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Greenberg 

Greenberg(1963)

Joseph H. Greenberg Greenberg(1963) The Basic Order Typology

Universals

empirical generalizations p.60

Greenberg(1963) 1 Introduction 2 The Basic Order Typology

3 Syntax 4 Morphology 5 Conclusion: Some General Principles

5 Some general principles

25 3 7

8 40

Greenberg(1963)
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45 Universal implicational

given x in a particular language we always find y X

Y

30 1

Europe Africa Asia Oceania American Indian

Basque

Serbian

Welsh 

Norwegian

Modern Greek 

Italian

Finish

Yoruba 

Nubian

Swahili

Fulani

Masai

Songhai

Berber

Turkish 

Hebrew

Burushaski

Hindi

Kannada

Japanese

Thai

Burmese

Malay

Maori

Loritja

Maya

Zapotec

Quechua

Chibcha

Guarani

2 3 4

                                                       
1

30
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Appendix Basic Data on the 30-language Sample2

 VSO Pr NA ND N Num

Basque - x x - 

Berber x x x - 

Burmese - x1 - -2

Burushaski - - - - 

Chibcha - x - x 

Finnish - - - - 

Fulani x x x x 

Greek x - - - 

Guarani - x - 0 

Hebrew x x x - 

Hindi - - - - 

Italian x x3 - - 

Kannada - - - - 

Japanese - - - -2

Loritja - x x x 

Malay x x x -2

Maori x x - - 

Masai x x - x 

Maya x - - -2

Norwegian x - - - 

Nubian - x - x 

Quechua - - - - 

Serbian x - - - 

Songhai - x x x 

Swahili x x x x 

Thai x x x -2

Turkish - - - - 

Welsh x x3 x - 

Yoruba x x x x 

                                                       
2 Greenberg(1963) p.86 VSO SVO
SOV Pr x

NA x
ND x
N Num x 0

Notes
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Zapotec x x x - 

Notes

1

2

Burmese Maya Japanese Thai Malay

3 Welsh Italian

dependent

genitive

‘John’s house’ ‘the house of John’

The Basic Order Typology
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The Basic Order Typology 3 3

(1) the existence of preposition as against 

postposition

(2) the relative order of subject, verb and object in 

declarative sentences with nominal subject and 

object

(3) the position of qualifying adjectives in relation 

to the noun 

variant

dominant order 6 SVO,

SOV, VSO, VOS, OSV, OVS VOS, OSV, OVS

3

1

Universal 1.  In declarative sentences with nominal subject and object, the dominant order is 

almost always one in which the subject precedes the object4.

VSO, SVO, SOV 3

30 14

postpositions 14 genitive – noun 

prepositions 14 13 noun – genitive

Norwegian 30

29

                                                       
3 The basic order typology variables genitive order

Universal 2.
4 Greenberg Penutian languages of Oregon Siuslaw Coos Salishan language Coeur d’Alene
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Universal 2.  In languages with prepositions, the genitive almost always follows the governing 

noun, while in languages with postpositions it almost always precedes. 

VSO, SVO, SOV 3

A

N

preposition Pr postposition Po

Table 1 5

Table 1 

VSO SVO SOV

Po - A 0 1 6

Po - N 0 2 5

Pr - A 0 4 0

Pr - N 6 6 0

Universal 3.  Languages with dominant VSO order are always prepositional.  

VSO

Universal 4.  With overwhelmingly greater than chance frequency, languages with normal SOV 

order are postpositional. 

SOV

Universal 5.  If a language has dominant SOV order and the genitive follows the governing noun, 

then the adjective likewise follows the noun. 

SOV

                                                       
5 30
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Universal 6.  All languages with dominant VSO order have SVO as an alternative or as the only 

alternative basic order. 

VSO

SVO

Universal 7.  If in a language with dominant SOV order there is no alternative basic order, or only 

OSV as the alternative, then all adverbial modifiers of the verb likewise precede the 

verb. (This is the “rigid” subtype of .)

SOV

 OSV

(

)

Syntax

yes-no

yes-no

Universal 8.  When a yes-no question is differentiated from the corresponding assertion by an 

intonational pattern, the distinctive intonational features of each of these patterns are 

reckoned from the end of the sentence rather than the beginning. 

yes-no particle affix
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Table 2 

Initial particle 5 0 0

Final particle 0 2 5

Universal 9.  With well more than chance frequency, when question particles or affixes are 

specified in position by reference to the sentence as a whole, if initial, such elements 

are found in prepositional languages and, if final, in postpositional. 

Universal 10.  Question particles or affixes, specified in position by reference to a particular word 

in the sentence, almost always follow that word. Such particles do not occur in 

languages with dominant order VSO. 

VSO

Table 3 

Question word first 6 10 0

Question and statement order 

identical

0 3 11 

 Pr Po

Question word first 14 2

Question and statement order 

identical

2 12 
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Universal 11.  Inversion of statement order so that verb precedes subject occurs only in languages 

where the question word or phrase is normally initial. This same inversion occurs in 

yes-no questions only if it also occurs in interrogative word questions. 

Universal 12.  If a language has dominant order VSO in declarative sentences, it always puts 

interrogative words or phrases first in interrogative word questions; if it has 

dominant order SOV in declarative sentences, there is never such an invariant rule. 

VSO

SOV

Universal 13.  If the nominal object always precedes the verb, then verb forms subordinate to the 

main verb also precede it. 

Universal 14.  In conditional statements, the conditional clause precedes the conclusion as the 

normal order in all languages. 

Universal 15.  In expressions of volition and purpose, a subordinate verbal form always follows 

the main verb as the normal order except in those languages in which the nominal 

object always precedes the verb. 
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Table 4 

Aux. precedes verb 3 7 0

Aux. follows verb 0 1 8

 Pr Po 

Aux. precedes verb 9 1

Aux. follows verb 0 9

Universal 16.  In languages with dominant order VSO, an inflected auxiliary always precedes the 

main verb. In languages with dominant order SOV, an inflected auxiliary always 

follows the main verb. 

VSO

SOV

Table 5 

NA 6 8 5 

AN 0 5 6 

near universal

Universal 17.  With overwhelmingly more than chance frequency, languages with dominant order 

VSO have the adjective after the noun. 

VSO

 Pr Po 

NA 12 7 

AN 4 7 
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demonstratives numerals

Table 6 

 NA AN 

Dem.  Noun 12 7

Noun – Dem. 11 0

Num. – Noun 8 10

Noun – Num. 11 0

Universal 18. When the descriptive adjective precedes the noun, the demonstrative and the numeral, 

with overwhelmingly more than chance frequency does likewise. 

Universal 19. When the general rule is that the descriptive adjective follows, there may be a 

minority of adjectives which usually precede, but when the general rule is that 

descriptive adjectives precede, there are no exceptions. 

Universal 20.  When any or all of the items --- demonstrative, numeral, and descriptive adjective 

--- precede the noun, they are always found in that order. If they follow, the order is 

either the same or its exact opposite. 
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Table 7 

 AN NA 

Adverb - Adjective 11 5

Adjective - Adverb 0 8

Adj.-Adv. and Adv.-Adj. 0 2

Universal 21.  If some or all adverbs follow the adjective they modify, then the language is one in 

which the qualifying adjective follows the noun and the verb precedes its nominal 

object as the dominant order. 

Table 8 

Adjective-Marker-Standard 5 9 0 

Standard-Marker-Adjective 0 1 9 

Both 0 1 0 

 Pr Po

Adjective-Marker-Standard 13 1 

Standard-Marker-Adjective 0 10 

Both 0 1 

Universal 22.  If in comparisons of superiority, the only order, or one of the alternative orders, is 

standard-marker-adjective, then the language is postpositional. With 

overwhelmingly more than chance frequency if the only order is 

adjective-marker-standard, the language is prepositional. 
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proper noun

common noun

Table 9 

Common Noun – Proper Noun 2 7 0

Proper Noun – Common Noun 0 2 6

 GN NG

Common Noun – Proper 

Noun

8 1 

Proper Noun – Common 

Noun

1 8 

Universal 23.  If in apposition the proper noun usually precedes the common noun, then the 

language is one in which the governing noun precedes its dependent genitive. With 

much better than chance frequency, if the common noun usually precedes the proper 

noun, the dependent genitive precedes its governing noun. 

Table 10 

Relational expression precedes noun 0 0 7 

Noun precedes relational expression 6 12 2 

Both construction 0 1 1 

 Pr 

Relational expression precedes noun 0 7

Noun precedes relational expression 16 4

Both construction 0 2
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Universal 24.  If the relative expression precedes the noun either as the only construction or as an 

alternative construction, either the language is postpositional or the adjective 

precedes the noun, or both. 

VSO

Universal 25.  If the pronominal object follows the verb, so does the nominal object. 

root derivational inflectional

suffix

prefix suffix infix

Universal 26. If a language has discontinuous affixes, it always has either prefixing or suffixing or 

both.
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Table 11 

Exclusively prefixing 0 1 0

Exclusively suffixing 0 2 10

Both 6 10 1 

Universal 27. If a language is exclusively suffixing, it is postpositional; if it is exclusively 

prefixing, it is prepositional. 

Universal 28. If both the derivation and inflection follow the root, or they both precede the root, 

the derivation is always between the root and the inflection. 

Universal 29. If a language has inflection, it always has derivation. 

Universal 30.  If the verb has categories of person-number or if it has categories of gender, it 

always has tense-mode categories. 

Universal 31. If either the subject or object noun agrees with the verb in gender, then the adjective 

always agrees with the noun in gender. 

 Pr Po

Exclusively prefixing 1 0

Exclusively suffixing 0 12

Both 15 2 
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Universal 32.  Whenever the verb agrees with a nominal subject or nominal object in gender, it 

also agrees in number. 

Universal 33.  When number agreement between the noun and verb is suspended and the rule is 

based on order, the case is always one in which the verb precedes and the verb is in 

the singular. 

Universal 34.  No language has a trial number unless it has a dual. No language has a dual unless 

it has a plural. 

Universal 35.  There is no language in which the plural does not have some non-zero allomorphs, 

whereas there are languages in which the singular is expressed only by zero. The 

dual and the trial are almost never expressed only by zero. 

Universal 36.  If a language has the category of gender, it always has the category of number. 

Universal 37.  A language never has more gender categories in non-singular numbers than in the 

singular. 

Universal 38.  Where there is a case system, the only case which ever has only zero allomorphs is 
the one which includes among its meanings that of the subject of the intransitive 
verb.
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Universal 39.  Where morphemes of both number and case are present and both follow or both 

precede the noun base, the expression of number almost always comes between the 

noun base and the expression of case. 

Universal 40. When the adjective follows the noun, the adjective expresses all the inflectional 

categories of the noun. In such cases the noun may lack overt expression of one or 

all of these categories. 

Universal 41. If in a language the verb follows both the nominal subject and nominal object as the 

dominant order, the language almost always has a case system. 

Universal 42. All languages have pronominal categories involving at least three persons and two 

numbers.

Universal 43. If a language has gender categories in the noun, it has gender categories in the 

pronoun.

Universal 44. If a language has gender distinctions in the first person, it always has gender 

distinctions in the second or third person or in both. 
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Universal 45. If there are any gender distinctions in the plural of the pronoun, there are some 

gender distinctions in the singular also. 

25

VO OV

OV

VO

3

VSO

SV VS

VS SV SV

VS

4 VO OV

… the harmonic 

relations dominances
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Hockett

5 Noun-Genitive Noun-Adjective

Noun-Genitive

Noun-Adjective

20 29

…

… 14 15

…

… 12

…

…
6

Greenberg

7

Greenberg(1963)

(1989) basic word order

Comrie(1981)

                                                       
6 34 7 8 40
7  Vennemann(1972) Lehmann(1973),  Comrie(1981),  Hawkins(1983)
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1

2 2

Trubetzkoy Jakobson

                                                 
1 2003 5 2003 4 21
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Trubetzkoy(1939) Jakobson(1939 1941)

De Saussure(1916)

Trubetzkoy(1939) Jakobson(1939 1941)

Implicational Law

Greenberg(1963 1964), Lehmann(1973 1978), Vennemann(1974)

Jakobson(1939 1941) Implicational Law

Keenan & Comrie(1977)

Linguistic Typology
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De Saussure(1916)
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De Saussure(1916)

louer mieten

vermieten

   

3 4
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De Saussure 1916

rent

I.

a. rent louer

II.

a. 2

 mài 

 m i

                                                 
2
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 shòu3

 shòu 

b.  kaufen ver-kaufen

   mieten ver-mieten

c. buy sell

II. b -um- vs. mag-

  -UM-   MAG- 

    

I. bili b-um-ili   mag-bili 

 amot um-amot  mag-amot 

      

 tanggap t-um-anggap 

 bigay    mag-bigay 

    

 bakal b-um-akal 

 dala    mag-dala 

 sabi    mag-sabi 

    

II. labas l-um-abas   mag-labas 

 lapit l-uma-pit   mag-lapit 

    

III.  MAG-   MAGPA- 

 hiram mag-hiram   magpa-hiram 

                                                 
3 shòu sh u
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I. -um- vs. mag- II.

-um- vs. mag- III.

–pa-

-um-

mag- -um- mag-

-um- Unmarked

mag- Marked Marked

Focus

Focus

Focus

a. Focus

b.  [-Focus] [ Focus] Ang

c.
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Nag-abot si John sa lalaki ng sulat.4 “John ”

si John John sa lalaki ng sulat 3

Objective

Case Directional Case

Iniabot ni John sa lalaki ang sulat.

 Inabutan ni John ang lalaki ng sulat. 

Locative Case

 Sumulat ang lalaki sa bata ng liham sa mesa. 

 “ ”

Isinulat ng lalaki sa bata ang liham sa mesa. 

 Sinulatan ng lalaki ang bata ng liham sa mesa.. 

Pinagsulatan ng lalaki sa bata ng liham ang mesa.

Benefactive

 Bumili ako ng damit para sa bata 

 “ ”

Ibinili ko ng damit ang bata.

Instrumental Case

 Gumuhit siya ng larawan sa pamamagitan ng lapis. 

                                                 
4 ang ----, si --- ako, siya, sila  ng nang

ng --- ni ---- niya
mag-  nag-, -in-,-ni-
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 “ ”

Ipinangguhit niya ng larawan ang lapis.

Ratiotative Case

 Yumaman siya dahil sa sweepstakes. 

 “ ”

Ikinayaman niya ang sweepstakes.

Referential Case

Nag-away  sila tungkol sa pera. 

 “ ”

Pinag-awayan nila ang pera

Kumain ako ng mangga. 

Kinain ko ang mangga.

labas

lumabas  Lumabas siya. “ ”

maglabas Naglabas ako ng lapis. “ ”

Inilabas ko ang lapis.       

bili
bumili

 Bumili si John ng mansanas “John ”

Binili ni John ang mansanas sa bata. 
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magbili

 Nagbili si John ng mansanas. “John ”

 Ipinagbili ni John ang mansanas.

ang ---- 

ang

    

bili  bumili  in 

 magbili  ipag- 

Cleft

Sentence

I ate the apple. 

Kinain ko ang mansanas. k-in- ain : 

k-um-ain:

Ang mansanas  ang kinain ko.
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Apple is what I ate/was eaten by me.    What I ate/was eaten by me is apple. 

Cleft

Sentence

3. 4. 2
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-um- vs. mag-  ø  -pa- 

(Actor, Agent, Source Destination---)  

   

I.  II.

 *  *
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 *

    

    

 *  *

1)

2)

3)

4)

    definite 

    indefinite  
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  definite  

   topic/contrastive  

   contrastive  

   definite  

   indefinite  

     

 definite 

  topic/contrastive

  contrastive 

Cleft Sentence

Ang libro ang binili ko.   

Ako  ang bumili ng libro.
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De Saussure 1916 -um- vs. mag- 

rent

louer 5

mieten vermieten kaufen

verkaufen

a)

b)

c)

Cleft Ssentence

He cut the meat with the knife. 

With the knife he cut the meat. 

It is with the knife that he cut the meat. 

It is the knife which he cut the meat with. 

Cleft

Sentence

                                                 
5
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I gave the book to the teacher. 

The book was given to the teacher (by me). 

The teacher was given the book (by me). 

Ich schenkte dem Studenten das Buch. 

Das Buch wurde dem studenten (von mir) geschenkt. 

*Der Student wurde (von mir) das Buch geschenkt. 

Man tanzte in der Halle.   

Es wurde in der Halle getanzt. 

In der Halle wurde getanzt. 
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3

6

1

1  1

2 2

3

                                                 
6
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3

Ang libro  ang binili  ko. 

ang

It ---- that----
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2
7

1.

louer, rent

2.

3. mieten : vermieten, bumili : magbili 

4. buy : sell 

I.

II.

A) what ---- 

B) It---- that---- 

III. A) 

B) A)

IV. 

I.  O O O O 

II. A) O? O O O 

 B) X X X O 

                                                 
7
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III. A) X O O X8

 B) X O X X 

IV.  X X O O9

   O X

4

I IV

I  IIA    IIIA 

IIIB         IV 
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LEHMANN, W.P. 1973 “Structural Principle of Language and its Implication”, in: Language 49.

47-66.

1978 “The Great Underlying Ground-Plans.”  in: LEHMANN(ed.) Syntactic Typology: 
Studies in the Phenomenology of Language. Univ. of Texas Press,  Austin.  

 1975 Vol.4. Vol.1:225-232.

     1982 Vol.10:214-235 
1995 No.107
87-112. 

                                                 
8 Pseudo Verb

9
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Johanna Nichols,

‘Head-marking and

Dependent-marking grammar’

Nichols(1986) LANGUAGE, Vol.62 1 ,1986

5

1 Introduction

2   Examples 

3   Implications for Typology 

4   Implications for Historical Linguistics 

5   Implications for Linguistic theory 

1 Nichols headedness

marking 1

head

dependent Head-marking

Dependent-marking

(1)    the man-M ’s Hhouse
(2)   az ember  Hház-Ma

the man  house-3sg. 

                                                 
1 headedness Nichols
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M Marker H Head

the man’s Dependent-marking

ház Head-marking
2

Nichols

…Most important, syntactic relations are absolutely independent of the morphology (or 

other means) that signals them. (p.57)

head govern

phrase

head dependent

possessed noun possessor

noun modifying adjective 

adposition object of adposition 

predicate arguments and adjuncts3

auxiliary lexical(‘main’) verb 

Nichols

Head-marking

Dependent-marking

                                                 
2 Nichols

…the syntax of a sentence is an abstract network of relations which are 
not configurationally defined, but are best viewed as labeled. They are binary, directed relations between a 
head and a dependent. (P.57
3 arguments and adjuncts The entry ‘arguments 
and adjuncts’ is intended to subsume subjects,objects, and the other nominal functions known variously as 
non-core relations, adjuncts, circumstantials, obliques etc.
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2 2.1 2.5

 Dependent-marked Head-marked 

2.1 Possessive phrase Noun1 + MGEN HNoun2 Noun1
HNoun2+MPronominal affixN1

2.2Adpositional phrase Noun + MCase HAdposition   Noun  HAdposition + MAFFN 

2.3 Attributive phrase Adjective + MAFFN   
HNoun Adjective HNoun + MAFFA

2.4 Clause relations Noun+MCase Noun+MCase Noun+
MCase HVerb 

Noun1 Noun2 Noun3
HVerb  

+ MAEFN1 + MAEFN2 + MAEFN3 

2.5 Relativization [[M{Ø, PRO}…]RC…HNoun…] [[…Noun…]RC
M{Ø, PRO } H…]

2.4 Clause relations 2.5 Relativization Dependent-marked type

< Clausal relations> 

Dependent-marked type: Japanese 

(22) Boku Mga tomodati Mni hana Mo Hageta.

I  SUBJ  friend DAT flowers  OBJ  gave 

‘I gave flowers to my friend.’ (Kuno 1973:129) 

< Relativization>

Dependent-marked type: Japanese 

(27) Kore wa [watakushi  ga MØ kaita ]  Hhon desu.

this TOPI SUBJ    wrote  book is 

‘This is a book that I have written.’(Kuno, 234) 
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2.6 2.7 2.8

2.7 neutral marking

linker;na /ng Nichols 4

(41) (42)

Nichols neutral marking

(41) nasa  mesa- Mng   Hlibro
on  table-LINKER  book 

‘the book on the table’ 

(42) Hlibro-Mng   nasa  mesa
book-LINKER  on  table 

double marking
5

(45) ev-Min Hkap  -Ms   ‘the door of the house’ 

house-GEN door-3sg. 

3 6

4

3.1 Nichols 60 Table3

1

                                                 
4 Nichols Since word order is free, either the head or dependent may come first and hence acquire the 
linker…

5 double marking head
marking
6 4 split-marking
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Head-marking lang. Dependent-marking lang. Double-marking lang. Split-marking lang. 

Abkhaz

Navajo

Blackfoot

Nootka

Wichita 

Wiyot

Chechen 

Japanese

Dyirbal

German

Greek

Hawaiian

Mongolian

Russian

Samoan

Turkish 

Huallana Quechua 

 Aleut 

Arabic

Georgian 

Basque7

Bantu family 

Tonga 

Finnish

Nanai

Yurak 

Komi

Georgian 

Basque

3.2

3.3

3.3.1

(52)

(53)
8

3.3.2

delimiter

floating

(57) MNot Mall sizes and colors Hare available. [no floating] 

(58) MAll sizes and colors Hare Mnot available. [negation floated] 

(59)These sizes and colors Hare Mnot Mall available. [negation and quantification floated] 

Nichols

                                                 
7
8 Nichols
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3.4 4

Table 5 2

(a) SOV

(b) SVO VSO VOS VO Type1 5

Type –1 –5

(c) Type1 5

Type –1 –5

(d) Type5 3

3.4 (a) (d) Head-marking
9 Dependent-marking

4 (a) a principle concerning mechanisms

(b) a principle of interest to reconstruction 

and to the establishment of genetic connections

4.1 migration of affixes

4.1.1 Headward Migration

to

to want to  wanna going to  gonna ought to  oughta

Nichols

I hope to really understand your paper this time. really

to hope
10

11

4.1.2 Migration away from the dependent

To really answer your question would take a lot more time.

to 4.1.1

Nichols ‘It is important to emphasize that movement in the 
                                                 
9 Table5 3 Type 3 5 VSO
10 4.1.2 to
11 migration etymology
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opposite direction --- away from the head and toward the dependent --- seems never to occur.’

4.1.3 reduction Nichols

cliticization

4.1.4 Implications for linguistic diachrony

headward migration

Nichols

4.2 evolution 4.1.1 4.1.4

migration
12

4.3 Nichols
13

4.4 Depen-

dent-marking languages

Head-marking

languages

4.5

5 5.1 5.11 5.16

2 4 5.17

5.2 5.3

5.4

                                                 
12 4.1.1

13 Nichols - 6000
Table9

pp.94-95
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5.11 5.16

Topic 

Word order 
Head-marking

Headward migration 

Sources

Subject-verb agreement 

Polysynthesis14

Simplification
15

5.1.7

  5.2

5.3  some implications for theory

Nichols Chomsky(1982)

Nichols Chomsky

Chomsky

                                                 
14 Polysynthesis

1
15 (71) simplification (72)

(71) MSince I overslept, HI was lateH.
(72) I overslept, Mso HI was lateH.
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Chomsky Nichols

Chomsky(1982)

Nichols

5.4

exotic

languages

Nichols(1986)

Nichols(1986)

26

a. An NP having phonetic content must have Case. NP

b. Case is assigned by governing categories 

c. A verb governs and assigns Case to its Complement (in 

the VP) 

VP

d. INFL(the verbal inflection composing tense and 

agreement) governs the subject of a tensed S, and assigns 

the nominative Case to it. 

a. Dependency and government are the same thing. 

b. Every dependent must bear the marker of its syntactic 

relation.

c. Heads govern dependents, and assign formal marking to 

them. 
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dependent marking 16

1 head dependent 17

head

2 head 18

3 Nichols
19

4 Head-marking Dependent-marking 3

floating Head-marking

Chomsky, Noam(1963) Syntactic Structures
(1965) Aspects of the Theory of Syntax, The M.I.T Press 

(1970)

Comrie, Bernard (1981) Language Universals and Linguistic Typology, The University of Chicago 

Press, Chicago 

(1992)

(1992)

(1993)

Douglas Biber, et al(1999) ‘Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English’ 

(1996) 6

(1994) 4

(2001)

Huddleston and Pullum(2002)‘The Cambridge Grammar of The English Language’ 

(1982)

Quirk, R. et al(1985)‘A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language’ 

                                                 
16

17 Nichols straightforward and non-theoretical (p.56)
18 Comrie(1981) John is in the house. John is in. in

19 2002
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1 Table3(p.p. 68-69) 

Constituent PP PP NP NP NP Totals Type 

Dependent

Language

Pro N Pro N Adj

Claus

e Full Short Full Short 

Abkhaz H H H H d 0/3 0/7 0/5 7 5

Acoma [0] 0 H H D 0/2 0/4 0/4 4 4

Adyghe ? D(H) H D/H 0 2/3 4/6 3/5 2 2

Aleut H D/H H D/H H 3/1 5/6 4/3 1 1 

Amharic H 0 D//H D d 3/2 6/3 5/3 3 2 

Arabic H D D/H D/H D 2/3 6/6 4/5 0 1

Barbareñ

Chumash

 0 H H 0 0/3 0/5 0/4 5 4

Basque D D D D 0 3/3 7/3 5/3 4 2 

Batsubi D D D D D 3/1 8/1 5/1 7 4 

Beja ? 0 H D D 2/2 4/3 3/3 1 0 

Blackfoot  H H I,d 0/3 0/5 0/5 5 5

Burushaski D D D/h D/h 0 2/2 6/2 4/2 4 2 

Buryat D D D//(H) D 0 3/1 7/2 5/2 5 3 

Chechen- 

Ingush

D D D D D 3/(1) 8/1 5/1 7 4 

Chukchi D D (D)/I (D)/I (D)/I 3/2 8/5 5/4 3 1 

Cochabamba

Quechua

? 0 D/H D/H 0 2/2 4/4 4/4 0 0 

Cree I I H H ? 0/3 0/5 0/5 5 5

Diegueño [ ] [ ] H H 0 2/2 2/4 2/4 2 2

Dyirbal  D D D 3/0 6/0 5/0 6 5 

Evenki H d/H H H D 3/1 4/5 3/3 1 0 

Finnish D/(H) D D/(H) D D 3/1 8/2 5/2 6 3 

Georgian D D D D D 3/3 8/3 5/3 5 2 

German D D D D D 3/1 8/1 5/1 7 4 

Greek

(Homeric)

D D D D D 3/1 8/1 5/1 7 4 

Hawaiian 0 0 D D 0 2/0 4/0 4/0 4 4 

Hebrew H D D/H D/H D 2/3 6/5 4/5 1 1

Japanese 0 0 D D D 3/0 6/0 5/0 6 5 
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Kalmyk D//h D D//H D 0 3/1 7/2 5/2 5 3 

Karok H H H H 0 0/2 0/6 0/4 6 4

Ket H H H H (D) 2/2 3/6 2/4 3 2

Klamath D D D D D 2/0 7/0 4/0 7 4 

Komi H D (D)/H D/H 0 3/1 6/3 5/3 3 2 

Lakhota  H H 0 0/2 0/4 0/4 4 4

Mangarayi  D D D 3/1 6/2 5/2 4 3 

Mongol D D D/h D/h 0 3/0 7/0 5/0 7 5 

Nanai H H H H 0 3/1* 3/5 3/3 2 0 

Navajo H H H H 0 0/3 0/7 0/5 7 5

Nera ? 0 D d D 3/2 5/2 4/2 3 2 

Nez Perce ? ? D D D 2/2 5/2 4/2 3 2 

Ngandi  H D/(H) D 3/2 5/4 4/4 1 0 

Nootka h H H H 0 0/1 0/4 0/3 4 3

Patwin (Hill) D/h D D D D 2/0 7/0 4/0 7 4 

Rotuman 0 0 D D d 2/0 4/0 3/0 4 3 

Russian D D D D D 3/1 8/1 5/1 7 4 

Sacapultec H H H H d 0/2 0/6 0/4 6 4

Samoan H D D D d 2/0 5/0 4/0 5 4 

Sahaptin(NW) ? D D//h D D 3/2 7/2 5/2 5 3 

Shuswap [ ] 0 H H H 1/2 1/5 1/4 4 3

Squamish D D d/H d/H [0] 1/2 3/4 1/4 1 3

Turkish D/(H) D/(H) D/H D/H 0 3/1* 7/5 5/3 2 2 

Tztujil H H H H d 0/2 0/6 0/4 6 4

Uradhi  D D D 3/0 6/0 5/0 6 5 

Warndarang  h H D 0/2 1/3 0/3 2 3

Wichita I I I//H d 0 0/3 0/4 0/4 4 4

Wishram [ ] [ ] H [H] 0 0/3 0/5 0/5 5 5

Wiyot 0 0 H H 0 0/3 0/5 0/5 5 5

Yakut (D)/(H) (D)/(H) H H 0 2/1 4/5 2/3 1 1

Yukulta  D D D 3/2 6/2 5/2 4 3 

Yurak H D H D 0 3/2 5/4 4/3 1 1 
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Legend:

H     Head-marking pattern 

D     Dependent-marking pattern 

H/D    Double-marking pattern 

H//D    Two patterns: H or D 

0     No marking 

   Construction type lacking in the language 

?     Information not available 

0/3, 2/1 etc. Number of dependent-marked patterns / number of head-marked patterns. For 

CLAUE entry, a maximum of three places (subjects, direct objects, indirect 

objects) were counted; dependent-marked patterns were counted for nouns 

only. 

*     Accusative case counted, although used only for definite direct objects. 

( ) Salient partial pattern; not known whether this pattern is primary or secondary, 

marked or unmarked, etc. For PP: PRO and NP: PRO with H, the entry (D) 

means that the dependent is optional but, if present, is case-inflected.   

[ ]     Inferred from generalizations in grammars; no examples given. 

h, d    Minor (marked) patterns. 

I     Incorporation of dependent into head. 

I Pattern absent because of incorporation of the constituent in question into the 

verb.

Total Sum of D and (D), H and (H), entries plus figures from Clause column. 
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2 Table5. Morphological marking type and word-order type (p.p. 80-81) 

Typ

e

Language NP order Clause order VO Verb-initial 

Dyirbal GN [SOV]   

Japanese GN SOV   

Mongol GN SOV   

5

Uradhi GN SOV   

Batsubi GN SOV   

Chechen-Ingush GN SOV   

German NG, gn SVO, SOV x

Greek(Homeric) GN/NG SOV, SVO 

Hawaiian GN//NG VSO x x 

Imbabura Quechua GN SOV

Klamath GN SVO//SOV x  

Patwin(Hill) GN SOV   

Russian NG, gn SVO x  

4

Samoan NG V… x x 

Buryat GN SOV   

Finnish GN SVO, SOV x  

Kalmyk [GN] SOV   

Mangarayi NG, gn OVS, others 

Rotuman GN//NG SVO   

Sahaptin(NW) [GN] VSO x x 

3

Yukulta GN, ng SVO, SOV x  

Amharic GN SOV   

Basque GN SOV   

Burushaski GN SOV   

Georgian GN SOV   

Komi [GN] SOV, SVO   

2

Nera [GN] SOV, OVS   

Nez Perce GN VSO x x 2

Turkish [GN] [SOV]   

Aleut [GN] [SOV]   

Beja GN SOV   

1

Chukchi GN SVO, SOV x  
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 Yurak GN SOV   

Cochabamba Quechua  SOV

Evenki GN SOV   

0

Nanai GN SOV   

Arabic [NG]  [VSO] [x] [x] 

Hebrew NG SVO x  

1

Yakut GN SOV   

Adyghe GN SOV   

Diegueño GN SOV   

2

Ket GN SOV   

Nootka NG VSO x x 

Shuswap [NG/GN] V… x x 

Squamish [NG] VSO x x 

3

Warndarang [NG, gn] SVP   

Acoma GN SOV, SVO   

Barbareñ Chumash GN/NG V… x x 

Karok [GN] [SVO/SOV] (x)  

Lakhota GN SOV   

Sacapultec NG VOS x x 

Tztujil NG VOS x x 

4

Wichita [GN] OVS, SOV   

Abkhaz GN SOV   

Blackfoot GN SVO x  

Cree GN V… x x 

Navajo GN SOV   

Wishram  [VSO] [x] [x] 

5

Wiyot [GN] [SOV/SVO] (x)  

Table5 Table3 Short scale

Ngandi

目次ページに戻る。



Legend:

G, g Possessor

N, n Possessed (head) noun  

NG, SOV etc. Major order 

ng, SOV etc. Minor or restricted order (including order for constituent with pronominal 

dependents, if different from order with nominal dependents) 

V… Verb-initial order

[x] Order based on influence from grammatical descriptions or on my text surveys 

(unbracketed entries are based on explicit statements in grammars) 

(x) One of two equally prevalent patterns 

NG/GN etc. Both orders equally frequent or basic 

NG//GN etc. Different sources give different orders 
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21 COE TUFS GV

GV

21 Greenberg (1963)

19 Nichols (1986) (Head-marking)

(Dependent-marking)

TUFS 26
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(expletive)

∗1

∗2 TUFS

1

(1992)

(1992) (Yucatec, Yucatec Maya, 66

) (1992)

p.592

(1) tan in ya-kun-t-ik-eč

- - - -

∗1 Nichols 1986

∗2 (2000) (2003)
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(ergative)

(split ergative)

A

in/(in) w- k-

a/a w- a/a -w...-e’eš

u/y- u-y-...o’ob

/

/

(2) in w-otoč

(3) a w-atan-e’eš p.592

(dependent) (head)

p.593

B absolutive)

B

-en -o’on

-eč -e’eš

-(i) -o’ob

p.594

ten to’on

teč te’eš

leti’/ti’ leti’ob/ti’ob
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(4) ten

1sg.

bin-en

-B 1sg.

(5) k-in

-A 1sg.

luk’-s-ik

- -

teč

(6) ka luk’-s-a’al

- -

ten

(7) t-u

- A 3sg.

čak-ah

-

ten šiiw-o’ob

-

in w-uk’-eh

- -

(dependent
∗3

–

(8) le wah-a

-

u-tial pedro

u-tial u pedro dependent

pedro head dependent pedro

(9) huan yetel pedro tan

[ ]

u

[3.pl]

tal-o’ob

∗3 (S) (O)

VOS V

O S SOV
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yetel = y-etel

2

2.1

Nichols

(dependent-marking)

(N) (V) (A) (P)

(phonological matrix)

N V N

φ

( 1995:

pp.40-41)

2.2

Nichols Head/Dependent-Marking Languages

Nichols

X bar

(head) (projection)

(merge) Syntactic Object
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Bloomfield

(2003:123) Hjelmslev(1928:138)

(rection)

Hjelmslev

∗4

(2003:124)

A1 A8A7A6A5A4A3A2

Pred

Pred (Predicate) A1 A8 (Argument)

Head/ Dependent-marking

grammar

∗4 (1992)
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3

( )

(centipede)

n

n

n = 1

(10) Predicate Phrase = Predn(Arg1, (Arg2))

= Pred1(Arg1, (Arg2)), P red2(Arg1, (Arg2))... P redn(Arg1, (Arg2))

Predn Arg

(11)

Pred4Pred3Pred2Pred1
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P → Q → R . . .

P&Q&R . . .

(12) V erb1(C1), V erb2(C2), V erb3(C3), . . . V erbn(Cn)

Arg1 Pred1

V erb1 C1

(13) Pred4Pred3Pred2Pred1

(14)

tā jiāo ȳıngyǔ jiāo de hěn hǎo

hây sǑOn khǎay
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∗5

∗6

∗5 (2003/4/21 ):

1. Unmarked

2. Marked “ang”

3.
∗6

Split-Marking
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Choice in Language 

Florian Coulmas 
University of Duisburg-Essen

Introduction
This paper argues two main points, one, language is an artefact, and two, every aspect 

of every utterance is the result of the speaker’s choice. Upon reflection it will be noted 

that both points are closely related if not, in fact, two sides of the same coin. There are 

things we can change and others we cannot. However, it is far from clear that the 

difference between both is a constant. Rather, it seems to be a human primitive to defy 

fixed limits.

As human beings we are able to change our behaviour. The idea that we act as free 

agents is fundamental to our self-conception. Every word we say reinforces this 

conviction, for whenever we speak we make choices. The ability to consider 

alternatives and opt for one is basic to intelligent life. This ability is restricted by our 

physical nature, the many things we cannot choose, such as, the colour of our eyes, our 

IQ, or whether we are beautiful or ugly. All this may change soon, as the human 

species gets ready to do with itself what it has done with other species for a long time: 

interfere with nature’s course, select, breed, grow, and manipulate their genetic 

makeup. The life-sciences have made spectacular progress over the past several 

decades, constantly expanding the realm of culture—that which we control—at the 

expense of nature—that which controls us. No longer confined to science fiction novels, 

anthropotechnology has crossed the threshold into the real world and become a vital 

concern of legislation, the paradigm of deliberate regulation of behaviour. The 

prospects are tempting. Before long, we are told, we will be able to safeguard our 

offspring against congenital diseases, if not secure immortality for ourselves. At the 

same time, we are confronted with new challenges. We will have to decide whether to 

go down every pathway science opens up or to erect occasional warning signs, STOP 

HERE, at critical junctures. In short, at the present time, we are forced to rethink our 

place in the universe, the confines of nature, and our own nature.  
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Language: biological and social 
Language plays a peculiar role in this regard. It is no coincidence that the scientific 

study of language has been thoroughly impressed by, and, some would claim, 

contributed to, the revolutionary changes in the life-sciences. For, language is seen as 

an evolutionary adaptation to communicate information. It is what most distinguishes 

us from other beasts, chatty chimps and brainy dolphins notwithstanding. The 

exploration of language, therefore, is indispensable if we want to understand our own 

nature. Language is innate and common to the species. Those who, following Noam 

Chomsky, call their field “Biolinguistics” clearly have a point. According to Chomsky, 

the main task of linguistics is to elucidate the ‘faculty of language’ which he defines as 

follows.

“The faculty of language can reasonably be regarded as a ‘language organ’ in 

the sense in which scientists speak of the visual system, or immune system, or 

circulatory systems, as organs of the body.” (Chomsky 2000: 4)

The language organ helps us survive. But does Italian, or Dutch, or Bengali? If the 

faculty of language is part of our genetic heritage and an organ of the body, why are 

languages so much more different than lungs and adrenal glands? There is no 

convincing answer to this question unless we open our eyes to the other side of 

language, the social one.

Language is a social fact in that every language is a collective product, an artefact 

created by its speakers which enables higher forms of social planning and cooperation 

to evolve. Society is built on language. There is no human society that does not speak 

and use language as its central instrument of organization.

Like every utterance, every language could be different from what it actually is. We 

know this because we know that today’s languages were different in the past, that they 

have changed and will continue to change. Social facts are historical facts with many 

contingent features. We experience language as a stable system that works and tend to 

think of different languages as distinct systems. Adaptation and change happen largely 

unnoticed. Yet, the fact of language change forces us to look at instability, deviation, 

and loss of comprehension across generations and dialects. The existence of different 

languages is a historical fact, a result of language change, a result of choice. 

Every language is transmitted from one generation to the next by learning and has its 
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unique history. These two facts go a long way to explaining linguistic diversity. 

Diversity means two things, the multiplicity of human languages; and the enormous 

variety of coexisting forms in every language.

Migration and diversity 

Where a substantial body of population moves out of one territory and into another, it 

will take its language with it, but after some time this language ceases to be the same 

as that spoken in its original territory. From a theoretical point of view, this is 

remarkable because it means that social factors are involved in language change. If 

language change were deterministic, thrust towards a goal and governed entirely by 

quasi-natural laws inherent in the language system, as in the past historical linguists 

have claimed1, we should expect it to be unaffected by migration. In the event, English, 

French, Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch should continue to change along the same lines 

on both sides of the Atlantic. But as it turns out, once a group splits into two, language 

change is no longer synchronized. Since the two groups are stripped of the opportunity 

to adjust their speech to each other, the transmission and recreation of their language is 

propelled onto different trajectories.

Desires and norms 
Migration usually induces language change, but a speech community’s spatial 

contiguity and temporal continuity are no guarantee for maintaining linguistic 

homogeneity or a sufficient condition for bringing uniformity about. For, as John 

Gumperz noted a long time ago, variation serves important social functions.

“In highly stratified societies such as the caste societies of India, it is quite 

possible for people to be in constant and regular communication over long 

periods of time without adopting each other’s speech patterns. It would seem 

that communication leads to uniformity only when there is both the possibility 

and the desire for social assimilation. Where social norms put a premium on 

social distinctness, linguistic symbols of such distinctness tend to be 

maintained.” (Gumperz 1967: 228; emphasis added) 

                                                
1 The idea that sound change is regular and that, accordingly, its investigation must reveal 
general laws (Lautgesetze) was first defended in the latter half of the 19th century by a group of 
linguists who called themselves ‘Neogrammarians’. Their ideas gave rise to extensive debates 
accompanying the development of linguistic thought throughout the 20th century. And although 
empirical methods and techniques have changed, their principles still inform research into the 
mechanism of sound change.  Cf. Philological Society (1978). 
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It is not at all rare that linguistic distinctions withstand ostensible forces of

homogenization. Efficiency of communication would seem to call for a reduction, if

not elimination, of potentially disruptive distinctions in the speech of individuals and

groups. Yet, such distinctions persist. Why?

Two important notions in the passage quoted above are “the desire for social

assimilation” and “social norms [that] put a premium on social distinctness.” Both are

invoked as causal factors in the process of language change. In what sense an

assemblage of individual desires can be understood as a collective desire is a difficult 

question. For the present purposes the important thing to note is that desires and the 

willingness to adhere to, or breach, social norms make a difference, since it is by virtue

of its members having desires and preferences that the speech community creates and

perpetuates its language.

Speakers, rather than just being the bearers of abstract structures removed from 

conscious reflection constraining their speech behaviour are active knowledgeable

purposeful agents who make choices whenever they use language. The ability to do so 

is at the heart of the nexus between language and society. In the remainder of this 

paper I will explore some of the consequences of this obvious fact. It holds for every 

level of language, structural and stylistic, and beyond that for the registers and 

languages used by different groups and in different domains of society. Every language

represents a choice of the potential held by universal grammar, and every individual’s 

language represents a choice of his or her collectivity’s language. Social norms are

restrictions on individual choices making deviations that imperil communication

unacceptable, if not impossible. 

Choice
Since human bodies consist of particles, their behaviour should be explained in terms 

of particles and the laws governing their movements. There is no room for a mind with 

a free will. At the same time, our everyday experience is that our reasonings and 

choices govern our behaviour, to a significant extent at least. This is the mind-body 

problem in a nutshell. I will not attempt here to solve it, but we cannot altogether 

sidestep it, for language has both a physical and a mental side, and these are not always 

easily kept apart. Sociolinguistics is the linguistics of choice, and, if only for that 
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reason, we have to come to grips with the relationship of freedom of the will2, human 

action and language, for choice is a notion which presupposes an agent rather than an 

automaton. The intricacy of the problem has been pinpointed by two scholars 

representing as it were the two sides, the neurologist John Eccles and the philosopher 

Karl Popper. Interestingly, they see the very origin of language indissolubly linked 

with choice. Here is what they say:

“We could say that in choosing to speak, and to take interest in speech, man has 

chosen to evolve his brain and his mind; that language, once created, exerted the 

selection pressure under which emerged the human brain and the consciousness 

of self.” (Popper, Eccles 1977: 13) 

Choosing to speak before you know what to say, let alone know what language is, 

seems quite a feat, but, on reflection, it may be quite common. However that may be, 

making choices is a central part of the human condition. Interestingly, Eccles and 

Popper’s notion of choice does not require full control and foresight. This is important, 

for, clearly, babies make choices; every line we draw to show where intentionality 

begins is arbitrary. Our choices are subject to restrictions of various kinds from birth. 

The division of labour in the language sciences can be understood in terms of the 

restrictions on possible linguistic choices. Physical and cognitive restrictions are the 

field of biolinguistics and cognitive science; social restrictions on linguistic choices 

are for sociolinguists to investigate.

Although most speakers usually leave their speech performance to the automatic pilot, 

every speaker has the ability to change the way he or she speaks. The choices speakers 

make are not made in a vacuum but are constrained in many ways. While every 

speaker’s every speech act is the manifestation of choice, the individual act of choice 

does not reveal the social nature of language. That only becomes apparent if we can 

show how individual choices add up to form collective choices. 

Cooperation and choice 
Choice is based on judgment, but it is not fully controlled. More typically, judgment 

                                                
2 If you want to get serious about the problem of freedom of the will, Wegner (2002) is an 
excellent account by a psychologist and Searl (1984), by a philosopher. 
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results from the interpretation of incomplete, information and an individual’s beliefs 

and preferences. “It is seldom possible for an individual to accurately describe his or 

her judgment process.” (Dhir and Savage 2002: 11) This is particularly true of 

judgments about one’s own speech. Moreover, human judgement is often inaccurately 

reported and inconsistent. These limitations must caution us not to rely too much on 

self-reports if we want to find out why people speak the way they do.

We can benefit here from certain concepts developed by psychologists and political 

scientists interested in cooperation. For language is a means of cooperation on two 

levels. (1) It enables its speakers to exchange information in order to request, announce 

and promise certain actions. And (2), it works as long as its speakers use it in such a 

way that they understand each other. In normal speech behaviour this is taken for 

granted. That is, speech behaviour is fundamentally cooperative. What, then, is 

cooperation?

Following Robert Axelrod’s (1984) I favour a wide notion of cooperation that 

includes, for example, patterns of behaviour found in various non-human biological 

systems. Mutually beneficial interaction between plants and other lower organisms 

shows that foresight is not necessary for cooperation to evolve. An approach that does 

not presuppose foresight is more suitable to language than other decision theories, 

especially rational choice theory which assumes rational and consistent actors with 

foresight and full control. For example, the behavioural decision theory (Edwards 1992) 

is based on the concept of expected subjective utility and attempts to prescribe rational 

decisions. By contrast, Axelrod’s theory does not assume that interactants are rational. 

“Their strategies may simply reflect standard operating procedures, rules of thumb, 

instincts, habits, or imitation.” (Axelrod 1984: 18) It moreover does not assume that 

the actions taken by the interactants are necessarily conscious choices. Notice that even 

in economics where rational and fully informed decision makers used to be assumed for 

the sake of modelling, this conception of humanity is giving way to one of agents who 

have emotions and lack complete information. 3  For language choices the idea of 

cooperation being achieved even in the absence of fully informed rationality is highly 

relevant, because whenever communication proceeds smoothly stable mutual 

cooperation has been established.

                                                
3 In 2002, economists Daniel Kahneman and Vernon L. Smith were awarded the Nobel Prize for 
this departure from the paradigm of ‘rational choice theory’. Se, for example, Kahneman, 
Slovic and Tversky  (1982). 
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Stable mutual cooperation often follows a treaded path, it is ‘path dependent’, to 

borrow a notion much used by psychologists and economists. This notion captures well 

the nature of choice restricted by habit and inertia. You can leave the treaded path, but 

doing so takes an effort and bears a risk. We can think of a language as a path. New 

members of a speech community get set onto this path which under normal 

circumstances they will never try to deviate from. Staying on the path appears natural, 

not a matter of choice. Usually, it is tantamount to cooperative behaviour. But it is the 

result of choice, all the same. This is apparent from instances of uncooperative 

behaviour. For example, francophone Swiss often complain about being addressed, by 

their compatriots in German-speaking Switzerland, in Swiss-German. The 

Francophones learn standard German at school but have difficulties understanding 

Swiss-German. Since the Swiss-Germans control both varieties, their choice of Swiss-

German is perceived as not being cooperative.

Cooperation is the default case in speech behaviour and vital for preserving the 

functionality of the language. It can be explained in terms of the (perceived) 

probability that the speakers concerned may interact again. In a generalized way this is 

what keeps a speech community together and its language intact. As the theory of 

public choice emphasizes, reciprocity is essential for maintaining cooperation. 

Linguistic communication is a cooperative game, not a zero-sum game. Both players—

assuming there are just two—benefit if they cooperate. They should not regard the 

other player as someone who is out to defeat them. The payoffs are for doing what 

everyone else does. The classic example is traffic: It does not matter which side of the 

road we drive on but it is extremely important that we all drive on the same side. 

A common language is usually taken for granted, since locations, institutions and 

situations are associated with a certain language or variety as the default choice
required by a cooperative game. By the population concerned, the default is not usually 

perceived as a choice at all. But it is a choice in the sense that alternative courses of 

action are possible, however unlikely. Many actions are carried out routinely, such as 

walking or shifting into gear when driving a car. A great deal in language behaviour, 

too, remains on a subconscious level. When we employ routines and enact default 

choices without thinking we allow our movements to follow treaded paths, as a matter 

of convenience. Default choices are choices, although they go largely unnoticed.

Societies and social groups define themselves and are recognizable in terms of their 

default choices. For example, in largely monolingual environments, multilingual 
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conversations tend to be perceived as uncooperative, while people in multilingual 

environments are more familiar with situations where speakers expect each other to 

understand several languages but use the one they speak best. In the event, for speakers 

to use a language that is not the same as that in which they have been spoken to may be 

readily tolerated not being perceived as uncooperative. Uncooperative behaviour is 

sanctioned, the most effective sanction being the refusal to understand a speaker. 

Speakers are active creative agents, able to choose their verbal means, but their choices 

are limited by the need to cooperate and the threat of sanctions.

Let us consider then some of the choices that are made in language and the social 

factors acting on them. A general division is between micro choices and macro choices. 

Micro choices concern structural features of language, macro choices entire codes.

Micro choices 

Dialects

Dialect differentiation is known in all speech communities of any size. In 

industrialized urban societies horizontal geographical dialect differentiation has been 

reinterpreted as being ordered along a vertical axis of social stratification. People’s 

social position influence the way they speak, whether they choose to use their local 

dialect or a speech form closer to the standard. Clearly, a standard variety is an artifact, 

but so is any other recognizable variety a speaker can choose. What the study of choice 

of dialectal features teaches us is that cooperation goes beyond establishing 

intercommunicability. Trudgill (1986: 39) notes that “in face-to-face interaction […] 

speakers accommodate to each other linguistically by reducing the dissimilarities 

between their speech patterns and adopting features from each other’s speech.” The 

features in question are phonetic, morphological and syntactic. In urban, highly mobile 

societies mutual accommodation may lead to dialect levelling, but there is a lot of 

evidence to indicate that in the process dialect boundaries are redrawn rather than 

abolished. Homogenization is not the preferred choice.

Gendered speech 
Next, sex and gender are equally well-known as determinants of linguistic variation, 

and like regional distinctions they are subject to speakers’ choice. To mention but one 

example that is closer to the natural sex side than to the social gender side, voice pitch. 
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Ohara (1997) recorded natural conversations and reading sentences in Japanese and 

English by the same bilingual speakers. She found that women speak with a higher 

pitch in Japanese than in English, while men’s pitch was the same for both languages. 

How deep a male voice is and how high a female one thus is to some extent subject to 

variation and socially conditioned choice. 

The natural is subject to cultural modulation.

More generally, sex-specific and sex-preferential speech forms are artifacts. In a 

number of Asian languages such as Japanese and Korean these distinctions are so 

pronounced as to form “women’s and men’s languages”. Their function is explained by 

Ide andYoshida (1999: 477) as follows: “The choice of one linguistic form over 

another reflects a perception of the structure of cultural understandings and represents 

the speaker’s identity as a member of the society.[…] The appropriate linguistic choice 

has the effect of avoiding conflict or misunderstandings in the interaction.” The point 

to stress is that, while the avoidance of conflict and misunderstanding is undoubtedly a 

general principle of cooperation, there may be situations where speakers have reasons 

to breach this principle in the interest of pursuing other goals such as indicating non-

acceptance of sex-differentiating conventions. Deliberate deviation from the treaded 

path is the main theme of the feminist critique of linguistic usage that has swept 

through many societies in recent decades. 

In every particular case, the complex relationship between sex and speech behaviour 

involves a language that has been formed by many generations of speakers, as well as 

the ideological formation of that community’s ethnolinguistic tradition. On both levels 

speakers make choices that reproduce or alter existing conventions, unwittingly or, in 

some cases, deliberately. The feminist critique of prevalent usage has been directed 

against accepting sexist attitudes underlying certain expressions. The changes that were 

enacted were very conspicuous and the speakers who first tried them out, who said he 

or she or used they as a pronoun with an antecedent in the singular, came across as 

uncooperative because they intentionally violated existing default choices. But 

eventually, and within a relatively short time, the campaign to reduce sexism in 

language in the English speaking world was very successful. The general point that 

follows from this example is this: Languages can be profoundly affected by deliberate 

choices of their speakers.
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Age differentiation 
Speech modulates across generations. Age-differentiated language use begins in 

infancy. In most societies that have been studied, babies are taught from the start that 

speech varies with speaker age. The means by which this message is communicated is 

parentese. While parentese does reflects certain features of early language, it also 

paves the way for age-differentiated speech in general. It has been demonstrated that 

young children are quite aware of, and capable to reproduce, the differences between 

the speech addressed to them and to adults (Steinberg, Nagata, Aline 2001). Parentese 

is conducive to the development of communicative competence in two ways, (1) in the 

earliest phase it facilitates language learning, and (2) it shows the youngest generation 

that members of the community are differentiated by age and that speech forms are to 

be chosen accordingly. 

At the other end of the lifespan is the speech of the elderly. Except as an aspect of 

age-induced deteriorating abilities it has not received much attention. However, the 

ways in which the elderly are often spoken once again reveal the significance of age as 

a determinant of linguistic choice. They are in some ways a mirror image of parentese. 

Giles and his associates (Kemper 1994) have observed that speech forms addressed at 

the elderly do not so much accommodate the communication needs of their 

interlocutors as the spekers’ ideas of these needs. In this regard, the characteristics of 

‘elderspeak’, for example, slow production, simplified syntax, avoidance of difficult 

words, and exaggerated prosody, are reminiscent of other simplified speech registers 

such as those directed at babies, foreigners, and pets. 

Sandwiched in between the languages of the very young and the very old are the 

languages of adolescents and adults. Characteristic features of adolescents’ speech 

have often been described. Use of substandard, dialectal and vernacular forms, slang 

and innovative, often very short-lived expressions serves three main functions: (1) to 

appropriation the language for their own purposes; (2) to manifest group membership 

and construct a distinct identity; and (3) to indicate the speakers’ willingness to resist 

the pressure to conform to societal norms. 

Young and middle-aged adults form the dominant age cohort in terms of social 

strength in most societies investing their behaviour including speech with norm-setting 

potential. Adult language is the norm, as it were the default choice for all age groups. 

Yet, young and middle-aged adults are set off from the other age groups in various 

ways some of which are linguistically encoded. For example, in languages with 
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complex personal pronoun systems, such as Russian, French, and German 4 , the 

transition from adolescence to adulthood is often marked by a change of pronominal 

address.

The general lesson to be learnt from intergenerational linguistic diversity is that 

linguistic choices are driven among other things by beliefs and attitudes about age 

divisions and notions of age-specific suitability. The observable differences in the 

speech behaviour of co-existing generations manifest age cohort stereotyping and the 

time-depth of language. The former is a motor of language change as each new 

generation introduces innovations, while the latter prevents dysfunctionally rapid 

change because the individual needs to communicate with parents and children. 

Politeness

It has been argued that languages differ in terms of how strongly socially encoded 

they are (Mühlhäusler, Harré 1990) and that strongly socially encoded languages, such 

as Japanese, Korean and Thai, provide a rich variety of polite expressions but at the 

same time are more restrictive with respect to their choice than weakly socially 

encoded languages, such as English (Ide and Yoshida 1999). This is a contentious issue, 

but that speakers employ various politeness strategies is incontrovertible. Almost all 

utterances have alternatives less or more polite, and every utterance can be judged 

against a standard of what is expected by the audience. Calibrating one’s utterance to 

meet, exceed, or breach the standard is an essential part of social competence. Setting, 

social class, gender, age, power, and culture are the main factors speakers take into 

account in making their respective choices. 

Macro choices 

Code-switching

A major theme in code-switching research has been the question whether the mixing 

of, and alternating between languages and varieties is restricted by structural or social 

                                                
4 Cf. Head’s (1978) survey of pronominal address in 100 languages. Mühlhäusler and Harré 
(1990) offer a critical discussion of the sociolinguistic issues involved in personal pronouns 
which covers a wide canvas but is not always reliable. 
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conditions. Generally speaking, as soon as a structural restriction such as, for example, 

the bound-morpheme condition, was proposed, it has been invalidated by numerous 

counterexamples. Combining markedness theory with her influential Matrix Language 

Frame model, Myers-Scotton (1993a,b) has tried to capture both the structural and 

social conditions of code-switching, but competing notions persist. For instance, 

Mu sken (2000) works with the concept of ‘suspension of grammar’. Once again, what 

is generally agreed is that speakers’ choices are the issue to explain. In code-switching 

research the notion of choice has come to higher prominence than in other fields of 

sociolinguistics, perhaps because it is so striking to the outside observer that code-

switchers are continuously busy making choices. 

Diglossia

Another area where this is also quite obvious and which borders on code-switching is 

diglossia. A relatively rigid domain separation between two varieties of the same 

language has been observed in a number of speech communities, for example, in India 

it is very old (Schiffman 1996), and in the Arabic-speaking world (Blau 1977). In my 

view, writing and literacy are crucial for the split to be brought about and to be 

sustained (Coulmas 2003), but the complex aetiology of diglossia cannot be discussed 

in the present context. What should be emphasized is that there is plenty of evidence, 

especially in fully literate societies such as German-speaking Switzerland, to show that 

diglossia is maintained not by accident but as the result of desires and norms upheld by 

the speech community. 

Multilingualism

In many other multilingual settings codes are held apart, but speakers make language 

choices on a regular basis. These choices are motivated by the social meaning they 

carry. In some settings language choice is more negotiable than in others. For example, 

in a salesperson-customer encounter in a bilingual urban milieu5 such as Brussels or 

Montreal negotiating the language is a regular part of many interactions, whereas in 

institutional settings where the language is determined by rules of procedure individual 

choice is more limited. However, as individuals and as groups multilingual 

                                                
5 For examples of negotiated language choice in Montreal cf. Heller (1992, 1995). 
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communities exploit the linguistic resources available which in the event comprise 

what are thought of as different languages. Multilingualism research has shown that the 

choices speakers make are not random but exhibit many regularities and hence 

explainable. ‘One system or two?’ is a question that has preoccupied psycholinguistic 

research into bilingualism for some time. From a sociolinguistic perspective the range 

of available options must be regarded in many cases as forming an integrated system 

which is perpetuated and adapted on the basis of individual cooperative choices much 

like a single language.

Pidginization

The cooperative nature of linguistic choice is most dramatically evidenced under very 

unpromising conditions where the speakers involved have no common language at their 

disposal. Betokening the intimate connection between choice and cooperation in 

language, a new language is then brought into existence, a pidgin. This only happens 

when interactants venture outside their territory and reference group and meet others, 

like them willing to communicate. Pidginization demonstrates how cooperative verbal 

behaviour develops in the face of extremely adverse circumstances. By choosing from 

their initially disparate expressive resources they must establish common ground. 

Although pidgins are characterized by great instability at first, that is, choices of low 

predictability, the cooperative nature of linguistic communication leads to incremental 

reductions of the range of possible choices and correspondingly increasing 

predictability. Rather than traditions that are carried on for tradition’s sake, pidgins are 

a new creative intertwining of hitherto unconnected linguistic materials and as such are 

more obviously than other languages bear the stamp of artefacts. Another important 

lesson to be learnt from pridginization is that language is the result rather than the 

prerequisite of cooperative action. 

Language decline 

One more topic needs to be mentioned in this brief review of sociolinguistic issues 

which has received considerable attention in recent years, declining languages. A great 

many languages are today spoken by elderly speakers only as the young choose to 

speak a language with a wider range. There is wide agreement among scholars that as a 
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result the pool of human languages will shrink significantly in the near future (Crystal 

2000). Many linguists active in this field will deny that what they consider an 

unfortunate development is the result of choice. I consider this a political argument. If 

the notion that speakers are active agent who make choices is taken seriously it must be 

recognized that choice of action without full foresight and appreciation of the 

consequences and choice under duress is still choice. Norman Denison (1977) had a 

point when he asked: ‘Language death or language suicide?’ Whether or not linguistic 

diversity should be safeguarded as a valuable possession of humanity is a question 

unrelated to that of whether speech is a natural process beyond the speakers’ control or 

the result of choice. The sociolinguistic phenomena I have reviewed in this paper 

suggest the latter.

Summary
Let me sum up the main points of this paper. Sociolinguistics distinguishes itself from 

other language sciences, notably from biolinguistics and theoretical grammar, by 

focussing on those traits of language that are noticeably variable and hence subject to 

choice. Variability in language means that speakers are able to adjust their speech to 

selected aspects of their environment. This has a number of implications. 

• Speakers make choices from the variety of the expressive means offered in 

their environment. 

• Their choices are subject to restrictions.

• Speech communities and smaller social groups are recognizable by virtue of 

the restrictions they place on the linguistic choices of their members. 

• Membership is accomplished and maintained through cooperation. 

• Speech behaviour is cooperative. 

• Every language and language variety is the result of collective choice, that is, 

cooperative creation. 

• Where a common language exists it restricts its speakers’ choices. Where no 

such language exists one is created by virtue of interactants’ choice. 
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