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Abstract

This paper is an assessment of the class of verbs known as auxiliavies within the linguistic framework of
Generative Grammar. Largely scientific in approach, a number of linguists within its scholarly
precincts have lent their voices to its study since its Chomskyian emergence in the late 1950s, leading to
different versions. Some of these include, among others: Transformational Grammar, Standard Theory,
Revised Extended Standard Theory, Relational Grammar and the Minimalist Program. The descriptive
survey method, which is a research approach that is used to gather data about a particular phenomenon
or population, was adopted Jor this assessment. As such the study's data was sourced from existing
discussions and views expounded by the main proponents of Generative Grammar, including
particularly model sentences represented in tree diagrams, which were used for analysis. From the
assessment, it was observed that auxiliaries are generally categorized as a sub-set of verbs, and not a
different lexical category. This is because they are represented as part of the Verb Phrase (VP) in the
majority of the different versions of Generative Grammar; excepl the x-bar model in which moduals are
categorized as a separate class of items from hoth the non-modals and the main verbs. It is concluded
that auxiliaries should be treated as a component part of the verb phrase, a position that is attested to in
various models of Generative Grammar.
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Introduction

Auxiliary verbs have been traditionally explained
as verbs which play supporting roles to main
verbs in the structure of sentences. These verbs, as
Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech and Svartvik (1985:65)
explain, are “helping verbs,” which “have no
independent cxistence as verb phrascs but only
help to make up verb phrases....” This way,
auxiliary verbs are set apart from another category
ol verbs — lexical verbs. However, delineating the
properties of auxiliary verbs vis-a-vis lexical
verbs has been a point ol continuous contention
within Generative Grammar. This endless
contention, according to Heine (1993:26), has
“provided one of the most popular battlegrounds
for disputcs of linguistic theory.” In fact, some
scholars arguc that there arc no clear criteria for
describing a word as an auxiliary verb (Kuteva,
2001; Anderson 2006). It is in the light of this that
this paper seeks to explore the representation of
modals and other auxiliarics in the different
models of Generative Grammar.

A Brief Survey of Generative Grammar
Generative Grammar is a theory of language
structure first proposed by Chomsky in his book
—Svntactic Structures (1957). This theory, as
conceived by Chomsky, 1s “a system of rules that
in some explicit and well-defined way assigns
structural dcscriptions to scntences” (1965:8). It
is a theory that explores the innate rules and
proccsses that exist within the language user's
faculty which enable such a speaker to produce an
unlimited number of possible grammatical
senlences.

This model of grammar arose in
opposition to structuralism, which rcgarded
language as a sell-contained relational structure.
Accordingly, Chomsky saw grammar as being
beyond what is said and how it is interpreted,
since the clements of language structure derive
therr very existence and value from their
distribution and oppositions in texts or discourse.
The word 'grammar' itsell assumed a new
meaning, as it came to be defined as the innate,
subconscious ability to gencrate language — an
internal system of rules that constitute our human
language capacity. This ncw approach to
linguistic scholarship was aimed at describing
this internal universal grammar. Thus, instcad of
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focusing on the sentences uttered to describe their
systemic nature, Chomsky sought to unlock the
underlying secrets of language that ensure the
production of grammatical scntences. In its
evolution, this theory of language study has, in
practice, borne various namcs starting from
Transformational Grammar (TG) to
Transformational Generative Grammar, Standard
Theory, Extended Standard Theory, Government
and Binding Theory (GB), Principles and
Parameters approach (P&P) and Minimalism or
Minimalist Program (MP). Nevertheless, the
blanket name 'Generative Grammar' as Carnie
(2013: 6) declares, has remained throughout its
various models.

The earliest and original model of this
linguistic theory, as laid down in Chomsky
(1965), 1s the Standard Theory. At the core of this
theory is the two-tiered representation of a
scntence: the deep structure and the surfacc
structure. The deep structure is realized through
the application of transformational rules.
Afterwards, the Extended Standard Theory was
formulated with its major component as the X-bar
theory. The Revised Extended Standard Theory
contains restrictions on X-bar theory (Jackendoft,
1977) and the assumption ol the Comp position.
Then came Relational Grammar with an
alternative syntactical model within the
generative framework, emphasizing the central
importance ol relational notions like subject,
direct object, and indirect object in shaping
grammar. The latest model of generative grammar
18 Chomsky's Minimalist Program, with its goal
being to simplify and unify the principles of
language structure.

Main Verbs Versus Auxiliaries

Generally, auxiliaries are characterized as “‘a
spccial class of items which once functioned
simply as verbs, but in the course ol the evolution
of the English languagce have become sufficiently
distinct from other verbs that they are now
regarded as belonging to a different category™
(Radford, 1997:50; Al-Horais, 2012). The
question is whether they play the same notional
and grammatical functions as the “other verbs™ or
not. If they play the same functions, then it is
arguablc to statc that classifying them into
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different categories may amount to a proliferation
ol lexical categories. Studies (such as Green,
1995; and Jasim, 2002) have, however, shown
that auxiliarics and main verbs arc actually sub-
categories of a single class of words. This derives
cssentially from their co-occurrcnce in the
traditional predicate position of sentences. For
cxample, a 'primary' auxiliary verb can play a
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predicative role like a main verb, while a main

verb and an auxiliary can co-occur, as shown in

the following sentences in which the verbs are in

bold typeface:

1. ¢ {John}, {is} aman—primary auxiliary

2. ¢ {John}. {loves} Mary main verb

3. . {John}, {can dance} — modal auxiliary
main verb

The sentences above arc represented in tree structures below:

1. SENTENCE
SUBIECT PREDICATE
John is a man
2. SENTENCE
SUBJECT PREDICATE
John loves Mary
3. SENTENCE
SUBIJECT PREDICATE
John can dance

Burton-Roberts recognises “two kinds of verb in
English: LEXICAL and AUXILIARY™. While
the former “belong to the indefinitely large
general vocabulary ol the language...” the latter,
“by contrast, are a special and very restricted set
of verbs™. According to him, a “full VP must
contain a LEXICAL verb and it may contain

AUXILTARY verbs™ (2011:67). Similarly, Brown
and Miller note that *“the verb group consists of,
minimally, a main verb, and the main verb may,
optionally, be preceded by one or more
auxiliaries” (1980:107). Tt 1s perceptibly clear
from these categorizations that lexical verbs are
obligatory in cvery verb phrase, while auxiliary
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verbs, which are characteristically a closed sub-
class, are optional.

Auxiliary verbs are generally sub-
categorized into primary auxiliarics(non-modals)
and modal auxiliaries(modals). The non-modals
which include be. have. and do also function as
main verbs as shown in Sentence (1) above [John
is a man].While be and have arc uscd to construct
different aspects and voices, do 1s used 1 question
forms, in ncgative constructions, and for
emphasis (Ballard, 2001:94). The modals can,
could, may, might, must, shall, should, will,
would, arc said to derive historically from a
special class ol verbs in Germanic, the linguistic
ancestor of English (see Van Kemenade, 1992).
They have always difTered (rom ordinary verbs in
Germanic, and in the course of the history of
English, have differed (rom verbs even further to
the point where they belong to a syntactic
category of their own in some versions of
generative grammar. Since modals have
meanings that arc often cxpressed in other
languages by verbal inflections, their syntactic
category has been characterized as I(nflection) or
INFL (Santorini & Kroch, 2007).

Characteristically, modals have a single
invariant form — a property which sharply
contrasts them with other verbs in English. They
never cnd in s cven in sentences with third
person singular subjects. For example, Sentence
(4) below is clearly ungrammatical in comparison
to Sentence (5).

4. *He {cans, mays}play judo game
5. He {can, may |play judo game

In addition, modals lack productive past

tense forms. While could. might, should, and

Aux
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would are the past tense forms of can, may, shall,

and will, respectively, only could can be said to

serve as the past tense of can and only in certain

contexts. For cxample:

6. 1 said 1 would give him dinner when he
arrived.

(Adapted (rom Ballard, 2001:95)

The modal would as well as the main verb
arrived are both in their past tense forms but in the
context of this sentence, they refer to a moment in
the future.

Auxiliaries (and Modals) in the Structure of
Verb Phrase (VP)
In traditional grammar, main verbs and auxiliaries
constitute the predicative part of the sentence
structure. However, they are represented in
different ways in different versions of generative
grammar. There is gencerally a particular order in
which primary and modal auxiliaries occur vis-a-
vis the main verbs. Modals usually precede the
non-modals in the structure of the verb phrase
with the main verb at the end. The sentences
below exemplily this grammatical co-occurrence
of the sub-classcs of verbs:
7. Lmight be going (o the cinema tonight
8. Youcould have been fired by now
Comparc,
9.  *Themight going 1o the cinema tonight
10. *You been have could fired by now

Brown and Miller (1980:108) present a
“mandatory” order in which the main verbs and
auxiliaries are to occur in the structure of the verb
group in the following schema:

v

Moda Perfl

HAVE PP

WILL
CAN
MAY
MUST
cle.

Prog

Pass

BE -ing  BE pp

Page 187
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This schema, which i1s undoubtedly a
representation ol one ol the models ol generative
grammar, classifies auxiliaries directly under the
VP nodc. That is, an auxiliary, whether modal or
non-modal, 1s an immediate constituent of a verb
phrasc with a somcwhat cqual grammatical status
as the main verb, which isits right sister. While the
Aux nodc dominates one or more auxiliary verbs,
the V node dominates the main verb.
Furthermore, it is shown from the schema that a
verb phrase can [unctionally contain only one
modal auxiliary but it can contain up to three
primary auxiliaries. In other words, the use ol the
modals is reciprocally exclusive. For example,

S

NP

v

M

might have

Another school of generative grammarians, the
Extended Standard theoreticians, recognises an
intermediate category between a full VP and V; a
thcory known as X-Bar syntax. A major
proponent ol this theory is Ray Jackendoll as
propounded in his classic work X-Synrax (1977).
In this model of gencrative grammar, “*V and its
Complements together form a V-bar

v

RB
AUX/\/

PERF PROG writingl)
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the choice of one modal like WILL precludes the
choice ol another like CAN as exemplilied in the
ungrammatical sentence below:

I1. *Iwillcan go with you.

While structurally close to that of Chomsky
in Syntactic Structures (1957), thc schema
adopted by Brown and Miller (1980) dilTers from
Chomsky's in which the Aux nodc is directly
dominated by the VERB node while the VP
dominatcs both VERB and NP. This indicates that
auxiliaries (AUX) are a sub-group ol verbs
(VERB) alongside the main verbs (V) as right
sisters. The schema is presented below as adapted

from Radford (1988:162).

VP
NP

5 T

letter

ccn

constituent...” which “can be expanded by the
addition of appropriatc Spccificrs (... the
Aspectual Auxiliaries have/be) into a V-double
bar constitucnt” (Radford, 1988:230-231). The
argument lics 1n the understanding that the non-
modals have and he, which essentially show
aspectual function as specificrs expand a V-bar
into a full VP as shown below:

ASP Vv’
l
be
\% NP
\ Z =
recading a book

(Adapied rom Radford, 1988:231)
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The same X-bar theory treats modals as
immediate constituents of S, This means that

modals are classified as a separate category from

S
P M
(reorge will

o
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main verbs since they constitute the left sisters of

the latter and right sisters o NPs as shown in the
sentence structure below:

ADVP

completely

l Z them-

(Adapted from Radford, 1988:241)

Burton-Roberts (2011:121), no doubt, belongs to
nmewer' school of generative grammarians. He,
like others in this school, holds that “auxiliary
verbs. .. are necessarily followed by VPs” and as
such “take VP complements.” When these
auxiliarics arc not followed by the “nccessary”
verbs, there 1s “a delinite
ELLIPSIS...the omission of an obligatory

element that can be understood in the context of

the utterance™ (Burton-Roberts, 2011:121). The
following scntences (adapted from Burton-
Roberts) instantiate this position:

12. Monsicur Blanc will  [study the menu]

13. Monsieur Blanc has  [studied the menu]

leeling ol

14. Monsicur Blancis  [studying the menul|

In certain contexts, the bracketed VPs can be
omitted from the structurcs. However, Burton-
Roberts' representation itroduces a complexity,
as it simultancously depicts auxiliarics as both
constituents of VPs and sisters (o VPs, suggesting
arecursive VP structure. The lastrecurring VP ina
chain of structurcs containing a number of
auxiliaries usually dominates the main verb, V
and the NP. A VP, in this category, constitutes an
auxiliary verb and another VP which in turn
constitutes a V and NP as diagrammatized below
for the sentence You should have written an essay
in Burton-Roberts (2011: 122):

NP VP
you MOD VP
/\
[past] PERF VP
/\
shouldhave V NP
[trans]
written an cssay

Page 5
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Conclusion

This paper argues that auxiliary verbs are a sub-
category of verbs, based on a survey of Generative
Grammar models and sentence analysis. While
acknowledging alternative views that treat
auxiliarics as a scparate Iexical class, this paper
contends that such categorization would
unnccessarily multiply word classes, particularly
in English, which already has a complex grammar
system. As shown in the scntence analysis,
auxiliary verbs co-occur with main verbs m the
predicate position of sentences. Furthermore,
they are generally sub-categorized nto primary
auxiliaries(non-modals) and modal auxiliaries
(modals). Characteristically, modals have a single
invariant form. and lack productive past tense
torms. They usually precede the non-modals in
the structure of the verb phrase, with the main
verb at the end. An intermediate category between
a full VP and V; a theory known as X-Bar syntax,
is also recognised in discussions on auxiliaries.
The analysis cqually revealed that auxiliarics
invariably require VP complements in sentence
structures.

On the strength of the survey and analysis
undertaken, it can be concluded that auxiliarics
are ntegral components of the verb phrase, a
stance that resonates with various Generative
Grammar models, whilst not universally
accepted. Notably, the X-bar model presents a
striking exception, deviating from this general
consensus by categorising modals as a distinct
class, scparate from both non-modals and main
verbs - a divergence that raises important
questions pertaining the boundaries and nuances
ol linguistic classification, and invites [lurther
exploration and debate.
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