the properties of the relative construction in (2): 
1 

' We are aware of two previous discussions of relative clauses for an audience of 
(prospective) AL designers, in Morneau (1 994) and Rosenfelder (no date). How- . 

ever, both of these are fairly short. 
























































