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Outline
■The aim is NOT to 

teach you how to do 
syntactic analysis, but 
to equip you with 
knowledge that may 
help you do the 
problems faster. 


■Today: Word Order 
Typology 

■ Use the The World 
Atlas of Language 
Structures (WALS) as 
THE resource for your 
preparation. 

■ Wikipedia 



Basic word order

   It is most frequent. 
   It is structurally and behaviourally unmarked. 
   It occurs in a pragmatically neutral context.

What determines the basic word order?
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BWO is determined by observing the order of the two principal 
Grammatical Functions vis-a-vis p the Main Verb: 

Subject: The entity that is interpreted as an Agent, receives a 
either nominative or ergative Case and determines verb 
agreement. 
Object: The phrase that is a Theme, i.e.the entity acted upon 
by the subject and typically bears accusative or dative case



Basic word order

Japanese     
(1) Taro ga inu o mita 
 Taro SUB dog OBJ saw 
 ‘Taro saw the dog.’

Kinyarwanda      
(2) Umugore arasoma igitabo 
 woman  3S-read  book 
 ‘The woman is reading a book.’

SVO

Welsh       
(3) lladdodd y ddraig   y dyn 
 killed  the dragon   the man 
 ‘The dragon killed the man.’

SVO

VSO
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Basic word order

Malagasy      
(4) Manasa   lamba     amin’ny   savony  ny  lehilahy 
 washes   clothes    with.the   soap     the  man 
 ‘The man washes clothes with the soap.’

VOS

OVS

OSV

Hixkaryana 
(5) toto yahosiye kamara 
 man it.grabbed.him jaguar 
 ‘The jaguar grabbed the man.’

Urubú 
(6) pako   xuā u’u 
 banana   John he.ate 
 ‘John ate bananas.’
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Languages in which BWO is not obvious

Ancient Greek 
(1)  ho     didaskal-os     paideuei to paidi-on  SVO 
      ART    teacher-NOM     teaches ART boy-ACC 
      ‘The teacher instructs the boy.’

(2) ho didaskal-os to paidi-on paideuei   SOV 
(3) paideuei ho didaskal-os to paidi-on   VSO 
(4) paideuei to paidi-on ho didaskal-os   VOS 
(5) to paidi-on ho didaskal-os paideuei   OSV 
(6) to paidi-on paideuei ho didaskal-os   OVS
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Auxiliaries can complicate the picture 

Warlpiri 
(1) ngarraka-ngku ka wawirri  panti-rni      SOV 
 man-ERG AUX kangaroo spear-NONPST 
 ‘The man is spearing the kangaroo.’

(2) wawirri ka panti-rni ngarraka-ngk   OVS 
(3) wawirri ka ngarraka-ngku panti-rni   OSV 
(4) ngarraka-ngku ka panti-rni wawirri   SVO 
(5) panti-rni ka wawirri ngarraka-ngku    VOS 
(6) panti-rni ka ngarraka-ngku wawirri   VSO
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Auxiliaries can complicate the picture 

Warlpiri 
(1) ngarraka-ngku ka wawirri  panti-rni      SOV 
 man-ERG AUX kangaroo spear-NONPST 
 ‘The man is spearing the kangaroo.’

(2) wawirri ka panti-rni ngarraka-ngk   OVS 
(3) wawirri ka ngarraka-ngku panti-rni   OSV 
(4) ngarraka-ngku ka panti-rni wawirri   SVO 
(5) panti-rni ka wawirri ngarraka-ngku    VOS  
(6) panti-rni ka ngarraka-ngku wawirri   VSO

-> Wackernagel’s law
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Non- neutral contexts can yield other orders

(1) Peter kaufte das blaue Buch.   SVO 
(2) Das blaue Buch kaufte Peter.   OVS

(3) *Kaufte Peter das blaue Buch.   VSO 
(4) *Kaufte das blaue Buch Peter.   VOS 
(5) *Das blaue Buch Peter kaufte.   OSV 
(6) *Peter das blaue Buch kaufte.   SOV

(7)  Gestern kaufte Peter das blaue Buch.  ADV-VSO        

(8) Peter hat das blaue Buch gekauft.   
(9) Das blaue Buch hat Peter gekauft.
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Basic word order

Cross-linguistic distribution of basic word order: 

•   SVO and SOV are by far the most common word orders. 
•   VSO is moderately frequent. 
•   All other word orders are rare.
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CAUTION: The verbs 'to be' and 'to have' should not be used 
to determine BWO. Many languages do not use be-verbs 
nominal and adjectival predicates, as in 'He is a doctor'/ 'He is 
tall for his age' , or generally in the present tense.  Many 
languages also lack possessive 'have'. 
word orders.



 

SOV (Dryer 2005)
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SVO languages (Dryer 2005)
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VSO languages (Dryer 2005)
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VOS languages (Dryer 2005)
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OVS languages (Dryer 2005)

15



OSV languages (Dryer 2005)
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(Dryer 2005)
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Basic word order

Dryer 2005

Order Number %
SOV
SVO
VSO
VOS
OVS
OSV

497
435
85
26
9
4

47
41
8
2.5
0.85
0.38

Total 1056 100
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Basic word order

 

■ The subject tends to precede the object (95%). 
■ The object tends to occur next to the verb (91%). 
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Why does the subject tend to precede 
verb and object?

 (1)  Peter noticed that Sally wasn’t there. She had to 
 attend a class in linguistics. 

The subject tends to be the topic. 

 Given/old information helps the hearer to interpret the rest of 
the utterance, i.e. it provides an orientation at the beginning 
of the clause. 

 The subject can be seen as a grammaticalized topic.
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Why does the object tend to be adjacent 
to the verb?

(1)  a. They are hunting a fox. 
 b. They are fox-hunting. 

(2)  a. I am taking care of my sister’s baby. 
  b. I am baby-sitting.

Verb and object form a tight conceptual unit. 
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Word order correlations 
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 Greenberg (1966) discovered that the ordering of verb and object 
correlates with the ordering of other elements in the clause. 
However, the strength of the correlations is variable.

 Cross-category harmony: Greenberg’s word order correlations reflect 
a crosslinguistic tendency to place head and dependent in a 
consistent order. 



Prepositions vs. Postpositions

(2) Japanese 
 John  ga   [Mary  to]   [kurma  de]  [kobe    ni]   it-ta  
 John SU  Mary  with  car       by   Kobe    to   go.PST 
 ‘John went to Kobe by car with Mary.’

(1) English 
 Peter saw the man [in the garden].
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VO and Adpositions (Dryer 2005)
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OV and Adpositions (Dryer 2005)
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Word order correlations

 If a language has basic VO order, it tends to employ prepositions, 
and if a language has basic OV order, it tends to employ 
postpositions.

VO OV
Prepostions
Postpositions

85
15

6
94
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Genitive-noun order

(1) Meines Vaters Auto 
(2) Das Auto meines Vaters
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The genitive case denotes a relationship of possession, where 
the Possessor bears the genitive Case.  

Many languages do not mark the possession relation morpho- 
logically.



CAUTION: Distinction between 
Alienable and Inalienable possession

Maybrat  
a. Sely m-me                GEN-N 
    Sely AGR-mother 
    ‘Sely’s mother’  
b. amah ro-Petrus         N-GEN 
    house gen-Petrus 
     ‘Petrus’ house’  
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Many languages distinguish two sorts of  genitive constructions, one for 
alienable possession and one for inalienable possession. In some 
languages, however, the order of  genitive and noun is different for 
alienable and inalienable possession. inalienable possession refers to 

the linguistic properties of certain 
nouns  based on their always 
being possessed. The semantic 
underpinning is that entities like 
body parts and relatives do not 
exist apart from a possessor. For 
example, a hand implies 
(someone's) hand, even if it is 
severed from the whole body. 
Likewise, a father implies 
(someone's) father.



CAUTION: Distinction between 
Possessor Types

Tauya  
a. ʔe fanu-na wate  
    that man-gen house  
     ‘that man’s house’  
b.   wate ne-pi  
      house 3sg-gen 
      ‘his/her house’  

29

In some languages, however, pronominal possession involves a distinct 
construction and sometimes involves a different word order. 

Many languages do not employ 
separate pronominal words, but 
use affixes to express such 
meanings



VO and Noun-Genitive (Dryer 2005)
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OV and Genitive-Noun (Dryer 2005)
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Word order correlations

 If a language has basic OV order, the genitive almost always 
precedes the head noun.

VO OV

GEN-N
N-GEN

32
68

90
10
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Noun-Relative clause order

(1) English 
 I met the man [ who wasn't there ].
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A relative clause is a kind of subordinate clause, one of whose 
arguments shares a referent with a main clause element on which the 
subordinate clause is grammatically dependent. Typically, a relative 
clause modifies a noun or noun phrase and uses some 
grammatical device to indicate that one of the arguments within 
the relative clause has the same referent as that noun or noun 
phrase. 

In the above example:  [who wasn't there] =  RelC, it modifies the noun 
man, and uses the pronoun who to indicate that the same "man" is 
referred to within the subordinate clause (in this case, as its subject)



Noun-Relative clause order

(1) Japanese     
 [Maria ga kai-ta]  hon 
 Maria SU write-PST book 
 ‘The book that Mary wrote.’
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CAUTION: Language Variation in RelC  
formation
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Language Variation with regards to:  
How the role of  the shared noun phrase is indicated in the embedded 
clause. 
How the two clauses are joined together. 
Where the embedded clause is placed relative to the head noun

• "The man [that I saw yesterday] went home". A complementizer linking 
the two clauses with a gapping strategy indicating the role of the 
shared noun in the embedded clause. Very common.

• "The man [I saw yesterday] went home". Gapping strategy, with no 
word joining the clauses—also known as a reduced relative clause. 
Used in Arabic when the head noun is indefinite, as in "a man" instead 
of "the man". Very common



CAUTION: Language Variation in RelC  
formation
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• "The man [that him I saw yesterday] went home". (Similar to the 
previous, but with the resumptive pronoun fronted. modern Greek, 
modern Hebrew

• "The man [that I saw him yesterday] went home". A complementizer 
linking the two sentences with a resumptive pronoun indicating the role 
of the shared noun in the embedded clause, as in Arabic, Hebrew or 
Persian.


• "The man [whom I saw yesterday] went home". (A relative pronoun 

indicating the role of the shared noun in the embedded clause — in 
this case, the direct object.) 



CAUTION: Language Variation in RelC  
formation
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• "[Which man I saw yesterday], that man went home". A correlative 
structure, as in Hindi.

• "The [I saw yesterday] man went home". Preceding relative clause with 
gapping and no linking word, as in Japanese.


• "The [I saw yesterday]'s man went home". Preceding relative clause 

with gapping and use of a possessive particle  to link the relative 
clause to the head noun. Quite common.


• "[I saw the man yesterday] went home." An unreduced, internally-headed 

relative clause, as in Tibetan or Navajo.



VO and Noun-Relative clause (Dryer 2005)
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OV and Noun-Relative clause (Dryer 2005)
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Word order correlations

VO OV
N-REL
REL-N

98.5
1.5

59.0
41.0

 If a language has basic VO order, the relative clause (almost) 
always follows the head noun.
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Other Word order correlations 
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Word order correlations

 If a language has basic VO order, the subordinator almost 
always occur at the beginning of the subordinate clause.

VO OV
Final SUB
Initial SUB

1.5
98.5

69
31
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Word order correlations

 If a language has basic VO order, it tends to place auxiliaries 
before the main verb, and if a language has basic OV order, it 
tends to place auxiliaries after the main verb. 

VO OV

AUX V
V AUX

87.5
12.5

8
92
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CAUTION: Refer here to only those 'helping verbs' that carry 
Tense or Aspect.



Word order correlations

 If a language has basic VO order, it tends to place the article 
before the noun, and if it has OV order, it tends to place the 
article after the noun, IF it has articles.

VO OV
ART N
N ART

71
28

40
60
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CAUTION: Many languages do not have Articles. Do not equate 
Demonstratives with Articles



Pretty Basic Word order Alternations 
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Declarative   Interrogative (Yes/No questions) 

The boy is sleeping.  Is the boy sleeping? 

The boy has slept.  Has the boy slept? 

The boy can sleep.  Can the boy sleep? 

The boy will sleep.  Will the boy sleep? 

The boy did sleep.  Did the boy sleep? 

• What’s the pattern?



Pretty Basic Word order Alternations 
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Declarative   Interrogative 

Bart kicked the ball.   

    What did Bart kick? 

Lisa put the leash on the table.  

    Where did Lisa put the leash?  

Marge sent a card to Selma. 

    Who did Marge send a card to? 

• These questions are known as “Wh-
Questions” 

• why, who, where, when, what, how



Pretty Basic Word order Alternations 
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• Some languages form Wh questions without moving anything. 

• Japanese: 

Taro-ga  nani-o  mitsuketa-no? 

Taro-subject what  found-question marker 

“What did Taro find?” 

• Swahili: 

Ulipatia  nani  kitabu 

you gave  who  a book 

“Who did you give a book?”



Pretty Basic Word order Alternations 
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• Some languages form Wh questions by moving them to a position 
before the verb 

• Malayalam: 

   Vellam aare kudichu 
     Water who drank 
     Who drank water?

• Or cleft: (cf. Who is it that drank water? In English) 

• Malayalam: 
• aar-anu vellam kudichete 
• who. Cop water drank 
• Who is it that drank water



Dis-course governed Word order 
Alternations 
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■ Fronted objects 
■ This I do not understand. 

■ Fronted nominals other than objects 
■ Whether Nancy was there or not, she could not be certain. 

■ Fronted predicatives 
■ Far more serious were the severe head injuries. 

■ Fronted non-finite constructions 
■ Waiting below was Michael Sams. 

■ Fronting in dependent clauses 
■ Try as they might, no one close to Frankie could improve his image. 

■ Fronting in exclamations 
■ Such a gift he had for gesture. He looked like a king in exile



Discourse governed Word order Alternations 

Warlpiri 
(1) ngarraka-ngku ka wawirri  panti-rni      SOV 
 man-ERG AUX kangaroo spear-NONPST 
 ‘The man is spearing the kangaroo.’

(2) wawirri ka panti-rni ngarraka-ngk   OVS 
(3) wawirri ka ngarraka-ngku panti-rni   OSV 
(4) ngarraka-ngku ka panti-rni wawirri   SVO 
(5) panti-rni ka wawirri ngarraka-ngku    VOS  
(6) panti-rni ka ngarraka-ngku wawirri   VSO

-> Scrambling
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Discourse governed Word order Alternations 
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In English, you do not need to use a particular word order to indicate what 
the focus (new information) of a sentence is. 

 You can stress the focused constituent, regardless of its position in the 
sentence. 


Who saw an elephant in the zoo yesterday? 
MARY saw an elephant in the zoo yesterday. 

What did Mary see in the zoo yesterday? 
Mary saw AN ELEPHANT in the zoo yesterday. 

Where did Mary see an elephant yesterday? 
Mary saw an elephant IN THE ZOO yesterday. 

When did Mary see an elephant in the zoo? 
Mary saw an elephant in the zoo YESTERDAY.



Discourse governed Word order Alternations 
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In some languages, the focused constituent must go into a fixed position 
of the sentence, regardless of its grammatical function. The same 
holds for topics, constituents that explicitly encode old information. 


For example, in Hungarian the word order is  
topics (if there are any) – focus (if there is any) – rest 

János  zsuzsi-nak adott egy könyv-et. 
John Susi-dative gave a book-accusative 
As for John, it was SUSI to whom he gave a book. 

János egy könyv-et   adott Zsuzsi-nak. 
John a book-accusative   gave Susi-dative 
As for John, it was A BOOK that he gave to Susi.



Next 
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Later Today  
Nominal and Verbal Morphological Features 

Tomorrow  
Verb classes, Voice, and Argument Structure Alternations 


