Some universals of grammar
with particular reference to coding asymmetries (4)
Martin Haspelmath
1. The eight theoretical questions of linguistics
cf. Tinbergen’s (1963) four explanatory questions of behavioural biology

– Like biologists, linguists can profit from accepting explanatory pluralism
(or theoretical pluralism) as a foundational principle for their field.
– Different theoretical questions coexist and have answers at different levels of
analysis, and none is reducible to the others.
The questions complement each other, and there is space for different methods
and different subcommunities in the field whose approaches are not necessarily
in tension.
theoretical linguistics ≠ general linguistics
• THEORETICAL QUESTIONS must be distinguished clearly from GENERAL QUESTIONS
in linguistics (a distinction that is often neglected in practice).
• A theoretical question is a question about an explanation (not about data or
about possible practical applications), and we can ask such questions either
about PARTICULAR LANGUAGES, or about Human Language in general.
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• A general question, by contrast, is a question about Human Language in
general (and it will typically be a theoretical question, though applied linguists
also have many general questions).
• we must distinguish between GENERAL LINGUISTICS
(e.g. de Saussure 1916; Robins 1964), which studies Human Language,
and THEORETICAL LINGUISTICS, which contrasts with applied linguistics.
the eight questions
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particular languages
(particular linguistics)
How does a particular
language work?
How is a particular
language acquired by its
speakers?

Human Language
(general linguistics)
How does language
(in general) work?
How does language
grow in human
children?

What are the functions of
the parts of a particular
language?
How did a particular
language arise and
change?

How is language
adapted to its users’
needs?
How does language
evolve and change?

2. Mutational and functional-adaptive explanations
– Cristofaro (2013; 2014; 2017; 2019):
a range of cross-linguistic phenomena that have been given
functional-adaptive explanations (especially in terms of efficiency) are
better explained from a source-oriented perspective
– e.g. differential object marking (Cristofaro 2019: 28):

– Cristofaro does not talk about “constraints on change”
(= mutational constraints, cf. Haspelmath 2019), but if these source patterns are
not constrained to be the only possible source patterns, then we have no
explanation of the universal trends.
(cf. Collins 2019: “Some language universals are historical accidents” –
this is impossible by definition)
– We saw earlier that coexpression universals are apparently often motivated
by mutational constraints, rather than by the efficiency of particular
coexpression patterns (or by biocognitive-representational constraints)
– and word order universals sometimes seem to be explained by mutational
constraints as well.
– Dryer (2019): some Greenbergian ordering correlations seem to be due to the
normal source constructions, especially:
the correlation between adposition order and noun/verb order
(in nominals and clauses)
e.g.

below the tree
concerning the news

<
<

be + low(N) + (of) the tree
it concerns(V) the news

Some languages have verb+object order and genitive + noun order, e.g.
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But Dryer (2019) does not claim that all word order universals have a mutational
explanation:

See also Diessel (2019) on the order of adverbial clauses (conditional,
temporal, causal, purposive), which may sometimes be explained by the
earlier order, but not always.

Cost scale of explanatory factors (Haspelmath 2019: 16)
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:

How do we know whether a functional-adaptive explanation is required?
Haspelmath (2019), Michaelis (2019):
When there is multi-convergence of diachronic pathways – i.e. when different kinds
of source constructions give rise to the same kind of adapted outcome.
How does asymmetric coding arise?
– by phonetic shortening of the more frequent form
– by lengthening of the less frequent form
e.g.
Michaelis
(2019):
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We see multi-convergence in many different kinds of phenomena, e.g. in
differential object marking, which can be due to differential preservation of an
old contrast:
e.g. German

der Linguist
den Linguist-en

der Bovist ‚puffball‘
den Bovist

der Bote
den Bote-n

der Knoten ‚knot‘
den Knoten

‘messenger’

The source construction cannot always provide an explanation
Another example is differential A marking – in some Indic languages,
the locuphoric (1st/2nd person) independent pronouns lack an ergative marker,
e.g. Punjabi:
maı̃
o-ne

kamm kita
kamm kita

‘I did the work’
‘She did the work.’

https://www.ling.uni-konstanz.de/typo3temp/secure_downloads/
82196/0/6fdd288ee18f859e78c57e79e16fca8a2d788a60/Ergativity_in_Indo-Aryan.htm

The ergative construction in Hindi-Urdu and Punjabi (two closely related
languages) arose from a passive-like construction with an oblique agent.
All agents must have been marked oblique at the beginning.
Outcomes can be explained adaptively even if the nature of the change
is unclear.
Functional-adaptive explanations need not demonstrate that the functionaladaptive causal force was present when the construction arose.

– but Bybee seems to see the changes as causal factors – she does not seem to
envisage the possibility of a “pull force” that increases the probability of a
change toward a particular kind of outcome
– Bybee formulates the requirement that one should be able to demonstrate
that the functional-adaptive plays a role in the change, but this is too strong.
– The primary evidence for a functional-adaptive explanation is the fit
between the causal factor and the observed outcome (Haspelmath 2019: 14).

Cristofaro (2019: 39) doubts the synchronic usefulness:

But there is quite a bit of evidence from psycholinguistic experiments showing
that certain word orders are easier to process than others, and also that certain
markers are preferably used when they are needed (e.g. Fedzechkina et al. 2012
on differential object markers).
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