
From Roots to Categories:

Deriving Nouns, Verbs, and Adjectives in Santali

BISWANATH DASH

DEPARTMENT OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI

JUNE 2026



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Indian Institute of Technology Delhi (IITD), New Delhi, 2026 

 



From Roots to Categories:

Deriving Nouns, Verbs, and Adjectives in Santali

by

Biswanath Dash

DEPARTMENT OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Submitted

in fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

to the

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI

JUNE 2026



Research Committee Members

Supervisor: Prof. Pritha Chandra, Indian Institute of Technology Delhi

Internal Expert: Prof. Samar Husain, Indian Institute of Technology Delhi

External Expert: Prof. Usha Udaar, Indian Institute of Technology Kanpur

Chairperson: Prof. Purnima Singh, Indian Institute of Technology Delhi

External Reviewers: Prof. Gianina Iordăchioaia, University of Graz

Prof. Artemis Alexiadou, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin



Declaration

I hereby declare that:

1. The work presented in this thesis is original and has been carried out by me as a student

of IIT Delhi.

2. To the best of my knowledge, the work presented in this thesis has not been submitted,

either in whole or in part, to any other institution for the award of any degree or diploma.

3. I have adhered to the guidelines prescribed by the Institute for thesis preparation.

4. I have complied with the provisions of the Institute’s Honor Code and have neither en-

gaged in nor tolerated any form of academic dishonesty, including plagiarism, inten-

tional data fabrication, data falsification, data misrepresentation, or unauthorized col-

laboration beyond that permitted by the Student Research Committee, as defined and

approved by the Institute.

5. I take full responsibility for all data presented in this thesis and confirm that no data has

been collected without appropriate permission. Where required, ethical approval has

been obtained for the research, and all relevant approvals and documentation have been

included as part of the thesis submission.

6. All sources of information, including data, ideas, and text, have been duly acknowledged

and appropriately cited in the thesis.

7. The use of artificial intelligence (AI) tools (if any), including large language models, has

been appropriately disclosed. All analysis interpretations, and conclusions presented in

this thesis are my own. Alternatively, I declare that no AI tools, including large language

models, have been used in the preparation of this thesis.



8. I understand that any violation of the above provisions may lead to appropriate action as

per Institute rules, including withholding of degree approval or revocation of the degree,

as applicable under Institute regulations.

Date: 30th June 2026

Place: New Delhi

Name of the Student: Biswanath Dash

Entry Number.: 2021HUZ8154



Certificate

This is to certify that the thesis – "From Roots to Categories: Deriving Nouns, Verbs, and

Adjectives in Santali" – submitted by Biswanath Dash to the Indian Institute of Technology

Delhi (IIT Delhi) for the award of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy is a record of bona fide

research work carried out by him under my supervision and guidance, and it is in conformity

with the rules and regulations of IIT Delhi.

He has fulfilled all the requirements for the submission of this thesis which has, in my

opinion, reached the standard of fulfilling the requirements for the degree.

To the best of my knowledge, the material contained in this thesis has not been submitted,

in part or in full, to an other University or Institute for the award of another degree or diploma.

Pritha Chandra

Professor

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences,

Indian Institute of Technology Delhi,

New Delhi, India

Date:

i



Acknowledgements

Writing the acknowledgments means the day has finally come to express my gratitude to the

people who made this journey possible. From the first day at IIT Delhi to wrapping up the

final draft of this thesis, this journey has required the patience, guidance, belief, and support

of many people around me.

I am deeply grateful to Prof. Pritha Chandra for not only supervising my thesis, but also

for shaping and sharpening my thinking throughout this research. Her expertise in linguistic

theory, detailed reviews of my chapters, countless meetings, and courses in Syntax have helped

me give form to this work. I am thankful to my Research Committee members, Prof. Samar

Husain, Prof. Usha Udaar, and Prof. Purnima Singh for their insightful comments, questions,

and suggestions in multiple presentations in the past few years. I am also sincerely grateful to

Prof. Phoevos Panagiotidis for his guidance and the discussions we had over multiple meet-

ings to situate Santali data within the category-specific studies in the literature. I am equally

thankful to Prof. Artemis Alexiadou and Prof. Rajesh Bhatt for their comments, suggestions,

and patience in discussing my questions.

The empirical domain of this thesis and the language itself initially intimidated me the most

when I took up this work. I could not have imagined the completion of this project without the

help of my participants. I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Malati and Abhay for

their constant availability in providing Santali data, sharing their intuitions and observations

on my questions, and helping me connect with Santali speakers whenever needed.

This journey would have been much more challenging without the peers I had in the de-

partment, and probably impossible without Madhusmitha. She has been a friend, a reviewer, a

co-author, and one of my biggest supporters throughout my PhD journey. Along with her, my

friends from the same cohort — Dr. Preeti Kumari, Dr. Sayantani Banerjee, and Dr. Chandni

ii



Dutta — have supported me academically and emotionally in reaching this stage. Their support

in proofreading my papers, collaborating on multiple projects, and preparing me for multiple

presentations has shaped me as a researcher since my first day at IIT. I express my sincere

gratitude to them for all their support. I also thank Akanshya Mishra and Sudipta Saha for

always being supportive and kind.

Outside the lab group, there are many other people who have been a part of all the ups and

downs throughout my PhD journey, to whom I am deeply grateful. Life at IIT Delhi would not

have been this fulfilling without the unwavering friendship extended to me by these friends.

Special thanks to Pranab Bagartti for all those academic and mostly non-academic discussions

and hangouts. I also thank Akhil Abburu, Avantika Dev, and Nayana Raj not only for all

those dinner plans and coffee breaks, but also for sharing my frustrations and anxieties, lifting

my spirits during difficult times, and creating a comfortable and supportive environment for

me at IIT. Over these past few years, I could turn to them to talk through almost anything.

Our conversations ranged from research problems to politics, often unfolding during our long

walks to SAC and the workout sessions we shared at the gym. Their presence has made this

journey feel less solitary. A special word for Maria Zafar and Balli (Pratikshya Guru), who

have been a constant source of encouragement during my PhD. The little celebrations (and the

chocolate cookies Maria brought after every major presentation) turned the small milestones

of this work into something a little more special. I am also grateful to Therese Liam Tom,

Anusuya Nayak, Kanishka Jain, Sai Sudeep Das, and Greeshma Joseph for their consistent

support and kindness.

Pratishtha Maurya, Namrata Hazarika, and Prashant Kumar have been there through the

celebrations and the difficult stretches alike. Their support throughout these five years has

meant more than I can express. Nikita Pradhan and Anwesha Mahapatra, too, have shown

immense encouragement throughout this journey. They made these five years in Delhi easier

for me.

The people who encouraged me and prepared me to begin the PhD journey deserve im-

mense credit since they were the ones who helped me begin something that I have been able to

complete today. I am thankful to Dr. Upender Maloth for making me fall in love with Syntax

during my Masters at the Central University of Karnataka. I thank Hitesh and Suchi for all

their belief and trust in me. Even without being from the same field, they have impacted me a

iii



great deal both before and during my PhD. I am also thankful to Swati for the understanding,

support, and encouragement she has shown over the last few years.

I cannot thank my parents and my brother enough for their patience and trust in me. They

have listened to me and supported me whenever I was anxious. I am deeply grateful for their

unconditional trust and support. I also thank my brother Babu for taking care of everything

during my absence.

The fellowship provided by IIT Delhi for this research has been a crucial factor in making

this journey so smooth. If I have missed mentioning anyone who contributed to this journey,

the oversight is mine alone, and my gratitude remains.

Biswanath Dash

iv



Abstract

Formation of lexical categories in the syntactic workspace has been a part of generative inves-

tigation since last few decades. This dissertation investigates the syntactic formation of lexical

categories like nouns, verbs, and adjectives in Santali, an understudied Austroasiatic Language

spoken in India. The central concern of the current research is the extent to which Syntax af-

fects the internal structure of words/categories. This study employs Distributed Morphology

as the theoretical framework to analyze the formation of nouns, verbs and adjectives in Santali

because it provides an ideal empirical domain due to its fluid categorial system.

This dissertation addresses three specific questions, each forming the focus of a dedicated

chapter. The first question examines the structural position of Santali nominalization. It specif-

ically asks how morphologically zero nominals, traditionally analyzed as root-derived in the

literature, can exhibit complex internal structure by showing stem-derivation. By using diag-

nostics like the presence of argument structure, adverbial modification, aspectual modification,

and productivity, this dissertation shows that Santali zero nominals possess verbal characteris-

tics and lack root-level idiosyncrasies. By using these tests, the dissertation also presents that

Santali zero nominals are formed at higher derivational points, like vP, VoiceP, and AspectP

levels. Connecting it to the nouniness squish (Ross, 1973), this dissertation shows that Santali

nominalization happens at different structural heights: prototypical and affixal nominals are

root-derived, while zero nominals, despite being morphologically simplex, exhibit syntactic

complexity and access extended verbal functional structures.

The second research question addresses how verbalization, widely claimed to be an id-

iosyncratic operation cross-linguistically, demonstrates systematic syntactic compositionality

yielding productive change-of-state semantics in Santali. Santali exhibits both root-derived

verbs and stem-derived verbs formed from already categorized nouns or adjectives. In the case
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of stem-derivation, Santali verbalizes any categorial or phrasal stem productively by assign-

ing a change-of-state meaning. This dissertation proposes a feature-based account to analyze

this phenomenon where the verbalizer carries a [FIENT] feature that encodes the transition

event assigning the change-of-state interpretation to its complement and yielding inchoative

and causative interpretation.

The third question addresses the internal structure of adjectives, a category whose presence

has been reported to be uncertain in the typological literature. Using specific diagnostics the

dissertation first establishes that Santali possesses adjectives as a composite category formed

through adjectivization of both roots and stems. Root-derived adjectives are idiosyncratic,

lack overt morphological adjectivizers, and are formed low in the derivation. Stem-derived

adjectives, in contrast, are regular and compositional, marked by the overt adjectivizer -ih(aa).

This chapter also demonstrates the structural asymmetry in the stem-derived adjectivization by

showing how Santali adjectivizers can merge with extended functional projections like NumP

and DP in the nominals domain, while it is restricted to the vP-level in the verbal domain.

This asymmetry shows how categorization is input sensitive and the selectional restriction of

categorizers to merge at different structural points may depend on input categories.

The findings of this dissertation unveils several theoretical implications. Firstly, morpho-

logically simplex units can also carry derivational complexity as categories can contain com-

plex internal structures to be formed at various derivational heights. Secondly, regular seman-

tics on productive categorization can be a result of the feature present on the categorizer head.

Thirdly, categorization is also input sensitive selecting different structural heights as the com-

plement depending on the input category, as we learn from Santali adjectivization. This also

means that even when the categorization system of a language shows extreme fluidity, it main-

tains certain constraints in the derivational operation. Since words are uniformly formed using

the merge of specific categorizers, merge can be taken as the single fundamental operation

sufficient for category formation in syntax cross-linguistically.
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