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Word Order Universals, p. 1

This handout contains most of Greenberg’s word-order universals, along with comments about
possible explanations. The comments Look handwritten. As we can see, word order is subject both
to strictly syntactic (structural) constraints and to semantic and pragmatic ones.

Universal 1. In declarative sentences with nominal subject and object, the dominant order is
almost always one in which the subject precedes the object.
SV0, S0V, VS0 are the most common orders. The reasons for this mo.y be thematic or Frajmoiic.
On the thematic side, subjects are usuadly Agents ond objec ts are usuadly Potients, and Agents
are more “important” than Patients since rt is the Agent’s action that results in something
happening to the Patient. Tt therefore makes sense for the Agent to be mentioned before the
Patient. In terms of F\'Ajma‘('.ics, we are usumUy more interested in the subjed‘., both because 1t 1s
the Ajen‘(‘. and becawse X is more likely €0 be human. §ué_«jec'€s ore f rewendy adso {’.opic.s. ond {opics
3eneery come at the Bejinninj of & sentence.

Universal 2. In languages with prepositions, the genitive almost always follows the governing
noun, while in languages with postpositions it almost always precedes.
So usudly erther [PP P NP) and EMP N ”ij"] or [PP NP P and [m; NP_ N). This Looks Like heod-

deFender\‘('. order, but in structurad terms this Pmrficulmr correfa'(‘.?on s s{‘.rw\je, ot Least for
conf iﬁura‘(‘.ional lar\jumjes, bec ause the objec{ of o Fre,:osi{ion Is o Lomp,@emen{‘. while the ‘aeni{ive”
Is usquy token to be suB_jchike (in terms of X '(‘.l«eory, o sFeciFier). It s odso Fossiue that
3er\i‘('.ives do not form o uniform structurat wfeﬁory cross—linyisﬁwlﬁy.’ ﬂ«ey mo.y be subjecfs

(sFeciF ters) In some lar\jumjes, Lomp,@emen{s in others, and Adjunc(’.s in others.

Universal 3. Languages with dominant VSO order are always prepositional.
If & lar\jumje is [V NP NP] (or whatever other structure o VSO IAr\jtmje movy howve), it s

Lo P NP). Thhis is & s{rmiﬁt\(’.{'orward correlotion of kew(—complemenf order. But for SVO
lw\ﬁuajes, which woudd be ex,:ec,(‘.ed to ,:a(‘.{'.err\ the same, this is Less true.

Universal 4. With overwhelmingly greater than chance frequency, languages with normal SOV
order are postpositional.
If o Lonquage has [p NP V] it usuolly has [ NP P). Another straihtforward head-complement

(in fact, head-object) correlotion.

Universal5.1f a language has dominant SOV order and the genitive follows the governing noun,
then the adjective likewise follows the noun.

Not ¢ Lear
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Universal 6. All languages with dominant VSO order have SVO as an alternative or the only
alternative basic order.
ﬂis SujjeS{S {L\A{ VQO Ol"d@l" iS il’\ some sense o V&ri&f\{ O‘F SVO ora{er. 1-1'\6’ S{&Y\A&rd ‘(’.l«eor‘e‘(’.icmﬁ
Ar\dysis O‘F Vgo order if\VOjVeS S‘t&r‘(’.ir\j W;{‘A SVO ora{er ,'\OVh'\j {L\(’ verb ou'(’. OF {"\9 VP {D o F)Sitiol’\
in front of the sub_jec‘('.. This universa d sujjes{s that this andysis is correct.

Universal 7. If in a language with dominant SOV order, there is no alternative basic order, or
only OSV as the alternative, then all adverbial modifiers of the verb likewise precede
the verb.

If V is finad, it is fino LM

Universal 9. With well more than chance frequency, when question particles or affixes are
specified in position by reference to the sentence as awhole, if initial such elements are
found in prepositional languages, and, if final, in postpositional languages.

I{ we use the symbol “Q for o wes{ion Farfic.le (Like Hebrew pIc), we con soy that o lar\juAje

erther has [0 IP) and [P NP) or it has [IP Q) and [NP P). If the tbues{‘.ion marker (“Q”) s &
complemen(’.izer, this sujjesfs o close redotion between the w'ﬁejories CoandP.

Universal 11. Inversion of statement order so that verb precedes subject occurs only in
languages where the question [wh] word or phrase is normally initial. This same
inversion occurs in yes-no questions only if it also occurs in interrogative word [wh]
questions.

This suggests a structurad redationship between the position €o which the verb is inverted and the
nrtiad Fosi‘('.ior\ that wh elements occupy. C urrendy AcLeP{ed theories of constrtuent structure

L\ypo{kesize such a relm‘(‘.ior\sl«ip.

Universal 12. If a language has dominant order VSO in declarative sentences, it always puts
interrogative [wh] words or phrases first in interrogative word [wh] questions; if it has
dominant order SOV in declarative sentences, there is never such an invariant rule.
An nrtiad Fosi{ior\ for wh eLements makes func tionad sense, since rt means that the hearer knows at
the Lejir\ninj that (Jhe s lis{eninj to o «buesﬁor\. gimiﬁarly, on early Fosi‘(‘.ior\ for the verb is
Fund’.ionolly usefud. Aﬁ».rer\Uy, Lonquoges that don’t bother with this fype of Funcﬁonolify
in one case don’t bother with it in the other case erther.

Universal 13. If the nominal object always precedes the verb, then verb forms [clauses]
subordinate to the main verb also precede it.

If [, NP V] obligatorily, then L, CP V). Dependent-head order in the VP.

Universal 14. In conditional statements, the conditional clause precedes the conclusion as the
normal order in all languages.
RegardLess of other stuff, the order is Aﬁwoys “if P then Q. This Looks semantic/ Frmjrm{it,.
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Universal 15. In expressions of volition and purpose, a subordinate verbal form always follows

the main verb as the normal order except in those languages in which the nominal
object always precedes the verb.
Bside from the “‘Unwversat 13" funjuAjes, subordinate ¢ Lauses Like to be Lote in the sentence. This
iS O‘F{E’r\ E’XP/{DJV\E’A oS &’ﬂ'\j AU? {O {l’\e “L\P&VI.T\PSS» O‘F SUBOF(;“Y\&{P LIMSGS. ﬂls L\PAVI.I'\PSS ‘FAQ{Dr can
or\,@y be overcome, annrendy, n s{ror\jly head-finat lmnjuays (OUniversad 13). This Fosi‘(‘.ionir\j of
Sulaordir\mf.e CIMSPS ;S oﬂ»xendy 5{(0’\395{ l.l'\ E’XF’PSS;OT\S OF VOI;{;OI’\ DJ\A FAI’FJSE’.

Universal 16. In languages with dominant order VSO, an inflected auxiliary always precedes the
mainverb. In languages with dominant order SOV, an inflected auxiliary always follows
the main verb.

AuxiLiories Fosi{ior\ Like heads. Most syn‘ﬁmd‘.ic wwlyses of auxiliories soy that (‘.L\ey are heads.

Universal 17. With overwhelmingly more than chance frequency, languages with dominant
order VSO have the adjective after the noun.
Ifa lar\jumje hos the sententiad head verb at the Lejir\nir\j, 1t has the head noun at the Bejinr\ir\j
(ot Least with respect to adjec tives.

Universal 18. When the descriptive adjective precedes the noun, the demonstrative and the
numeral, with overwhelmingly more than chance frequency, do likewise. [But there is
no direct correlation between demonstrative and numeral, or when the adjective
follows.]

If (AP NP, ), then [DEM N, ] and [NUM N, ). Otherwise, no corredation. Tt is unc Lear what
to make of this.

Universal 19. When the general rule is that the descriptive adjective follows, there may be a
minority of adjectives which usually precede, but when the general rule is that
descriptive adjectives precede, there are no exceptions.

AP-N seems %o be Fre{'erred over N-AP, mAybe for semantic/ Froﬂmu'(‘.ic, reasons.

Universal 21. If some or all adverbs follow the adjective they modify, then the language is one
in which the qualifying adjective follows the noun and the verb precedes its nominal
object as the dominant order.

Lp AP, ADV] is redated o [, NP, AP) and [p V,,, NP). The redotion between adverbs in APs
and APs in NPs is c Lear. How they are related to V-NP is Less c Lear, but adl invodve the head

Frecedinj del:er\den(’.s.

Universal 24. If the relative expression [i.e. relative clause] precedes the noun either as the only
construction or as an alternate construction, either the language is postpositional, or
the adjective precedes the noun, or both.

Lp CP NP, ) is redoted to [, AP NP ) or [ NP P, ). In old of these, the head foddows o

deFender\{.



