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WORD ORDER IN SUBORDINATE CLAUSES: 

INNOVATIVE OR CONSERVATIVE?

A TYPOLOGY OF WORD ORDER CHANGE

Abstract

A recurrent claim in the literature on word order change is that subordinate clauses tend

to  preserve  older  patterns.  However,  even though individual  cases  of  unrelated  and

typologically distinct languages have been discussed, no quantitative data has been used

to support this claim. In addition,  arguments have been presented that contradict  the

view that subordinate clauses are conservative. This work is meant to contribute to the

discussion  by providing  a  far-reaching  typology  of  word  order  change.  The  results

suggest that subordinate clauses are indeed conservative, but with nuances.
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1. INTRODUCTION1

1.1. State of the art: two contrary positions in the literature

1.1.1. Subordinate clauses are conservative

In a considerable part of the literature on language change it has been pointed out that

subordinate clauses are conservative, i.e. more resilient to change, not only with respect

to  word order  (Givón 1979a:  259-261, Hock 1986: 332, Matsuda 1998:  2-3,  Bybee

2002: 4-5), but to other linguistic phenomena as well, such as grammaticization (Bybee

et al.  1994: 230-236, Bybee 2002: 6-14) or morphosyntactic change (Matsuda 1995:

214, 216-217). Relevant analyses of individual languages regarding the conservatism of

subordinate clauses in processes of language change include, among others, the Old and

Modern Germanic languages (Givón 1979a: 259-261, Hock 1986: 330-336), Armenian

(Dum-Tragut  2009:  525, 558-560),  Kru (Hyman 1975: 124-125, Givón 1979a: 124-

126), Biblical Hebrew (Givón 1977: 181-254), Japanese (Matsuda 1993: 1-34) or Ute

(Givón 2011: 182-189). The following quotation illustrates the view that subordinate

clauses are more conservative regarding word order change:

As a result of various types of natural diachronic change, the synchronic syntax of main

clauses ― normally more innovative ― may grow out of whack with the syntax of

subordinate clauses which is normally more conservative (Givón 1979a: 259).

This  view  is  motivated  by  the  fact  that  subordinate  clauses  are  cross-linguistically

observed to preserve older word order patterns in cases of word order change, or in

cases where word order change has not been directly observed but is believed to have

taken  place.  The  following  are  examples  of  conservative  word  order  preserved  in

subordinate clauses in Biblical Hebrew (1a-b) (Givón 1977: 192) and Old English (1c-

d) (Koopman 1992: 321):

(1) a. ve-ha-ʔadam yada' ʔet-ḥava ʔišto

and-the-man knew Eve wife-his

1 This  bachelor  thesis  exceeds  the  maximum number  of  characters  (60.000)  allowed  for  UPV/EHU
bachelor theses by 22.000, amounting to a total of 82.000. This is due to the project's essence: because a
large number of languages is drawn upon for comparison, the number of references is unavoidably high.
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“And Adam knew his wife Eve” (Genesis, 4.1)

b. ki šat li ʔadonay

because listened to-me lord-my

“Because the Lord has listened to me” (Genesis, 4.25)

c. her Uespassianus onfeng rice

here Vespasian received kingdom

“Here Vespasian received the kingdom” (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle A, 70)

d. gif he ðonne ðæt wif wille forsacan

if he then the woman wants to-refuse

“If he then wants to refuse the woman” 

(Alfred's Consolation of Philosophy, 43.15)

Example (1a) is one in which the subject of the clause, ha-ʔadam “the man”, has been

fronted to preverbal position as a result of topicalization (Givón 1977: 192). Thus the

result is that one gets a main clause in Biblical Hebrew where word order is Subject-

Verb instead of the dominant  Verb-Subject.  Such an operation  cannot  take place in

subordinate  clauses,  where  the  original  Verb-Subject  order  is  preserved  (1b).

Topicalization to preverbal position eventually becomes so frequent in main clauses that

the resulting order,  Topic-Verb (where the topic often coincides with the subject) is

reanalyzed as the “unmarked” order (Holmstedt 2013: 19-20). This leads to a change

VS > SV in main clauses that does not take place in subordinate clauses (Givón 1977:

192). A situation similar to Biblical Hebrew can be observed in Old English: whereas

already  in  a  text  from  the  9th  century  CE  like  the  Anglo-Saxon  Chronicles  the

innovative verb-second order2 seems to be the basic order of main clauses (1c), in the

language of the same period subordinate clauses preserve Object-Verb order, which is

believed to have been inherited from Proto-Germanic (Ramat 1998: 525).

A  number  of  reasons  have  been  adduced  for  the  presumed  conservatism  of

subordinate clauses. One of the main reasons is that main clauses are more prone than

subordinate  clauses  to  pragmatic  operations  (Bybee  2002:  1-2).  That  is  why

pragmatically  marked  word  order  is  more  likely  to  occur  in  main  clauses.  If  such

marked orders become frequent enough, they can be “re-evaluated” as the unmarked or

dominant order (Givón 1978: 83), leading to a change that takes place in main clauses

2 There are numerous theories that account for the emergence of verb-second order in Germanic, which
do not concern us here. For an overview, see (Axel 2007: 237-292).
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and may or may not be extended later to subordinate clauses. The cross-linguistic lower

likelihood  of  subordinate  clauses  to  undergo  pragmatic  word  order  modification

becomes evident in their impossibility (at least in English) of allowing operations such

as VP-preposing (2a), preposing around the verb “to be” (2b), topicalization (2c), right

dislocation (2d), exclamatory inversion (2e), use of tag questions (2f) or truncation (2g),

among others (Green 1976: 383-384, Matsuda 1998: 5):

(2) a. Mary plans for John to marry her, and marry her he will

a'. *She said that marry her he will

b. More significant is the development of a semantic theory

b'. *She said that more significant is the development of a semantic theory

c. This book you should read

c'. *She said that this book you should read

d. You should go see it, that movie 

d'. *She said that you should go see it, that movie

e. Boy, are we in for it! Was it ever loud!

e'. *She said that boy, are we in it for it, that was it ever loud!

f. John eats pork, doesn't he?

f'. *She asked whether John eats pork, doesn't he?

g. Gotta go now. Time for dinner. See you later.

g'. *She said that gotta go now, time for dinner, see you later.

Another  reason  that  has  been  adduced  for  the  resistance  of  subordinate  clauses  to

change is processing ease. Bybee (2002: 2) argues that subordinate clauses, unlike main

clauses, are processed as “chunks”, i.e. as undividable units. This makes subordinate

clauses  easier  to  process,  on  the  one hand,  and less  independent  and less  likely  to

change on the other. Finally,  one further reason proposed in order to account for the

conservatism of subordinate clauses is related to speech style:  embedded clauses are

more likely to be used in careful speech. Since speakers tend to use more conservative

forms in careful speech than in more casual registers, subordinate clauses are less likely

to be modified and more likely to co-occur with conservative speech forms (Matsuda

1998: 7-8).

1.1.2. Subordinate clauses are innovative
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A directly  opposed  view  to  the  one  just  explained  has  also  been  put  forth  in  the

literature.  This view proposes that  not main clauses,  but subordinate  clauses can be

more innovative. Such a view is mostly based on the analysis of the emergence of SVO

order in Old and Middle English. Apparently, in Middle English innovative SVO order

generalized in subordinate clauses, which had been verb-final before, by the early 13th

century. On the other hand, SVO became established in main clauses, which had been

verb-second before, by the early 15th century, with remnants of the verb-second order

still visible in the 16th century (Bean 1983: 137, Stockwell & Minkova 1991: 399-400).

This view can be summarized as follows:

The  influence  must  have  been  in  the  direction  from  subordinate  to  main  (from

embedded to root clauses) if we are to account for the considerable lag-time between the

establishment of SV order in subordinate clauses, on the one hand, and in main clauses,

on the other (Stockwell & Minkova 1991: 394).

The coexistence of innovative (SVO) subordinate clauses (3a) and conservative (verb-

second) main clauses (3b) in Middle English can be seen in the following examples:

(3) a. þat I wythoute vylanye myʒt voyde þis table

that I without discourtesy might leave this table

“That I may leave this table without discourtesy” 

(Sir Gawain and the Green Knight I, 345)

b. full sweetely heard he confessïon

full sweetly heard he confession

“He heard his confession very sweetly” (The Canterbury Tales, 221)

In the subordinate  clause in  (3a),  which is  extracted  from the late  14th-century  Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight, the subject I “I” comes first, followed by the verb myʒt

voyde “may leave” and the object þis table “this table”. In the main clause (3b), which is

extracted from the contemporary The Canterbury Tales, the phrase full sweetely “very

sweetly”  is  followed by the verb  heard “heard”,  forming a verb-second pattern that

would be ungrammatical in present-day English. Therefore, in late 14th-century English

subordinate clauses follow SVO order, whereas main clauses are verb-second.
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The reason adduced for the innovativeness of subordinate clauses in Middle English

is the occurrence of verb-raising, which could take place in subordinate clauses but not

in  main  clauses  (Stockwell  &  Minkova  1991:  400).  “Verb-raising”  is  defined  as  a

syntactic operation whereby in a language with “underlying” Verb-Auxiliary order the

finite verb moves to the right of the auxiliary, thus creating “surface” Auxiliary-Verb

order3. This operation is, according to these authors, a precondition for extraposition to

occur, i.e. for constituents to be moved to postverbal position in verb-final languages.

Therefore,  “verb-raising” would have allowed postverbal  constituents  to exist  in  the

previously  verb-final  Middle  English  subordinate  clauses.  Eventually,  postposed

constituents would have become so frequent4 that they were reanalyzed as the unmarked

order, leading to a change XV > VX (and consequently SOV > SVO) in subordinate

clauses.  Only later  would main clauses have adopted the SVO order of subordinate

clauses by analogy (Bean 1983: 137).

In  view  of  the  two  contrary  positions  sketched  above,  namely  the  “subordinate

clauses are conservative” and the “subordinate clauses are innovative” positions, a wide,

cross-linguistic  study  is  necessary  that  will  attempt  to  elucidate  the  behavior  of

subordinate clauses with respect to word order change. As far as is known to the author,

no far-reaching comparative study has been undertaken yet to clarify this question, with

the possible exception of Bybee (2002). This will be the central aim of this paper.

1.2. Theoretical concepts
3 Notice that “verb-raising” is a syntactic operation proposed to occur by the literature that assumes two
levels of representation (underlying and surface) in syntax, i.e. by the generativist literature, in order to
account for a number of word order issues in Germanic. See Bies (1996: 40-44) and the literature therein
for a detailed account of “verb-raising” and its theoretical implications.
4 Numerous  explanations have  been  provided  in  the literature  to  account  for  changes  in  word  order
frequency correlations,  especially  regarding  the  preverbal/postverbal  opposition.  Bies's  (1996:  40-44)
explanation  of  verb-raising,  for  example,  describes  a  potential  precondition,  but  not  a  reason,  for
postverbal constituents to become more frequent. A frequently adduced reason for postverbal constituents
to become more frequent  in verb-medial  and verb-final languages is “extraposition” (Behaghel  1909:
110-142, 1932, Hawkins 1983: 90), also called “exbraciation” (Stockwell 1977, Burridge 1993) or (in the
case of noun phrases) “heavy noun phrase shift” (Ross 1967, Walkden 2014), which is a clause-bound
syntactic operation whereby a constitutent is moved to the right of its original position (Baltin 2005: 241).
Extraposition  is  usually  caused  by  the  phonological  weight  and/or  informational  salience  of  the
constituent, as first described by Otto Behaghel's “law of increasing constituents” (Behaghel 1909). Later
literature has also identified syntactic complexity (i.e. number of nodes/phrases and levels of hierarchy in
the constituent) as a cause for extraposition (Hawkins 1983: 90). “Right-dislocation” or “afterthought”,
i.e. the addition of post-utterance elements to the right of and outside the clause has also been argued to
produce large numbers of postverbal constituents, eventually triggering reanalysis and change (Hyman
1975: 119-121, 124-132). In the case of verb-initial languages, phonologically light and informationally
old topics are known to be frequently moved to preverbal position, eventually leading to reanalysis and
shift to verb-medial order (Holmstedt 2013: 19-20). These are all language-internal motives for changes
in frequency correlations. In addition, strong language contact situations are believed to cause borrowing
of “foreign” word order patterns, which if frequent enough may lead to a shift (van Gelderen 2011: 356).
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1.2.1. Word order

Before going on with a discussion of the (lack of) conservatism of subordinate clauses,

a  number  of  basic  concepts  require  a  careful  and  falsifiable  definition.  First  and

foremost the term “word order” demands for clarification, especially in its relationship

to  the  concept  of  “markedness”  or  “dominance”.  In  line  with  a  large  part  of  the

typological literature (Greenberg 1963, Lehmann 1974, Givón 1979a, Hawkins 1983,

Stassen  1985,  Dryer  1992,  Croft  2003  to  mention  just  a  few),  the  “dominant”,

“unmarked” or “basic” word order of a language will be determined here on the basis of

the linear ordering of the major constituents of the clause (subject, direct object, and

verb)  when  occurring  in  their  full  nominal  and  verbal  forms  in  main,  positive,

declarative clauses. In contrast to the view of a number of grammatical theories (cf. the

reference to Bies 1996 in the previous section), no assumption will be made as to the

existence of more than one level of syntactic representation. In addition, in the lines of

Dryer (1992: 81-127), the view will be adopted that languages tend to conform to one of

two harmonic word order types: (a) “right-branching”, where the branching constituent

- a constituent that can be subdivided into smaller syntactic units, such as a relative

clause - usually follows the non-branching constituent - a constituent  that cannot be

subdivided  into  smaller  syntactic  units,  such  as  a  noun  or  a  verb  -,  or  (b)  “left-

branching”,  where  the  branching  constituent  usually  precedes  the  non-branching

constituent. In both types, a series of word order traits such as Preposition-Noun, Verb-

Adposition Phrase, Standard of comparison-Adjective etc. are observed to conform to

an ideal type (hence the label “harmonic”), whereas others such as the order of affixes

or of compound members do not conform to any ideal (ibid.).

This approach is, however, problematic for several reasons. First of all, some of the

linguistic  categories  assumed  by  much  of  the  typological  literature  to  be  cross-

linguistically applicable, such as “subject”, “verb” or “adjective” are in fact far from

being universal (Haspelmath 2012). Nevertheless, comparing languages on a wide scale

unavoidably requires some sort  of generalization at  the cost of descriptive accuracy.

Assuming that subjects, verbs and adjectives exist in all languages, while admittedly

inaccurate, is necessary if languages are to be compared in equal terms (Hawkins 1983:

12). A second problem with the harmonic approach to word order is that some basic

descriptive  concepts,  such  as  “markedness”,  have  neither  a  single  definition  nor
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universally accepted diagnostics (Haspelmath 2006). Third, many languages either have

more than one “basic” word order, or lack any basic word order altogether (Dryer &

Haspelmath 2013), which makes it impossible to classify them in terms of branching

direction.  Finally,  many  of  the  world's  languages  are  “disharmonic”5.  These  issues

considerably weaken the explanatory and predictory power of  word order  typology,

which has led some authors to stop considering word order a relevant parameter: “Even

if every language did have a fixed or preferred order of clausal constituents (which is

not the case), a typology based on this would be of only marginal interest for basic

linguistic theory” (Dixon 2010: 74-75). Despite its weaknesses, in the absence of a more

appropriate framework to cross-linguistically analyze and compare word order change

on a wide scale the harmonic view will be adopted here.

1.2.2. Clause

A definition of the concept “clause” is, like that of word order,  highly problematic,

since  there  exist  numerous  criteria  to  define  this  notion  and  because  its  definition

depends on which of these criteria, if any, are accepted (see Engelen 1986: 1-16 for an

overview). From a very general point of view, Crystal (2008: 78) defines a clause as “a

term used in some models of grammar to refer to a unit of grammatical organization

smaller than the sentence, but larger than phrases, words or morphemes”. According to

this definition, then, the level of clause operates between the sentence and the phrase. In

addition, qualities that are usually assumed to characterize clauses are (i) the presence of

one finite verb and (ii) a certain degree of autonomy (Engel 2004: 82-83). These three

characteristics  (size,  presence  of  one  finite  verb,  autonomy)  therefore  provide  the

linguist with falsifiable criteria that can be used to establish what is and what is not a

clause. Once the term “clause” has been provided with a falsifiable definition, then, the

next step is to define the concepts of “main” and “subordinate” clause. According to

Dürscheid (2000: 56), only in the presence of a subordinate clause does it make sense to

speak of  a  “main”  clause,  i.e.  all  criteria  applying  to  the definition  of  a  clause  are

applicable, all things being equal, to a main clause. The next logical question is, then,

what exactly a “subordinate” clause, i.e. what “subordination” is.

5 A recurrent explanation to account for the high number of “disharmonic” languages is that these are
changing from one type to another (Lehmann 1974: 24, Hawkins 1983: 78). This does not, however,
clarify  why  some languages,  such  as  English,  remain  unchanged  in  their  disharmonic  condition  for
centuries, whereas others, such as the Celtic languages, quite rapidly change.
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1.2.3. Subordination

Subordination, next to coordination, is one of the cross-linguistically most widespread

clause linkage strategies6.  A subordinate  clause is  a clause that  is  linked to  another

clause  and  is  defined  by  a  number  of  properties.  The  traditional  definition  of

subordinate  clause  implies  criteria  such  as  dependency,  i.e.  a  subordinate  clause

depends  on  another  (Hengeveld  1998:  335)  and therefore  cannot  occur  in  isolation

(Cristofaro  2003:  15).  In  addition,  a  subordinate  clause  does  not  have  illocutionary

force, i.e. a subordinate clause cannot be interrogated, commanded or asserted. Also, a

subordinate clause implies a cognitive asymmetry between two linked events, such that

the profile of one of the events (that predicated by the main clause) overrides the profile

of the other (that predicated by the subordinate clause) (Cristofaro 2003: 33). These two

criteria distinguish subordinate clauses from main clauses, which do have illocutionary

force  and  where  events  do  not  override  each  other.  Haspelmath  (1995:  8)  defines

subordinate  clauses  as  being  embedded  or  incorporated  to  the  main  clause  as  a

constituent,  where  the  two are  related  by  a  whole-part  relationship.  This  definition

distinguishes subordinate clauses from coordinate clauses, which are not embedded to a

main clause. Finally, what distinguishes subordinate clauses from nominalizations i.e.

nominalized clauses is the fact that the latter are derived constructions. This means that

nominalizations can always be traced back to verbal forms, whereas subordinate clauses

cannot. This difference between nominalization and subordination can be seen in the

fact that nominalized verbs often inherit the argument structure of the original verb,

whereas  no  such  inheritance  relationship  exists  in  the  case  of  subordinate  clauses

(Crystal 2008: 246, 328).

To  summarize,  a  subordinate  clause  is  characterized  by  pragmatic  (lack  of

illocutionary  force),  cognitive  (asymmetry  between  events),  syntactic  (constituency,

dependence)  and  semantic  (subordination)  criteria.  Such  a  definition  of  subordinate

clause excludes main clauses, coordinate clauses and nominalizations. On the basis of

6 This is, of course, if a third fairly common clause linkage strategy is not taken into account.  Davison
(1979: 108-115) observes that Japanese and many languages of India have a clause linkage strategy that
involves both coordination and subordination or, in other words, which involves dependency,  but not
embedding.  Constructions  linked  thus  usually  translate  as  “and then”  or  “having  X-ed”,  where  “X”
corresponds to the action denoted by the verb.  Role and Reference  Grammar has come to label  this
strategy  as  “cosubordination”,  indentifying  it  in  a  further  number  of  languages,  such  as  Mandarin
Chinese, Turkish or Chechen (Van Valin 2015: 728-729).
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such a  definition  of  “subordination”,  this  notion is  understood here as having near-

universal cross-linguistic applicability. Therefore, two important assumptions are made

here: (a) that subordinate clauses exist in the majority of the world's languages and (b)

that these can be compared to each other. These assumptions are not uncommon in the

literature (Cristofaro 2003: 5).

Of course, there are exceptions to the assumption that subordination is of universal

cross-linguistic  applicability.  For  example,  languages  that  lack writing  systems  tend

much less  (or  not  at  all)  to  make use of  subordination  (Mithun 1984:  493-509).  In

addition, in languages where a change from widespread orality to widespread literacy

has  taken  place  a  clear  tendency  toward  an  increased  use  of  subordinators  and

subordinate clauses can be observed7 (Szczepaniak 2015: 110). Languages may have

had subordinate clauses at  some point in time but have ceased to have them due to

processes of reanalysis (Shlonsky 1997: 101, Gildea 2000: 65-66, 74, van Gijn 2014:

287-289). Some languages may lack recursion, i.e. they may not allow to incorporate a

clause into another  clause or phrase and may therefore not have the ability to form

potentially infinite strings of words (Everett 2005: 628-631, though see Nevins et al.

2009:  376-380).  Finally,  languages  may  also  not  make  a  clear  distinction  between

subordination and coordination, i.e. they may make use of “cosubordination” (Davison

1979: 108-115, cf. footnote 6).

In view of these exceptions, no cross-linguistic study on the behavior of subordinate

clauses  with  respect  to  word  order  can  claim to  study a  universal  phenomenon.  In

addition,  cross-linguistic  studies  on  the  alleged  conservatism of  subordinate  clauses

have  tended  to  consider  not  only  subordinate  clauses,  but  also  all  non-declarative,

active, positive main clauses, i.e. such studies have held a “broad view” of the concept

of subordination. This broad view encompasses passive constructions (Eyþórsson et al.

2012: 219-249), negated clauses (Givón 1979a: 125), clauses containing an auxiliary

verb,  infinitives  and  cleft  sentences  (Matsuda  1998:  2).  Since  these  syntactic

environments do not fit the definition of subordination in 1.2.3 - which one could define

7 Even  though  both  Mithun  (1984:  508-509)  and  Szczepaniak  (2015:  109-110)  attribute  a  higher
frequency of subordinate clauses to the use of the written medium, it should be borne in mind that the
languages considered by these authors (Mohawk,  Gunwinggu and Kathlamet),  unlike English,  are all
polysynthetic.  Therefore,  it  cannot  be  excluded  that  in  the  case  of  these  three  languages  the  low
occurrence of subordination is due to their morphological type, rather than (or in addition to) their lack of
writing. The evolution of subordination in the history of German does, however, seem to support Mithun's
and Szczepaniak's conclusions.
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as  a  “narrow  view”  of  subordination  -,  they  will  accordingly  be  left  out  of  the

discussion.

1.3. Data and methodology

In order to attain a balance between genetic and areal influence, on the one hand, and

independence of analysis, on the other, the classification made by Dryer (1992: 133-

135) is used here as a database. This author divides languages into “genera”, which is a

category  comprising  genetic,  areal  and  typological  criteria8.  Such a  classification  is

based on estimates of the time depth and genetic distance of the different languages9

(Nichols 1990: 477-509, see Dryer 1992: 84, f. 2). Of the six linguistic macro-areas

Dryer divides languages into (Africa, Eurasia, Australia & New Guinea, North America,

South America and Southeast Asia & Oceania), only the first two will be considered

and discussed here due to limitations of space. These macro-areas are not arbitrary, but

have  been  established  on  evidence  that  suggests  that  they  affect  word  order  at  a

continental  level  (Dryer  1989:  257-292,  Yamamoto  1999:  64-77).  In  addition  to

avoiding  the  problems  of  genetic  and  areal  biasing,  Dryer's  classification  has  the

advantage that it is suitable for quantification.

2. DISCUSSION: A TYPOLOGY OF WORD ORDER CHANGE

2.1. A discussion of the individual cases

2.1.1. Africa

One  of  the  first  and  most  important  linguistic  families  to  be  discussed  within  the

African macro-area is Niger-Congo. Since Niger-Congo is the largest linguistic family

of the world in number of languages, its separation into genera is accordingly complex.

In addition, the reconstruction of Proto-Niger-Congo word order is controversial, with

advocates of SOV (Hyman 1975: 117, Givón 1979b: 221, van Gelderen 2011: 358), of

8 As much as the author makes an effort to keep the classification as objective as possible, an unavoidable
degree of arbitrariness is admitted: “My decisions on the whole remain rather impressionistic and perhaps
in some cases somewhat arbitrary” (Dryer 1992: 84).
9 Whereas  large  groups  of  closely related  languages,  such  as  Bantoid,  form single  genera,  language
isolates,  such as Sumerian, and isolates within language families,  such as Albanian, also form single
genera on their own (Dryer 1992: 133-135).
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SVO (Heine 1980: 95-112, Claudi 1994: 191-231) and of both (Güldemann 2011: 125).

Deciding on one or the other reconstruction has crucial consequences for the present

discussion. Even though this is still largely an open question, the author agrees that “the

entire family shows traces of an OV order” (van Gelderen 2011: 358), such as SOV(X)

order  in  the  Ijo,  Dogon and Mande branches,  in  Tunen  and Bandem (Bantu),  in  a

number  of  Gur languages  and in  Aghem,  Ejagham and Tikar  (Bantoid),  as  well  as

preverbal object clitics in Kru (ibid.) and Object-Verb order in some verbal object NPs

in nominalized verb phrases in Ewe (Gbe) (Heine 1980: 104) and Nupe (Kwa) (Givón

1979b: 254-255). On the basis of this important assumption, any Niger-Congo language

diverging from the reconstructed word order pattern and showing differences between

main and subordinate clauses is relevant to the present discussion. Regarding, first of

all,  the  Bantoid  branch Güldemann  (2011:  125)  observes  that  “the object  is  placed

before  the  verb  if  there  is  a  preverbal  clause  operator”,  i.e.  in  subordinate  clauses,

whereas  this  is  not the case in main clauses not containing a clause operator or an

auxiliary. Accordingly, subordinate clauses in Bantoid can be claimed to have remained

conservative, whereas main clauses have innovated. Something similar can be claimed

of Gur (Aboh 2004: 35-37, 73) and Kru (Givón 1979b: 124-126). Not the same can be

claimed of Wolof (Northern Atlantic), where nearly all clause types share SVO order

(Torrence 2013: 29-39). The same applies to Yoruba (Defoid), Obolo (Cross River),

Jukun (Platoid), Engenni (Edoid), Igbo (Igboid) and Duka (Kainji) (Thomas 1978: 65-

67, Tomlin 1986: 178, Nwachukwu 1987: 4-5, Nurse et al. 2016: 177, 224-225, 265-

266).  Since  the  evidence  adduced  for  earlier  OV  order  in  Kwa  is  based  on

nominalizations (Givón 1979b: 254), which are excluded here from the definition of

subordination, the same claim cannot be made of this genus either. Mande languages

display SOV order and no variation depending on clause type (Creissels 2006: 39), just

like Ijo (Ijoid) (Nurse et al. 2016: 164-165). Even though in Zande (Adamawa-Ubangi)

subordinate clauses may follow VSO order and main clauses may not, this is not the

unmarked order, but rather SVO, as in other Adamawa-Ubangi languages (Nurse et al.

2016: 276). On the other hand, some languages of the same genus follow SOV order in

both main and subordinate clauses (Nurse et al. 2016: 19). Something similar occurs in

the Kordofanian genus (ibid.).

Another case concerns the Afro-Asiatic macro-family. The reconstruction of Proto-

Afro-Asiatic word order is likewise controversial. On the one hand, Givón (1979b: 275,

f. 8) argues that the proto-language should be reconstructed as SOV. This claim seems
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to  be  supported  by  the  fact  that  two  of  the  oldest  attested  Afro-Asiatic  languages,

Akkadian and Eblaite, follow unmarked verb-final order (Ungnad 1993: 109). However,

it is a quite widely accepted view that these two languages changed their order to SOV

under the influence of Sumerian10 (Deutscher 2000: 70, f. 25, Huehnergard 2006: 4). On

the other hand, the rest of oldest attested Afro-Asiatic languages follow unmarked VSO

order, such as Biblical Hebrew (Givón 1977: 181-254), Ge'ez (Greenberg 1980: 233-

241, cf. Croft 2003: 249) or Old Egyptian (Loprieno & Müller 2012: 132). In view of

these  facts,  the  assumption  will  be  made  here  that  Proto-Afro-Asiatic  should  be

reconstructed  as  verb-initial,  all  other  orders  being  regarded  as  innovations.

Consequently,  the fact  that  subordinate  clauses  preserve VS order  longer  than main

clauses in the shift VS > SV in Biblical Hebrew (Givón 1977: 239) and Phoenician

(Krahmalkov 2001: 42-43) suggests that subordinate clauses are more conservative in

West Semitic. On the other hand, other languages from the same genus, such as Tigre,

Harari (Croft 2003: 249) or Amharic (Leslau 1967: 68) present verb-final order, without

any difference between main and subordinate clauses, since the first written records.

Late  Egyptian  does  not  seem  to  have  displayed  any  difference  between  main  and

subordinate  clauses  in  the  shift  VS  >  SV  (Loprieno  &  Müller  2012:  137-141,

Haspelmath 2015: 123-126).  Tamazight  (Berber) does not seem to have changed its

basic  verb-initial  word  order  at  all,  even though  preverbal  topics  are  very  frequent

(Choe 1987: 121-157).  The same occurs  in other  Berber  languages,  such as  Awjila

Berber (van Putten 2013: 145-148, 168-171) or Shilha (Applegate 1955: 48). A picture

similar to Tigre, Harari and Amharic can be observed in Omotic, where in languages

such as Dime (Fleming 1990: 572-574) or Gimira (Breeze 1990: 46-48) verb-final order

is basic, without a difference between main and subordinate clauses. The same is valid

for Beja (Beja) (Hudson 1964: 315), Konso (East Cushitic) (Orkaydo 2013: 196-199,

231-243)  and  Kemant  (Central  Cushitic)  (Leyew  2002:  28-32).  In  Buwal  (Biu-

Mandara), word order is neither verb-initial nor verb-final, but rather quite rigidly verb-

medial,  both  in  main  and subordinate  clauses  (Viljoen 2013:  415-420,  521-523).  In

Iraqw (Southern Cushitic), direct objects, adverbs and other kinds of phrases precede

the verb according to the basic pattern, but relative clauses follow the noun, attributive

nouns follow the verb and predicates follow the copula (Mous 1992: 229-233, 235-249).
10 Dryer  (1992:  133-135) does not  take  all  recorded  no longer  spoken languages  into account  when
classifying languages into genera.  Accordingly,  Akkadian and Eblaite will be classified here as “East
Semitic”, the rest of Semitic languages as “West Semitic”. The same goes for Old Egyptian and Coptic,
which  will  be  classified  as  “Egyptian”.  In  the  Indo-European  group  Hittite  will  be  classified  as
“Anatolian” and Tocharian as “Tocharian”. Etruscan will be classified as “Etruscan”.
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These features conform to the Proto-Afro-Asiatic pattern, which means that in Iraqw

some  word  order  traits  must  have  innovated,  whereas  some  others  have  remained

unchanged,  without  a  main-subordinate  clause  distinction  (Mous  1992:  275-276).

Finally, in Miya (West Chadic), independent clauses may follow either SVO or verb-

initial order without a markedness distinction, whereas adverbial subordinate clauses are

required to follow verb-initial order (Schuh 1998: 280-292). This suggests that in this

language subordinate clauses have preserved the inherited verb-initial pattern, whereas

independent clauses have become more flexible in allowing for clause-initial subjects.

A third case concerns  the Nilo-Saharan group.  Even though the existence  of this

language family is not doubted on, its internal structure, i.e. subgrouping and inclusion

of specific language groups is still an open debate (Bender 1997: 7-19). That is why not

all languages considered here can uncontroversially be classified as belonging to the

Nilo-Saharan family.  Such is  the case of Katcha,  which used to  be included in the

Kordofanian branch of Niger-Congo but nowadays is classified as Kadugli, within the

Nilo-Saharan group (Schadeberg 1981: 291-293). The uncertainty around the internal

structuring of Nilo-Saharan has brought a series of problems for the reconstruction of

the proto-language. Accordingly few are the attempts to reconstruct Proto-Nilo-Saharan

word order. Bender (1997: 55-56) proposes to reconstruct the word order of the proto-

language as SOV and consistently left-branching. This claim seems to be supported, on

the one hand, by the fact that the core Nilo-Saharan languages present mostly verb-

medial order whereas the peripheral ones present verb-final order (ibid.). On the other

hand, the oldest attested Nilo-Saharan language,  Old Nubian (8th-15th centuries CE)

likewise  presents  a  consistent  SOV order  pattern,  except  for  relative  clauses  which

follow the noun11 (Oei 2015: 47). Therefore, all languages deviating from this pattern

should be considered as innovative. This is the case of Timbuktu (Western Songhay)

and Tadaksahak (Northern  Songhay),  where  verb-medial  is  the  basic  order  (Bender

1997:  38,  Christiansen-Bolli  2010:  185-187),  but  not  of  Zarma  and  Gao  Songhay

11 Despite Dryer's (1992: 81-127) observation of a tendency of languages to conform to either consistently
left-branching or right-branching word order, it must be pointed out that the “disharmonic” order of Old
Nubian (all traits being left-branching except for Noun-Relative order), as briefly mentioned in 1.2.1, is
typologically  fairly  widespread:  whereas  N-Rel  order  very frequently co-occurs  with verb-initial  and
verb-medial order (375/388 languages, 96'7%), it also frequently co-occurs with verb-final order (93/274
languages,  34%)  (Dryer  &  Haspelmath  2013).  While  the  statistical  correlation  between  branching
direction and the position of the relative clause is significant at p < 0.0001, χ² = 301.8, 34% of exceptions
cannot be due to chance. Rather, this situation points toward the existence of a cross-linguistic tendency
to place relative clauses after the noun, regardless of typological harmony (Dryer 2011: 341-342). This
tendency might be related to the fact that relative clauses are nearly always phonologically heavy and
syntactically complex, and thus more likely to be extraposed (Hawkins 1983: 90-91).
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(Eastern  Songhay),  which  allow for  verb-medial  order  only as  a  marked  alternative

(Creissels  2006:  43-44).  Equally  verb-medial  without  any  main-subordinate  clause

distinction are Kadugli (Kadugli) (Kutoado 1973: 52-57), Berta (Berta) (Triulzi et al.

1976: 526), Gumuz (Gumuz) (Ahland 2012: 254, 406), Aka (Kresh) (Duke 2001: 51),

Mamvu  (Mangbutu-Efe)  (Blackings  &  Flabb  2003:  15),  Sara-Ngambay  (Bongo-

Bagirmi)  (Thayer  1978: 61),  Ronge and Doni-Dese (Temein)  and Lendu (Balendru)

(Bender 1997: 39). Didinga and Majang (Surma) are also innovative in that they follow

verb-initial order (Lohitare et al. 2012: 33, Joswig 2015: 169-176). The original Proto-

Nilo-Saharan verb-final word order seems to have been preserved in Dazaga (Saharan)

(Walters 2015: 6-7, 117, 144-146), Maba and Masalit (Maban) (Bender 1997: 39), Fur

(Fur) (Jakobi 1989: 128-129),  Kunuz Nubian (Nubian) (Abdel-Hafiz 1988: 200-202,

242-244), Barya (Nera) (Thompson 1976: 492), Kunama (Kunama) (Böhm 1984: 91),

Sila (Daju) (Boyeldieu 2009: 25, f. 32), Nyimang and Dinik (Nyimang), Tama, Erenga,

Sungor and Mararit (Tama) (Bender 1997: 39). The case of Ik (Kuliak) is special, since

subordinate clauses and main clauses containing an auxiliary verb display SVO order,

whereas main clauses seem to have innovated to VSO under the influence of Eastern

Nilotic languages (Schrock 2014: 479-482). Bearing in mind Matsuda's (1998: 2) claim

that constructions containing an auxiliary verb may be more conservative than those not

containing it, this state of affairs suggests that Ik underwent two instances of word order

change: a first one in which the language shifted to SVO from the original Proto-Nilo-

Saharan  SOV,  and  a  second  one  in  which  only  main  clauses  changed  to  VSO,

subordinate clauses preserving the older order. Another complex case concerns Nilotic.

In Nuer, word order can be verb-final or verb-medial in main clauses depending on the

aspect  of  the  verb  and  the  presence  or  absence  of  an  auxiliary,  whereas  in  most

subordinate clauses word order is verb-medial (Faust & Grossman 2015: 21-24, 34-38).

On the other hand, no word order distinction seems to exist in Turkana, both main and

subordinate clauses being verb-initial (Dimmendaal 1983: 54). In Dinka, main clauses

are verb-medial,  subordinate clauses not containing an auxiliary are verb-initial,  and

subordinate clauses with an auxiliary are verb-final (Nebel 1948: 25, 75). Therefore, a

great deal of variation seems to be taking place in the Nilotic branch.

A fourth case concerns the Khoisan group. Unlike the previously discussed groups,

Khoisan has not been found to form a linguistic family, but rather a group of smaller

families  that  share  many  areal  features:  Central  Khoisan,  Northern  Khoisan  and

Southern  Khoisan  (Dimmendaal  2011:  324-325),  of  which  Dryer  (1992:  133)  only
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considers the former two. In the absence of written records and attempts at linguistic

reconstruction, as well as a progressive extinction of most languages belonging to this

group, the only choice left is to assume that these languages, to the extent that a linguist

can tell, have not changed word order, either in main or in subordinate clauses. This

seems to be the case of  Sandawe and Richtersveld  Nama (Central  Khoisan),  which

follow left-branching order (Witzlack-Makarevich 2006: 24-30, Steeman 2012: 75), as

well of !Xun (Northern Khoisan), which invariably follows verb-medial order (Heine

2009: 29).

To conclude the African macro-area, language isolates12 deserve some comment. As

is the case of Khoisan and many other languages, the language isolates of Africa are not

well understood and lack any written records. In the case of Bangi Me, this language is

surrounded by verb-final Dogon languages. Even though at the clausal level word order

may  be  verb-medial  or  verb-final  depending  on  aspectual  distinctions,  at  the  noun

phrase level word order is, unlike in the surrounding languages, right-branching (Blench

to appear:  7-8).  This  suggests  that  the unmarked verb-final  order  in  Bangi  Me is  a

relatively recent innovation derived from contact. The same claim cannot, however, be

made of the other isolates: Hadza/Hatsa, which is consistently verb-initial,  and Laal,

which is verb-medial (ibid.).

2.1.2. Eurasia

Indo-European  is  probably  the  largest  linguistic  family  of  Eurasia  in  number  of

languages.  Even  though  the  reconstruction  of  Proto-Indo-European  word  order  is

controversial  due to  the time depth and word order  freedom of  the earliest  attested

languages, with advocates of SOV (Brugmann & Delbrück 1900: 83,  Lehmann 1974:

49-71) and SVO (Friedrich 1975: 9, 15, 17, 20-24), verb-final and left-branching order

is generally assumed, next to a number of marked alternatives, to be the order of the

proto-language (Gamkrelidze & Ivanov 1995: 277-283, Clackson 2007: 166, Fortson

2010: 152-158). Accordingly any divergence is regarded here as an innovation.  The

state  of  affairs  just  described  seems  to  be  found in  Hittite  (Anatolian)  (Hoffner  &

Melchert  2008:  406-429)  and  Tocharian  (Adams  2012:  8).  In  Modern  Armenian

(Armenian), even though word order changes depending on the presence of an auxiliary

12 Only language isolates have been considered here whose isolate condition is least disputed (see Blench
to appear: 5-18 for more on African language isolates).
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or a negative particle, the order of both main and subordinate clauses tends to be verb-

final  (Dum-Tragut  2009:  558-560,  603-605).  This  is,  however,  a  relatively  recent

change, since Classical Armenian is rather verb-medial both in main and subordinate

clauses (Friedrich 1975: 40-42). Regarding Indic, despite the fact that Old Indic shows a

slight  tendency  toward  shifting  to  verb-medial  order  (Scharf  et  al.  2015:  316),  this

language can quite safely be assumed to be verb-final (Renou 1952: 333). The same

claim can be made of Middle Indic (Hock 1991: 19-30) as well as the modern Indic

languages, such as Pali (Duroiselle 1997: 152), Urdu (Schmidt 1999: 187-192), Punjabi

(Gill 1962: 178-188) and Nepali (Acharya 1990: 158-162, 171-176). Regarding Iranian,

in Avestan the unmarked order is SOV, without any main-subordinate clause distinction

(West 2011: 116-117). Much the same situation is found in Pashto (Tegey & Robson

1996: 178-181, 205-223), Ossetic (Abaev 1952: 121, 127-133) and Tajik (Perry 2005:

283-285).  In Albanian the word order  is  verb-medial,  without  any main-subordinate

clause distinction (Camaj 1984: 233-234, 245-257). Regarding Greek, despite the fact

that Ancient Greek has been described as “basically a subject-object-verb” language

(Devine & Stephens 1994: 382) coupled with a large degree of freedom of word order

(Dik 1995: 5-7, 256-257), it must also be pointed out that Modern Greek shows a clear

preference  for  verb-medial  order,  without  a  main-subordinate  clause  distinction

(Deligianni 2011: 163-164, 168). This change from verb-final to verb-medial order is

apparently completed by the Hellenistic period (Horrocks 1997: 59-60). The same claim

can be made of Italic:  whereas in  Latin word order is  quite  free and basically  left-

branching, especially at its earliest stages (Magni 2009: 225-251), that of the modern

Romance languages is largely verb-medial (Bauer 2006: 280-282). However, unlike in

Greek,  in  the  evolution  from  Latin  into  the  early  Romance  languages  subordinate

clauses  tend to  preserve verb-final  order  for considerably longer  than main  clauses.

Even though there are differences between the individual languages, in Old French, for

example, verb-final order is only preserved in subordinate clauses after its loss (except

for  clitic  objects)  in  main  clauses  (Bauer  1995:  110-111).  Therefore,  in  Italic

subordinate  clauses  can  be  claimed  to  be  more  conservative  than  main  clauses.

Something  similar  can  be  asserted  of  Germanic,  where  the  Proto-Indo-European-

inherited verb-final order is preserved longer in subordinate clauses not only in Old

English, as sketched in 1.1.1, but also in Old Icelandic (Hróarsdóttir 2009: 75-76) as

well as in modern German,  Dutch and Frisian (Hock 1986: 330-336). The claim by

Stockwell & Minkova (1991: 394) that in Late Middle English main clauses seem to be

17



more conservative than subordinate clauses should, however, also be borne in mind.

Regarding Celtic, it is generally assumed that the strictly right-branching order found in

most modern Insular Celtic languages is an innovation that can be traced back to an

early stage of the language family (Watkins 1963: 38). The exceptions in the family are

Gaulish,  which  follows  verb-medial  order  but  allows  verb-final  order  as  a  marked

variant, and Celtiberian, which has been proposed to follow verb-final order (Hickey

2002:  271).  Regarding  Baltic,  in  Latvian  (Mathiassen  1996a:  221-225),  Lithuanian

(Mathiassen  1996b:  236-242) and Latgalian  (Nau 2011:  77,  93-101)  the basic  word

order  is,  despite  a  considerable  degree  of  freedom,  verb-medial  in  both  main  and

subordinate  clauses.  Much  the  same  can  be  said  of  Slavic,  where  verb-medial  is

likewise the unmarked order in  both main  and subordinate  clauses  in,  for  example,

Polish  (Siewierska  1993:  234-238),  Russian  (Timberlake  2004:  450-451),  Bulgarian

(Leafgren  2011:  72-74)  and  Serbo-Croatian  (Browne  1993:  343-347).  This  state  of

affairs can probably be reconstructed for late Proto-Slavic, or at least for the earliest

dialects (Jakobson 1971: 118). That is why the only exception in the Slavic group to

verb-medial order, that of Upper Sorbian, where unmarked word order is verb-final in

both main and subordinate clauses (Stone 1993: 652-654), should rather be regarded as

a later innovation13.

A second case concerns the Uralic family.  Like all previously discussed linguistic

families,  the reconstruction of the word order of the proto-language is controversial,

with advocates of verb-medial (Décsy 1990: 79-83) and verb-final (Abondolo 1998a:

32-34). The fact that some present-day Uralic languages are verb-medial speaks for the

former view. However, if one tends to Dryer's (1992: 82-128) correlation pairs, most of

the word order traits present in the Uralic languages (postpositions, Genitive-Noun, etc.)

are  found  to  strongly  correlate  with  left-branching  and  thus  verb-final  order.  This

suggests Proto-Uralic to have been left-branching. Therefore, any deviation from a strict

left-branching configuration is regarded here as an innovation.  The same word order

reconstructed  for  Proto-Uralic  is  found  in  Nenets  (Salminen  1998:  543),  Selkup

(Helimski 1998b: 576), Nganasan (Helimski 1998a: 511-512) and Enets (Künnap 1999:

31-33), all of which belong to the Samoyedic genus. Not the same can be claimed for

13 Despite the fact that one might believe contact between Sorbian and German to be responsible for this
divergence, it is unclear how this can be the case (Stone 1993: 654), considering that only Upper Sorbian
presents verb-final order. Lower Sorbian, which is also in contact with German, is more like the rest of
Slavic  languages  (Stone  1993:  655-656).  In  addition,  German  only  presents  verb-final  order  in
subordinate clauses  and only since Early New High German (1350-1650 CE) in a consistent  manner
(Axel 2007).
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Hungarian (Ugric), where word order can be either verb-medial or verb-final in both

main and subordinate clauses, depending on focus and the definiteness of the object

(Kenesei et al. 1998: 73-74). As opposed to this, the two other Ugric languages, Khanty

and Mansi, present the same state of affairs as in Samoyedic (Abondolo 1998c: 380,

Keresztes 1998: 420). On the other hand, whereas the situation in Finnish (Finnic) is

practically  identical  to  that  of  Hungarian  (Abondolo  1998b:  176-177),  in  Udmurt

(Finnic) the same state of affairs is found as in Samoyedic, Khanty and Mansi (Csúcs

1998:  299).  Yet  in  Estonian  (Finnic),  dominant  word  order  is  verb-second in  main

clauses, whereas subordinate clauses follow dominant verb-final order (Ehala 2006: 58-

64). In view of these facts and the reconstructed Proto-Uralic order, subordinate clauses

seem to be more conservative than main clauses in Estonian14.

With  respect  to  the  Mongolian,  Tungus  and  Turkic  families  Givón (1979a:  275)

claims that there is no evidence to suggest that these languages ever had a different

word order than the one they display today, which is consistently left-branching without

a main-subordinate clause distinction. This seems, indeed, to be the case in Mongolian

(Janhunen 2012: 224-226, 264-266), Tu (Fried 2010: 3-4, 173) and Dagur (Martin 1961:

2-3),  within the  Mongolian family,  in  Evenki  (Nedjalkov 1997:  1-12,  23-28),  Kilen

(Zhang 2013: 150-156, 208-209) and Solon (Tsumagari 2009: 12), within the Tungusic

family, and in Turkish (Erguvanlı 1984: 5-6, 72-74), Uyghur (Hahn 1998: 393-394) and

Bashkir (Poppe 1964: 94-95, 98-99) within the Turkic family. This is also the situation

found in the oldest attested Turkic language, Old Uyghur (9th-14th centuries CE) (Erdal

1998: 151-155). The only exception in Turkic to the consistent left-branching pattern

are languages  found in strong contact  situations,  such as  Karaimic,  which has  only

relatively recently shifted to verb-medial order under pressure from Slavic languages

(Johanson 2001: 1737).

Givón (1979a: 275) makes the same claim, i.e. that there is no evidence for a change

ever occurring on the basis of the present-day muster, regarding the Caucasian families

and Dravidian. With respect to the former group of families, however, this cannot be

said to be true of Georgian (Kartvelian). In fact, Old Georgian (5th-11th centuries CE)

does not follow verb-final order, as claimed by Givón, but rather shows a tendency for

verb-medial order, as well as a mixed picture regarding the rest of word order traits

(Harris 2000: 135, 141, 146, Tuite 2004: 967). On the other hand, Modern Georgian

14 Ehala (2006: 73) also points out, however, that the state of affairs in Estonian could be due to influence
from German, and thus an innovation.

19



mostly  follows  verb-final  and left-branching  order  in  main  and  subordinate  clauses

(Vogt 1971: 220-224),  although a considerable degree of freedom is allowed for.  A

similar picture is found in Megrelian (Harris 1991: 360-366) and Laz (Lacroix 2009:

733-735).  This  suggests  that  a  change  in  word  order  must  have  taken  place  in

Kartvelian, without a difference between main and subordinate clauses. Givón's claims

do,  however,  seem  to  be  in  accordance  with  the  data  in  Abkhaz  and  Kabardian

(Northwest Caucasian) (Chirikba 2003: 60-66, Matasović 2010: 100-106), Avar (Avaro-

Andi-Dido)  (Alekseev & Ataev 1997:  100-101),  Archi  and Kryts  (Lezgian)  (Kibrik

1991: 351-352, 355-356, Authier 2009: 6, 185-186) and Chechen (Nax) (Nichols 1991:

53-54, 58-65). In Ingush (Nax), however, main clauses seem to be verb-second, whereas

subordinate clauses are verb-final and the rest of word order traits are left-branching

(Nichols 2011: 11, 669-672). This, which is a parallel situation to that of German, Old

French and Estonian, seems to suggest that in Ingush, unlike in Chechen, main clauses

have innovated, whereas subordinate clauses have preserved the older verb-final order.

Something similar must have occurred in Dargwa (Lak-Dargwa), where all word order

traits  are  left-branching  but  the  neutral  word  order  of  the  clause  is  verb-medial

(Sumbatova & Mutalov 2003: 160). The difference between Ingush and Dargwa is, in

any  case,  that  no  word  order  distinction  exists  in  the  latter  between  main  and

subordinate  clauses.  The abovementioned claim by Givón also applies  to Dravidian.

This is supported by the fact that not only modern Dravidian languages, such as Brahui

(Northwest Dravidian), Modern Tamil and Malayalam (Dravidian Proper) follow verb-

final and left-branching word order (Annamalai & Steever 1998: 117-123, Elfenbein

1998: 409-412, Jiang 2010: 36-37), but also the oldest attested Dravidian languages,

namely Old Tamil (2nd century BCE-6th century CE) (Herring 2000: 209-218) and Old

Telugu  (2nd  century  BCE-10th  century  CE)  (Sastri  1969:  266),  without  a  main-

subordinate clause distinction.

Another  case  concerns  the  Chukotko-Kamchatkan,  Yeniseian,  Hurro-Urartian  and

Munda groups. In the absence of any historical written records, no word order change

can be claimed to have taken place in the former, especially considering that word order

in languages such as Chukchee (Dunn 1999: 79-84) and Alutor (Kibrik et al. 2004: 123-

125) is completely free. Much the same can be claimed of Ket (Ket), where word order

is  verb-final  (Vajda  2004:  83-39),  and  Hurrian  (Hurro-Urartian),  where  basic  word

order seems to be verb-medial,  with a marked verb-final  counterpart  (Speiser  1941:

205-211). Not the same is valid for Munda, at least if Donegan & Stampe's (1983: 339-
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343, 2004: 3-10) reconstruction of Proto-Austroasiatic as consistently right-branching is

accepted. According to this view, the Munda languages changed their order from the

original due to a shift in accent from rising to falling (Donegan & Stampe 1983: 341-

342). Even though some syntactic traces of the original right-branching order are still

found in the Munda languages (Donegan & Stampe 2004: 9-10), these are not related to

subordination, and are therefore not relevant to the present discussion.

One final case concerns the isolate languages of the Eurasian macro-area. Regarding

Basque, this  language in its  present form has consistently left-branching word order

(Trask 1998: 313, Hualde & Ortiz de Urbina 2003: 448-458). For Proto-Basque, on the

other  hand,  the opposite  pattern,  i.e.  right-branching and verb-medial  or  verb-initial

word order has been proposed on the basis of numerous criteria (Trask 1977: 206-213,

Gómez 1994: 104-110, Gómez & Sainz 1995: 265-268, Lakarra 2005: 416-424, 446-

454, 2006: 587-591, 599-616, Areta 2011: 343-375). Unfortunately, with regard to the

present discussion few word order differences between main and subordinate clauses

are visible in Basque since the first written records. One such difference may be the

occurrence  of  Noun-Relative  order  in  the earliest  texts  (Lakarra 2005:  421-422),  an

order that is secondary15 in present-day Basque. On the other hand, an order that does

change visibly in the history of Basque is that of the negative particle with respect to the

verb. In present-day Basque, the basic word order of negation is Neg-(Aux)-V in main

clauses and V-Neg-(Aux) in subordinate clauses. In early recorded Basque, on the other

hand, both orders seem to be possible in both main and subordinate clauses,  with a

preference for Neg-(Aux)-V (Reguero-Ugarte 2013: 434-435). The fact that subordinate

clauses  have  preserved  the  dominant  order  of  earlier  Basque,  as  opposed  to  main

clauses, which have adopted the marked one, suggests that subordinate clauses are more

conservative in this language. The same cannot be claimed of Ainu (Shibatani 1990: 22-

25), Burushaski (Munshi & Piar 2008: 11-16), Elamite (Khačikjan 1998: 57), Japanese

(Bentley 2001: 8, Kamermans 2013: 36-38), Korean (Sohn 1999: 15-16, 37-56, 293,

302-304),  Nivkh  (Gruzdeva  1998:  40-45),  Sumerian  (Jagersma  2010:  299-301)  and

Yukaghir (Maslova 2003: 6-10), where word order has not changed, as far as one can

tell.  In Etruscan,  even though the word order  of  nominal  elements  shifts  from left-

15 There  is  more  than  one  source  for  Noun-Relative  order  in  Basque:  (a)  relative  clauses  may  be
extraposed to the end of the sentence, especially if they are heavy; (b) relative clauses may be introduced
by a relative pronoun, especially in older written Basque, in which case they obligatorily (except for
correlative constructions) follow the noun; (c) relative clauses may be introduced by the complementizer
bait-, especially in eastern dialects (Hualde & Ortiz de Urbina 2003: 806-818). All of these strategies are
derived, dialectal or archaic.
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branching to right-branching in the transition from Archaic Etruscan to Late Etruscan, it

is unclear how this affects the position of the verb (Rix 2008: 160).

2.2. Results

The cases discussed in 2.1 are classified here into a typology that encompasses five

logical possibilities:

A = No word order change takes place (that we can tell)

B = Word order changes in both main and subordinate clauses at the same time

C = Subordinate clauses are conservative

D = Main clauses are conservative

E = Any combination between B, C and D

Table #1 summarizes the results:

Genus & linguistic area A B C D E Genus & linguistic area A B C D E
Africa Eurasia
Adamawa-Ubangi - - - - x Ainu x - - - -
Bantoid - - x - - Albanian - x - - -
Bangi Me - x - - - Anatolian x - - - -
Balendru - x - - - Armenian - x - - -
Beja - x - - - Avaro-Andi-Dido x - - - -
Berber x - - - - Baltic - x - - -
Berta - x - - - Basque - - x - -
Biu-Mandara - x - - - Burushaski x - - - -
Bongo-Bagirmi - x - - - Celtic - x - - -
Central Khoisan x - - - - Chukotko-Kamchatkan x - - - -
Cross River - x - - - Dravidian Proper x - - - -
Daju x - - - - Elamite x - - - -
Defoid - x - - - Etruscan - x - - -
East Cushitic - x - - - Finnic - - - - x
East Semitic - x - - - Germanic - - - - x
Edoid - x - - - Greek - x - - -
Egyptian - x - - - Hurro-Urartian x - - - -
Fur x - - - - Indic x - - - -
Gumuz - x - - - Italic - - x - -
Gur - - x - - Iranian x - - - -
Hadza x - - - - Japanese x - - - -
Igboid - x - - - Kartvelian - x - - -
Ijoid x - - - - Ket x - - - -
Jukun - x - - - Korean x - - - -
Kainji - x - - - Lak-Dargwa - x - - -
Kadugli - x - - - Lezgian x - - - -
Kordofanian - - - - x Mongolian x - - - -
Kresh - x - - - Munda - x - - -
Kru - - x - - Nax - - x - -
Kuliak - - x - - Nivkh x - - - -
Kunama x - - - - Northwest Caucasian x - - - -
Kwa - x - - - Northwest Dravidian x - - - -
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Laal x - - - - Samoyedic x - - - -
Maban x - - - - Slavic - x - - -
Mande x - - - - Sumerian x - - - -
Mangbutu-Efe - x - - - Tocharian x - - - -
Nera x - - - - Tungus x - - - -
Nilotic - - - - x Turkic x - - - -
Northern Atlantic - x - - - Ugric - x - - -
Northern Khoisan x - - - - Yukaghir x - - - -
Nubian x - - - -
Omotic - x - - -
Platoid - x - - -
Saharan x - - - -
Songhay - x - - -
South Cushitic - x - - -
Surma - x - - -
Temein - x - - -
West Chadic - - x - -
West Semitic - - - - x

Table #1: Word order change across the genera.

These results are schematically depicted in the following diagram (Figure #1):

     A (n = 38)  B (n = 38)    C (n = 8)     D (n = 0)    E (n = 6)

Figure #1: A typology of word order change.

Two main generalizations can be made in view of the results. On the one hand, it is

important to point out that, even though subordinate clauses  can be conservative with

respect to word order change, they do not have to be conservative. The fact that, out of

52 cases of genera in which word order changes, only in 8 (15'4%) subordinate clauses

can be claimed to be conservative, suggests this. On the other hand, it must be pointed

out that there is not one single case in which main clauses in the same language or

genus  are  conservative  and  subordinate  clauses  are  not.  This  finding  contradicts

Stockwell  & Minkova's  (1991:  394)  claims,  which  leads  to  the  conclusion  that  the

change in Late Middle English discussed by these authors should rather be regarded in a

wider diachronic view: word order changes first in Old English, and only then does it

change  in  Late  Middle  English.  To  conclude,  what  these  facts  suggest  is  an
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implicational  hierarchy:  if  word  order  changes  in  subordinate  clauses,  then  it  must

change in main clauses as well; but if it changes in main clauses, it does not necessarily

have to change in subordinate clauses.

3. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This contribution has provided a typology of word order change with regard to the

conservatism of subordinate  clauses,  a claim that  is  widespread in the literature  but

which has not been supported by quantitative data so far. The findings provide support

for  the  claims  by Givón (1977:  192,  1979a:  259),  Matsuda (1998:  2-3)  and Bybee

(2002: 6-14), among others, that subordinate clauses are indeed more conservative than

main clauses with respect to word order change. The results also suggest that, despite

this conservatism, subordinate clauses do not always preserve older word order patterns.

These data and their interpretation are based on the limited knowledge of the history of

many linguistic families; as more cases of change are observed, the results presented

here  may  vary.  In  addition,  future  research  should  take  more  data  into  account,

focusing, if possible, on word order change on a world-wide scale.
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