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Preface to the second edition

This second edition of Typology and universals is almost completely
rewritten from the first edition. Although the number of chapters and much of their
content remains the same, many major changes have been made, largely due to the
maturing of typology as an approach to language. The most important innovation
is the systematic employment of the semantic map model, now widely used in
typological research. Also, I have reorganized the material so that typological
generalizations and their explanations are now more closely integrated.
Typology has also developed an independent institutional identity in the past

decade. There is now a journal, Linguistic Typology, and an international associ-
ation (the Association for Linguistic Typology [ALT]) with biennial conferences.
A Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology has been established in
Leipzig, Germany, with a typologically oriented linguistics section under the di-
rection of Bernard Comrie. These institutional developments also reflect a shift
in the center of gravity in typology from the United States to Europe. Major ty-
pological studies have been published in the last decade or so by scholars based
in Europe (including Russia, long a center of typological research). Some of this
shift is reflected in this edition and in the references in the Bibliography.
This edition has benefited from the input of students in ten years of classes in

typology at theUniversity ofMichigan and theUniversity ofManchester, aswell as
shorter courses at the LSA Summer Institute in Albuquerque, New Mexico, USA
in 1995, the Summerschool of the German Linguistics Society, Mainz, Germany
in 1998, and the LOT Winterschool in Leiden, the Netherlands in 2000. I wish
to thank all of those students for their input. I have also devised a number of
problem sets for use in teaching typology and universals, which have benefited
from my students’ experiences and difficulties in solving them. These problem
sets are not included in this textbook for reasons of space; they can be found at
http://lings.ln.man.ac.uk/html/WAC/.
This edition has also benefited from many comments on and reviews of the

first edition, and from presentations based on topics now in this edition. I am
especially grateful toBernardComrie, SoniaCristofaro,MatthewDryer andMartin
Haspelmath,who read the entire final draft andgavemeextensive comments,which

xv



xvi Preface to the second edition

greatly improved the manuscript. None of them bear any responsibility for errors
that remain.
Two individuals who played a significant role in my education in typology have

died since the first edition was published in 1990. Keith Denning gave me valuable
advice in the development of the original textbook, and gave me much advice and
support until his untimely death. I owe a deep intellectual and personal debt to him
(see Croft 2000). Finally, I would like to reaffirmmy deep appreciation and respect
for the founder of modern typology, and my teacher, Joe Greenberg. The field is
still deeply indebted to his pioneering theoretical work (e.g. 1954; 1957; 1966a;
1966b; 1966c; 1969/1990; 1978b), as can be seen in this textbook. Moreover, he
produced some of the major empirical studies in typology, in both morphosyntax
(e.g. 1966a; 1966b; 1978c) and phonology (e.g. 1970; 1978a), which still stand
as major discoveries of universals of language. All of my own work has been
profoundly influenced by him. I dedicated the first edition of this book to him.
Sadly, Joe Greenberg died before being able to see the second edition. I dedicate
this edition to his memory.



Preface to the first edition

This volume is an introduction to the concepts and methodology of lin-
guistic typology. It complements other introductory volumes on typology, particu-
larly Comrie 1989 andMallinson and Blake 1981, in that the material is organized
by theoretical concept (implicational universal, markedness, prototype) rather than
by topic area (word order, grammatical relations, relative clauses, animacy). Also,
the range of concepts covered is somewhat broader, mostly because of the need
to describe developments in functional–typological explanation and diachronic
typology in the last decade. Needless to say, there is some overlap with the afore-
mentioned volumes. From a pedagogical point of view, however, this volume is
intended to complement, not supplement, the more topic-oriented introductions.
In particular, breadth in theoretical coverage has meant that detailed examples of
typological generalizations, complete with qualifications, possible counterexam-
ples and explanations for those counterexamples, could not always be included
(though I have tried not to oversimplify examples without at least citing more de-
tailed studies). The material in this volume has been used in courses in conjunction
withComrie 1989,Greenberg 1966a (the original article onword order),Greenberg
1966b (the monograph on markedness) and other articles on more specific topic
areas.
I believe that an essential part of any linguistics class, and above all any class on

typology, is for the student to encounter one or more ‘exotic’ languages. For prac-
tical reasons, in an introductory typology class this encounter must be somewhat
limited. In my course, each student is required to ‘adopt’ a grammar of an exotic
language, from a list of grammars that I considered particularly detailed, careful
and thorough (though not always easy to use!). Each student then writes short
papers describing a particular aspect of the grammar, such as negative construc-
tions or word order in the noun phrase. Some of these assignments include group
efforts in order to give the students a chance to compare languages on their own.
These essentially descriptive assignments are not as easy as they may seem,

as anyone who has actually done typological research using grammars and other
descriptive materials can attest. (They can be supplemented with problem-solving
assignments that more directly relate to the concepts discussed in the textbook and

xvii



xviii Preface to the first edition

the readings.) Their value is to expose the students to the full richness and variety
of human languages, which any linguistic theory tends to oversimplify in the name
of creating order from data. If all goes well, this encounter engenders a fascination
with ways of speaking (and perhaps of thinking) that are different from ours, and
functions as an antidote to reductionist theorizing; and this is all for the best.
First in order of acknowledgment is the redwood country of the California

Northcoast, in whose peaceful presence this book was largely written in the
summer of 1988 (thanks to my family and to the University of Michigan, the
latter through a Horace H. Rackham summer fellowship). Joseph Greenberg,
Bernard Comrie, Keith Denning and three anonymous reviewers from the Cam-
bridgeTextbooks Series editorial board provided valuable comments on the earliest
drafts. Special thanks go to Penny Carter of CambridgeUniversity Press; Elizabeth
Traugott of StanfordUniversity; and TomToon of theUniversity ofMichigan. Pam
Beddor exposed me to current work on phonological typology and phonetic ex-
planation, some of which made its way into this volume. Four classes of typology
students at Stanford and the University of Michigan contributed immeasurably to
what ultimately became the organization of this volume. John Myhill read and
commented on the penultimate draft, and used it in his typology course; Myhill’s
students gave important feedback on the manuscript, considerably improving
the final version. Trisha Svaib assisted in preparing the final manuscript. Keith
Denning provided valuable advice and invaluable moral support throughout the
time that I wrote this volume.
Above all, I have benefited enormously from two of the leaders in the field of

typology and universals. Bernard Comrie, whose research and whose own volume
on typology set an excellent example for me, oversaw this project from the earliest
drafts to the finalmanuscript and provided extensive comments and general support
for my efforts. Finally, I must express my deeply felt appreciation to my teacher,
Joseph H. Greenberg, whose erudition in human languages, language universals,
historical linguistics and the history of linguistics is unequalled. I dedicate this
volume to him with affection and respect.



Abbreviations

The abbreviations for grammatical morphemes and categories have been
standardized in the examples, in accordance with the abbreviations adopted by the
Framework for Descriptive Grammars project (Bernard Comrie, William Croft,
Bruce Harold, Christian Lehmann and Dietmar Zaefferer) in 1991, and subse-
quently adopted (with some modifications) by the European Typology project.
Abbreviations in this list have a maximum length of five, and were designed to
eliminate ambiguity, maintain uniqueness of abbreviation, and to render some
less-used abbreviations more ‘natural’. All of the standard abbreviations are listed
here, in the hope that their use will become more widespread. Some additional
abbreviations found in the examples are also listed below. At the end of the list,
abbreviations found in the text, where they are different from those found in the
examples, are listed.

1 first person
2 second person
3 third person
12 first person dual inclusive (if

treated as a quasi-singular)
A transitive agent
abess abessive (‘without’)
abl ablative (‘from’)
abs absolutive case
absl absolute form
abst abstract (nominalization)
acc accusative
accid accidental (action)
access accessory (case)
act active
actr actor
adess adessive (‘on’)
adjr adjectivalizer

adm admonitive
advrs adversative
advr adverbializer
aff affirmative
affct affective
ag agent(ive)
al alienable
all allative (‘to’)
alloc allocutive
an animate
ana anaphoric
ant anterior
anti antipassive
aor aorist
appl applicative
art article
asp aspect
ass assertive

xix



xx List of abbreviations

assoc associative
at attributor
aug augmentative
aux auxiliary
avers aversive
ben benefactive
buff phonological buffer element
card cardinal (numeral)
caus causative
circ circumstantial
clf classifier
cln noun class n
cmpl completive
cmpr comparative
conj conjunction
cjprt conjunctive participle
co co-ordinator
coll collective
com comitative
comp complementizer
conc concessive
cond conditional
conn connective
const construct form
cont continuous
contr contrastive
cop copula
corr correlative
cust customary
D1 deictic of 1 person
D2 deictic of 2 person
D3 deictic of 3 person
D12 deictic of 12 person
dat dative
decl declarative
def definite
defr deferential
dem demonstrative
dep dependent verb form
der derivational morpheme

des desiderative
det determiner
detr detransitivizer
dim diminutive
dir directional
dist distal (=3 person deictic)
ditr ditransitive
DO direct object
DS different subject
dstr distributive
du dual
dub dubitative
dur durative
dwnt downtoner
dyn dynamic (vs. stative)
el elative (‘out of’)
emph emphatic
eqt equative (adjective)
erg ergative
ess essive (‘as’)
evid evidential
ex exclusive
excl exclamation
exst exist(ence)
F feminine
fact factitive
fam familiar
fin finite
fnl final position marker
foc focus
freq frequentative
frm formal
fut future
G ditransitive ‘goal’
gen genitive
ger gerund (verbal adverb)
gnr generic
hab habitual
hest hesternal (past, future)
hod hodiernal (past, future)



List of abbreviations xxi

hon honorific
hort hortative
hum human
hyp hypothetical
ill illative (‘into’)
imm immediate (past, future)
imp imperative
impf imperfect(ive)
impr impersonal
in inclusive
inal inalienable
inan inanimate
inch inchoative
incp inceptive
ind indicative
indf indefinite
iness inessive (‘in’)
inf infinitive
infr inferential evidential
ingr ingressive
inj injunctive
inst instrumental
int interrogative
intr intransitive
ints intensifier/intensive
inv inverse
invs invisible
IO indirect object
irr irrealis
iter iterative
juss jussive
lig ligature
lnk linker
loc locative
log logophoric
M masculine
mal malefactive
man manner
mdl modal
med medial (verb form)

medp mediopassive
medt mediate (= 2 person deictic)
mid middle
mod modifier
N neuter
narr narrative (tense)
nclf numeral classifier
ncmp noncompletive
near near (past, future)
nec necessity
neg negative
nfnl nonfinal position marker
nfoc nonfocus
nfut nonfuture
nhum nonhuman
nom nominative
npst nonpast
nr nominalizer
nsg nonsingular
nspec nonspecific
ntop nontopic
nvol nonvolitional
obj object
obl oblique
oblg obligative
obv obviative
opt optative
ord ordinal (numeral)
P transitive patient
part participle
pass passive
pau paucal
pclf possessive classifier
pej pejorative
pfct perfect
pl plural
plt pluritive
plup pluperfect
pnct punctual
PO primary object



xxii List of abbreviations

pol polite
poss possessive
post postposition
pot potential
pred predicative
prep preposition
prev preverb
prf perfective
prn pronoun
prog progressive
proh prohibitive
prol prolative (‘along’)
prox proximal
prs present
prt preterit
prtt partitive
prvt privative (‘without’)
prxt proximate (= 1 person

deictic)
pst past
ptcl particle
purp purpose, purposive
quad quadral
quot quotative
rdp reduplication
rec recent (past)
recp reciprocal
ref referential
refl reflexive
refr referential (‘about’)
rel relative clause marker (other

than relative pronoun)
rprn relative pronoun
rem remote (past, future)
remt remote (distance)
rep reportive evidential
res resultative

rl realis
rlt relative (case)
S intransitive subject
sbj subject
sens sensory evidential
seq sequential, consecutive
sg singular
sgt singulative
sim simultaneous
smlf semelfactive
SO secondary object
spec specific
SS same subject
stat stative
subj subjunctive
subr subordinator
sup superlative
T ditransitive ‘theme’
temp temporal
term terminative
tns tense
top topic
tr transitive
trnsf transformative (‘as’)
trnsl translative (‘becoming’)
trl trial
trns transitivizer
undr undergoer
unsp unspecified (agent, etc.)
val validator
vers version
vis visible
visl visual evidential
vn verbal noun
voc vocative
vol volitional
vr verbalizer
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Additional abbreviations found in the text:

A, Adj adjective
Adp adposition
Adv adverb
CN common noun
G genitive
L1 first language
N noun
NP noun phrase
Num numeral
O object
Ocmpr object of comparison
Ocomp object complement
Oprn object pronoun
OT Optimality Theory
PP adpositional phrase
prn pronoun
Purp purpose clause
Q interrogative particle
Rel relative clause
S subject
Sent sentence
Std standard of comparison
V verb
VP verb phrase



Symbols

The following symbols are used in example sentences in the original lan-
guage and their interlinearmorpheme translations, and in symbolic representations
of syntactic structures. These symbols follow the conventions found in Lehmann
(1982a), revised by the Framework for Descriptive Grammars project (Bernard
Comrie, William Croft, Bruce Harold, Christian Lehmann and Dietmar Zaefferer)
in 1991.

In both original language and interlinear morpheme translation:

x y word boundary between x and y
x-y morpheme boundary between x and y
x + y x and y form a compound or a derivative stem
x = y x and y are joined by clisis
xi . . . yi x and y are coreferential elements

In original language only:

Ø null expression of meaning (optionally represented)
a<x>b x is an infix, a . . . b is the discontinuous root/stem
a>y<b a . . . b is a circumfix, y is the root/stem

In interlinear morpheme translation only:

(x) x is not overtly marked in the original (i.e. null expression of meaning)
y<x> x is the infix, a . . . b = y is the root/stem
<x>y a . . . b = x is the circumfix, y is the root/stem
x \ y y is an internal modification of lexeme x in the original
x:y morpheme boundary between x and y not shown in the original
x.y x and y are grammatical (sub)categories of one original language

morpheme
x/y x acts on y (indexation)
[x] x is a syntactic constituent in the original language

xxiv
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[x]Y x is a syntactic constituent of category Y in the original language
[X Y Z] a construction consisting of elements X, Y and Z, whose linear order is

not necessarily fixed

The following logical symbols are used in the text in the formulation of language
universals:

P&Q P and Q
P∨Q P or Q
P⊃Q if P, then Q
P≡Q P if and only if Q
∼P not P





1

Introduction

1.1 What is typology?

The term typology has a number of different uses, both within linguistics
and without. The common definition of the term is roughly synonymous with
‘taxonomy’ or ‘classification’, a classification of the phenomenon under study
into types, particularly structural types. This is the definition that is found outside
of linguistics, for example in biology, a field that inspired linguistic theory in the
nineteenth century.
The most unassuming linguistic definition of typology refers to a classification

of structural types across languages. In this definition, a language is taken to
belong to a single type, and a typology of languages is a definition of the types
and an enumeration or classification of languages into those types. We will refer
to this definition of typology as typological classification. The morphological
typology of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is an example of this
use of the term. This definition introduces the basic connotation that the term
typology has in contemporary linguistics: typology has to do with cross-linguistic
comparison of some sort. Methodological issues in cross-linguistic comparison
will be discussed in §§1.3–1.6, while chapter 2 will be devoted to the notion of a
linguistic type, includingmorphological typology, and its refinements in twentieth-
century research.
A second linguistic definition of typology is the study of patterns that occur

systematically across languages. We will refer to this definition of typology as
typological generalization. The patterns found in typological generalization are
language universals. The classic example of a typological universal is the impli-
cational universal. An example of an implicational universal is the generalization,
‘if the demonstrative follows the head noun, then the relative clause also follows
the head noun.’ This universal cannot be discovered or verified by observing only
a single language, such as English. One has to do a general survey of languages to
observe that the language type excluded by the implicational universal – namely a
language in which the demonstrative follows the head noun and the relative clause
precedes it – indeed does not exist.
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2 Introduction

Typological generalization is generally regarded as a subdiscipline of lingui-
stics – not unlike, say, first language acquisition – with a particular domain of
linguistic facts to examine: cross-linguistic patterns. Typology in this sense be-
gan in earnest with Joseph H. Greenberg’s discovery of implicational universals
of morphology and word order, first presented in 1960 (Greenberg 1966a). The
primary purpose of the present volume is to discuss the kinds of cross-linguistic
patterns that have been discovered and the methodological and empirical issues
raised by the study of these patterns. Chapters 3–7 are devoted to discussing these
patterns and the empirical and methodological issues that their discovery raises.
The kinds of cross-linguistic patterns actually found represent a coherent set of
language universals which are basic phenomena to be explained by any linguistic
theory.
The third and final linguistic definition of typology is that typology represents

an approach or theoretical framework to the study of language that contrasts with
prior approaches, such as American structuralism and generative grammar. In this
definition, typology is an approach to linguistic theorizing, or more precisely a
methodology of linguistic analysis that gives rise to different kinds of linguistic
theories than found in other approaches. Sometimes this view of typology is called
the Greenbergian, as opposed to the Chomskyan, approach to linguistic theory
(after their best known practitioners; see, for example, Smith 1982:256). This view
of typology is closely allied to functionalism, the view that linguistic structure
should be explained primarily in terms of linguistic function (the Chomskyan
approach is contrastively titled formalism). For this reason, typology in this sense
is often called the (functional–)typological approach, and will be called so here.
More precisely, we may characterize this definition of typology as functional–
typological explanation. The functional–typological approach became generally
recognized in the 1970s; important figures beginning at that time include Givón,
Haiman, Comrie, Hopper and Thompson. Functional–typological explanation has
well-established historical antecedents, however (see Haiman 1985 and chapter 9),
not least Greenberg himself.
The three linguistic definitions of typology correspond to the three stages of any

empirical scientific analysis. Typological classification represents the observation
of an empirical phenomenon (language) and classification of what we observe.
Typological generalization – language universals – is the formation of generaliza-
tions over our observations. And the functional-typological approach constructs
explanations of the generalizations over what we have observed. In this sense,
typology represents an empirical scientific approach to the study of language.
Of course, in any empirical science the actual process of doing science does not

proceed in these three discrete stages. In particular, explanations offer themselves
at all stages in the scientific process. We will present typological explanations of
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language universals as the universals themselves are introduced in chapters 3–7.
The explanatory models used by typologists include competing motivations, econ-
omy, iconicity, processing, semantic maps in conceptual space, and a rethinking of
syntactic argumentation. One significant dimension of typological explanation is
that explanations of many grammatical phenomena are fundamentally diachronic,
not synchronic. The diachronic approach requires a fundamental rethinking of ty-
pological principles, and is discussed in chapter 8. Chapter 9 then summarizes the
approach to language that typology presents.
Not surprisingly, these differing definitions of typology – typological classi-

fication, typological generalization and functional–typological explanation/
approach – have led to some confusion about what typology is, or is supposed
to be. For example, it is sometimes claimed that typology is ‘merely descriptive’
or ‘taxonomic’; that is to say, it does not provide a means for developing theo-
ries of language which can function as an alternative to, for example, generative
linguistic theory. This represents a confusion of typological classification with
typological generalization and explanation. Typological generalization represents
a well-established method of analysis, and the typological approach is now a well-
articulated approach to language.
The emphasis on theory and methodology in this volume should not be inter-

preted as minimizing the descriptive work necessary to develop typological anal-
yses. The descriptive work which has been and, I hope, will continue to be done
on the tremendous number of languages in the world is absolutely essential not
just to typological theory but to all linguistic theories. Unfortunately, typological
studies have often had to withhold or remove their data sections upon publication
due to size limitations,1 while many good descriptive works such as the University
of Hawaii Press PALI series of Micronesian language grammars rapidly go out of
print. The attitude that descriptive work is not valued (it is ‘merely’ descriptive
or, disparagingly, ‘descriptivist’) must be abandoned for there to be progress in
linguistic theory.
This matter becomes even more urgent because of the alarming loss of the

empirical data base for linguistic theory. Hundreds of languages have become
extinct in the last century.Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of others no longer survive
in viable speech communities; the languages are dying and there are often serious
consequences affecting grammatical structure. This situation is getting worse, not

1 On some occasions, the data is published elsewhere. The data for Keenan and Comrie’s study on
the Noun Phrase Accessibility Hierarchy (Keenan and Comrie 1977; see chapter 5) was eventually
published in another journal (Keenan and Comrie 1979); the data fromMaxwell’s study on lineariza-
tion (Maxwell 1984) was published by a linguistics department (Maxwell 1985); and the data on
Kortmann’s study of adverbial subordinators in European languages (broadly construed; Kortmann
1997) was published on diskette by LINCOM Europa.
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better, and is finally achieving the attention it deserves (Dorian 1981; Krauss
1992; Crystal 2000; Nettle and Romaine 2000). The empirical problems with
language research parallel the problems in biological research, in particular in
evolutionary theory and ecology: the extinction of languages and the loss of the
linguistic communities is like the extinction of species and the loss of their habitat
(ecosystems). In both disciplines it threatens theoretical progress.

1.2 Typology, universals and generative grammar

Greenberg’s approach to language universals emerged at about the same
time as Chomsky’s, in the late 1950s. The conception of language universals in
typology and generative grammar is quite different. In this section, we will briefly
describe the emergence of Greenberg’s and Chomsky’s ideas, and the similarities
and differences that are found in the two approaches to language (for more detailed
discussion, seeHawkins 1988).Wewill return to the relationship between typology
and generative grammar in later chapters in the context of more specific theoretical
issues (see §§3.5, 7.2, 9.2–9.3).
Language universals reflect the belief that there exist linguistic properties be-

yond the essential definitional properties of language that hold for all languages.
Although this belief has considerable modern currency, it is by no means a neces-
sary fact or universally-held opinion, and in fact the opposite viewwas widely held
until around 1960. To a considerable degree, the difference between the generative
and typological approaches to language universals can be traced to the different
traditions to which Chomsky and Greenberg responded. The generative approach
represents a reaction against behavioristic psychology, while the typological
approach represents a reaction against anthropological relativism.
The behaviorist view of language, in particular language learning, is anti-

universalist in that it posits no innate, universal internal mental abilities or
schemas. In the behaviorist view, linguistic competence is acquired through learn-
ing of stimulus–response patterns. In contrast, the generative approach posits the
existence of innate internal linguistic abilities and constraints that play a major
role in the acquisition of language. It is these constraints that represent linguistic
universals in this approach. The argument used by Chomsky (e.g. Chomsky 1976)
for the existence of innate universal linguistic competence refers to the ‘poverty
of the stimulus’. It is argued that the child has an extremely limited input stimulus,
that is, the utterances that it is exposed to from the mother and other caregivers.
This stimulus is incapable of permitting the child to construct the grammar of the
adult’s language in a classic behaviorist model; therefore, the child must bring in-
nate universals of grammatical competence to bear on language acquisition.Hence,
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the primary focus on universals in the generative tradition has been on their innate
character.
The anthropological relativist view of language is that the languages of theworld

can vary arbitrarily: ‘languages could differ from each other without limit and in
unpredictable ways’, in Martin Joos’ famous passage (Joos 1957:96). This view of
language was particularly strong among anthropological linguists studying North
American Indian languages, which indeed differ radically in many ways from so-
called Standard Average European languages. However, the comparison of one
‘exotic’ language or a limited number of languages to English only indicates di-
versity, not the range of variation, let alone limits thereto. Greenberg and others
discovered that a more systematic sampling of a substantial number of languages
reveals not only the range of variation but constraints on that variation. Those
constraints demonstrate that languages do not vary infinitely, and the constraints
represent linguistic universals. Hence, the primary focus on universals in the typo-
logical tradition has been on their cross-linguistic validity, and on universals that
restrict possible language variation (see §3.1).
The innate universals posited by generative grammar are intended to explain

linguistic structure. The poverty of the stimulus argument is essentially a deduc-
tive argument from first principles (although it does make assumptions about the
nature of the empirical input, and what counts as relevant input). The poverty of
the stimulus argument is one aspect of Chomsky’s more generally rationalist ap-
proach to language. The universals posited by typology are intended to represent
inductive generalizations across languages, in keeping with typology’s empiricist
approach to language. Typological universals call for explanation in terms of more
general cognitive, social-interactional, processing, perceptual or other abilities.
These abilities may also be innate, but they extend beyond language per se. The
generative grammarian argues that the discovery of innate principles that the child
brings to bear in learning a single language can be extrapolated to language in
general (Chomsky 1981). The typologist argues that a grammatical analysis based
on one language or a small number of languages will not suffice to reveal linguistic
universals; only a systematic empirical survey can do so.
These differences in approach have led to claims that theGreenbergian approach

and the Chomskyan approach to language universals and linguistic explanation are
diametrically opposed to each other. In fact, there are significant similarities be-
tween the generative and (functional–)typological approaches. Both approaches
begin with the analysis of language structure. Both approaches consider the cen-
tral question of linguistics to be ‘What is a possible human language?’ (though
see §§3.1, 8.1). Both approaches are universalist, in contrast to their predecessors.
There is broad agreement that there do exist a substantial number of universals
that hold of all languages (assuming attested exceptions can be accounted for by
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other principled factors). For both approaches, the construction of linguistic gen-
eralizations involves abstraction over the data, though the Greenbergian abstracts
patterns across languages and the Chomskyan abstracts patterns within languages
(see §9.2). Likewise, explanations for linguistic universals rest on universal hu-
man abilities, which may or may not be language specific, and which probably
have a significant innate component, though perhaps are not entirely innate. In
fact, for both generative and typological approaches, the foundations of linguistic
explanation are ultimately biological, although for the Chomskyan the biological
basis is found in genetics (innate linguistic knowledge) and for the Greenbergian
the biological basis is indirect, and is to be found in evolutionary theory (see §9.3;
Croft 2000).
Nevertheless, there are two salient distinctive characteristics of theGreenbergian

approach: the central role of cross-linguistic comparison, and the close relation-
ship between linguistic form and language function. These two characteristics are
discussed in the following two sections.

1.3 Cross-linguistic comparison

The first question that may be asked of typology is, what is the role of
cross-linguistic comparison – the fundamental characteristic of typology – in lin-
guistic analysis? Cross-linguistic comparison places the explanation of linguistic
phenomena in a single language in a new and different perspective. For example,
the distribution of the definite and indefinite articles in English is fairly complex:

(1a) He broke a vase.
(1b) He broke the vase.
(1c) The concert will be on Saturday.
(1d) He went to the bank.
(1e) I drank wine.
(1f) The French love glory.
(1g) He showed extreme care.
(1h) I love artichokes and asparagus.
(1i) Birds have wings.
(1j) His brother became a soldier.
(1k) Dogs were playing in the yard.

The eleven sentences given above characterize eleven types of uses of the articles
(or their absence) in English, given as follows:

(a) specific (referential) indefinite (see §5.2);
(b) specific and definite;
(c) proper name;
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(d) specific manifestation of an institution/place;
(e) partitive of a mass noun;
(f) generic mass noun;
(g) specific manifestation of an abstract quality (mass noun);
(h) generic of a count noun;
(i) generic of an indefinite number of a count noun;
(j) predicate nominal;
(k) specific but indefinite number of a count noun.

It might be possible to develop a set of generalizations – an analysis – that predicts
exactly the distribution of the two articles (including their absence) in English.
Such an account may be syntactic, semantic or pragmatic, or a combination of all
three. Whatever is the case, it will have to be a fairly complex and subtle analysis,
especially since the eleven different construction types given here do not exhaust
the possibilities.
At this point, the typologist will ask: what is the significance of these generaliza-

tions posited in English for the class of human languages as a whole? Examining
even a relatively closely related language, French, produces difficulties for those
generalizations. In the exact same contexts, illustrated here by translation equiv-
alents of the English sentences, the distribution of definite and indefinite articles
le/la/les and un/une respectively (and their absence) is quite different:

(2a) Il a cassé un vase.
(2b) Il a cassé le vase.
(2c) Le concert sera samedi.
(2d) Il est allé à la banque.
(2e) J’ai bu du vin. (du = de + le)
(2f) Les Français aiment la gloire.
(2g) Il montra un soin extrême.
(2h) J’aime les artichauts et les asperges.
(2i) Les oiseaux ont des ailes. (des = de + les)
(2j) Son frère est devenu soldat.
(2k) Des chiens jouaient dans le jardin.

It is quite likely that the analysis of the distribution of the English articles would
have to be drastically altered if not abandoned and a new one developed for the
distribution of the French ones. In French, we find a more widespread use of both
the French definite and indefinite articles, the appearance of the partitive marker
de plus the definite article, and the absence of the French indefinite article in the
predicate nominal construction.
One cannot be certain howmuchwewould have to start all over again, of course,

since to the best ofmy knowledge no complete analysis has beenworked out. How-
ever, a generalization for a subset of three of the eleven contexts has been proposed,
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for the generic count nouns in (h) and (i) and the indefinite number of count-noun
usage in (k). Carlson (1977) proposes a unified analysis of the bare plural con-
struction used in both situation types, in which both are of the same semantic type
and the differing interpretations are attributed to the semantic type of the predicate.
But when we turn to French, we see that in fact two different types of constructions
are found – compare 2h and 2i,k – and so this generalization does not clearly apply
to the grammatical facts of French. One may try to attribute the difference to the
French partitivemarker de. But if we turn to still other languages such as Rumanian
(Farkas 1981:40–45), which distinguish the two uses solely by the presence vs.
absence of the article, then we will not be able to invoke such an alternative.
The fact that analyses of linguistic phenomena ‘one language at a time’ cannot

be carried over from one language to the next is somewhat disturbing for the search
for language universals. Intricate interactions of internal structural generalizations
are proposed by linguists to ‘predict’ grammatical patterns that do not apply even
to neighboring languages. This is true not only in structuralist–generative analyses.
Functionalist analyses, which invoke external (semantic or pragmatic) generaliza-
tions to account for the distribution of phenomena like the articles of English, often
have the same problems:

Volumes of so-called functionalism are filled with ingenious appeals to percep-
tion, cognition or other system-external functional domains, which are used to
‘explain’ why the language in question simply has to have a grammatical par-
ticularity that it does – when a moment’s further reflection would show that
another well-known language, or even just the next dialect down the road,
has a grammatical structure diametrically opposed in the relevant parameter.

(DuBois 1985:353)

The question here is, towhat level of generalization should an analysis of language-
specific facts be developed before taking into consideration cross-linguistic pat-
terns? The typologist essentially takes the position that cross-linguistic patterns
should be taken into consideration at virtually every level of generalization about
human languages (see §9.3).
A cross-linguistic comparative approach – that is the construction of typological

generalizations – allows us to make progress on universal characteristics of the
distribution of articles, for example, and in turn causes us to reassess an analysis
formulated without reference to the facts in other languages.
There are certain generalizations that cut across the two languages that are very

likely to be characteristic of language in general. For instance, the first three uses,
(a)–(c), are identical in English and French, and it is only in the following seven
that there is substantial variation between the two languages. With the exception
of the (k) use, all of the variable uses across the two languages concern generic
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and mass-noun contexts of various sorts. This suggests that there may be some
degree of uniformity across languages in specific NP contexts that does not exist
in generic and mass NP contexts. (In fact, there is also variation in specific NP
contexts, but of a more constrained type; see §8.2.)
There are two important points implicit in this proposed generalization over

the English and French facts which summarize the argument for cross-linguistic
comparison. The first is that this generalization could not be formulated without
looking at more than one language. (Examining still more languages would, of
course, further refine this generalization.) That is what makes this analysis of the
grammatical phenomenon typological.
The second point pertains to the description and analysis of the grammar of a

particular language, given the sorts of cross-linguistic generalizations that exist.
Awareness of cross-linguistic variation allows the linguist describing a particular
language to provide amorefine-graineddescriptionof the phenomenon in question.
For example, being aware of the differences between English and French in generic
and mass-noun contexts implies that a grammatical description should explicitly
indicate how a languagewith articles expresses or encodes those different semantic
types of NPs.
A fine-grained description of the linguistic facts of a language is sufficient

for descriptive completeness. Of course, one always wants to seek generaliza-
tions in the data. Moreover, one would like the generalizations to correspond to
some empirically real phenomenon, such as a speaker’s knowledge of her (or his)
language. If the generalizations are intended to represent a speaker’s knowledge
of her language, then such an analysis must integrate cross-linguistic comparison,
according to the typological approach. For example, the generalizations about the
distribution of the articles in both English and French ought to characterize the
distribution in specific NP contexts in each language as typical or even universal (if
that turns out to be the case), and the distribution in generic and mass NP contexts
as arbitrary and language specific, or perhaps subject to other conditions that would
be revealed by further cross-linguistic comparison. In this view, the analysis of the
articles in French or English would be incomplete – and therefore an inadequate
explanation of the phenomenon – if its relationship to cross-linguistic general-
izations about articles is not taken into account. The generalizations revealed by
examining more than one language at a time are the only ones which can be said
to hold of languages in general. A speaker’s knowledge of her language involves
both universal and language-particular properties.
Until relatively recently, typology has not directed its attention to the relation-

ship between language universals and the generalizations posited in particular
language grammars (Croft 1999; §9.1). However, it is not the case that language
universals exist independently apart from the linguistic knowledge of language


