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Krisen der 
Sprachtypologie

• Ist die vorhandene Sprachvielfalt groß genug ?

• Welche Kategorien können wir benutzen ?

• Wo sind denn jetzt die Universalien ?



Krise 1: Sprachvielfalt ?

• Die klassische Typologie sagt
‣ Vorsicht mit Sprachverwandtschaft & Sprachareale

• Deshalb
‣ Stichproben (“sampling”)

• Probleme
‣ Makroareale
‣ Zu wenig unabhängige Sprachen

• Lösung: Dynamische Typologie



Order of Object and Verb
(Mathew Dryer 2005 from WALS)
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Dynamic Typology

• It is not the actual frequencies that matter

• It is the stable distribution that matters

• A stable distribution is a situation in which just 
as many languages change from A to B as 
change from B to A.

• The extent to which the actual is different 
from the stable situation signals an effect 
of history
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The world’s 
families



A “sample” of 
the world’s 
languages



A real sample 
stratified for 
genealogical 

grouping



Dynamic Typology

• Investigate typological variation including
‣ Between-family variation
‣ Within-family variation

• Switch from 
‣ estimating attested frequencies to
‣ estimating transition probabilities

• Sample family-internal variation !!!



Krise 2: Kategorien ?

• Die klassische Typologie sagt
‣ Traditionelle grammatische Kategorien sind viel zu 

Eurozentrisch für die weltweite Sprachvielfalt

• Deshalb
‣ funktionale Vergleichsbasis & Klassifikation in “Strategien”

• Probleme
‣ Klassifikation ist arbiträr und sehr arbeitsaufwändig

• Lösung: Typologie ohne Typen
‣ Multivariate Typologie
‣ System Typologie





Inchoative - causative 
verb pairs

• Causative
“The girl broke the stick.”

• Passive of Causative
“The stick was broken (by the girl).”

• Inchoative
“The stick broke.”

Haspelmath, Martin. 1993. More on the typology of inchoative/causative verb 
alternations, in: Bernard Comrie & Maria Polinsky (eds.), Causatives and Transitivity. 
87-120. (Studies in Language Companion Series). Benjamins: Amsterdam.





Strategies for encoding 
inchoative-causative relation

• Different roots: Suppletive strategy (e.g. die - kill)

• Same roots:

‣ No differentiation: Labile strategy (e.g. break)

‣ With differentiation (functional typology):

✦ Causative derived from Inchoative: 
Causative strategy (e.g. German enden - beenden)

✦ Inchoative derived from Causative: 
Anticausative strategy (e.g. be destroyed - destroy)

✦ No (synchronic) primacy for one or the other: 
Equipollent strategy (e.g. German versinken - versenken)

(Terminology of: Haspelmath 1993)
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Table 3. Expression types by language 

    total A C E L S A/C % non-dir.

  

Russian  31 23 0 5 0 3 46.00 26  
German  31 14.5 0 4 11.5 1 29.00 53 
Greek  31 13.5 0 0 16.5 1 27.00 56 
Rumanian 30 24 1 0 3 2 24.00 17 
French  31 20.5 2 0 7.5 1 10.25 27 
Lithuanian 31 17.5 6 6 0.5 1 2.92 24 
Hebrew  31 20.5 7.5 2 1 0 2.73 10 
Arabic  31 17 8.5 3 1 1.5 2.00 18 
Georgian 31 9 4.5 15.5 0 2 2.00 56 
Armenian 31 16 8.5 5.5 0 1 1.88 21 
Swahili  31 11 11 8 0 1 1.00 29 
Finnish  28 12 13.5 0.5 0.5 1.5 0.88 9 
Udmurt  31 10.5 12.5 4.5 2.5 1 0.84 26 
Hungarian 31 7 9 12 0 3 0.78 48 
Lezgian  31 8 12 6 5 0 0.66 35 
Hindi-Urdu 31 7.5 14 7.5 2 0 0.54 31 
Turkish  30 9 17.5 2.5 0 1 0.51 12 
Mongolian 31 6 22 2 0 1 0.27 10 
Indonesian 31 0 14 17 0 0 0.04 55 
English  31 2 0 1 25 3   94 
Japanese  31 3.5 5.5 20.5 0.5 1   71 

total   636 243 164.5 128.5 69 31  

Abbreviations:  A = anticausative alternation 
     C = causative alternation 
     E = equipollent alternation 
     L = labile alternation 
     S = suppletive alternation 
     A/C =   ratio of anticausative to causative pairs 
     % non-dir. =  percentage of non-directed pairs 
 
 Table 3 shows that languages differ considerably in their preferences for 
different types in expressing the inchoative/causative alternation. Some 
languages have a directed alternation (anticausative or causative) in almost all 
cases, e.g. Finnish, Turkish, Mongolian, and Hebrew. Other languages exhibit a 
significant proportion of non-directed alternations, e.g. English, Japanese, 
Indonesian, Georgian, German, and Greek. It should be noted that English is 
unique in the sample in showing as strong a preference for non-directed 
alternations as Finnish and Turkish show for directed alternations. 
 But also within languages with many non-directed alternations, there are 
significant typological divergences. Japanese, Indonesian, and Georgian prefer 
equipollent marking of both members, whereas English, German, and Greek 
prefer labile verbs.13 The overwhelming preference for labile verbs in English is 
quite unique, and one suspects that it is connected with the fact that English 
shows little morphology in general (cf. Nichols 1986:157). However, a larger 

                                     
13 Incidentally, German and Greek are counterexamples to Nichols’ (1986:156-61) hypothesis 
that lability is associated with ergative alignment and with the lack of detransitivizing word-
formation and relation-changing syntactic rules. 

(Source: Haspelmath 1993)
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Identity of letter symbolizes identity of 
pronominal form. Type 4 is probably either 
simplified from type 3 or else represents an 
earlier stage of it; both developments may 
well have taken place. Type 5 is no doubt a 
specialized simplification of type 4. What 
the historical relations between types I and 2 
and between each of these and types 3-5 are, 
it is impossible to tell at present, though 
there is at least some evidence to show that 
type 4 tends to develop from type 2. The 
interpretation of the nature of the verb in 
each of these types is not always easy. The 
passive interpretation of the transitive may 
apply in certain cases of types I and 5. 

E. SAPIR 

UHLENBECK, C. C., Het Identificeerend 
Karakter der Possessieve Flexie in Talen 
van Noord-Amerika ("The Identifying 
Character of the Possessive Inflection in 
Languages of North America"). Reprinted 
from "Verslagen en Mededeelingen der 
Koninklijke Akademie van Wetenschappen, 
Afdeeling Letterkunde, 5e Reeks, Deel II," 
345-371. Amsterdam, I916. 

Uhlenbeck calls renewed attention in this 
paper to the well-known fact that in many 
American languages the possessive pronouns, 
generally affixed to the noun, occur in two 
more or less morphologically distinct series,- 
one for nouns possession of which is of an 
inseparable nature, the other for nouns 
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denoting separable possession. The former 
category includes chiefly terms of relationship 
and nouns denoting parts of the body. A 
careful survey of the evidence presented by 
Uhlenbeck shows, that, though body-part 
nouns and terms of relationship are not 
infrequently classed together in contrast to 
separable nouns, there are sometimes special 
morphological features that distinguish the 
two types of inseparable nouns; further, that 
in certain languages only the terms of rela- 
tionship constitute a special class as regards 
possessive affixes. Languages distinguishing 
separable and inseparable possession as such 
are Tlingit, Haida, Tsimshian, Chimariko, 
Muskhogean, and Siouan. As a rule, how- 
ever, the two pronominal series are not funda- 
mentally distinct, but are morphologically 
related; in Tlingit, Tsimshian, and Siouan, 
the separability of the noun is indicated by 
an affixed element, while only in Chimariko 
are the possessive elements of the two series 
radically distinct. Moreover, in both Haida 
and Siouan the terms of relationship are not 
treated in quite the same manner as the body- 
part nouns. In Algonkin, of which he treats 
Blackfoot in particularly great detail, Uhlen- 
beck finds that, while there is no rigid 
classification of possessed nouns into sepa- 
rable and inseparable, a suffixed -m- is used 
with great frequency to indicate the separa- 
bility of the noun. 

The relative independence of terms of 
relationship as a class, suggested by Haida 
and Siouan, is still further emphasized by 
Takelma, in which such nouns have a peculiar 
set of possessive affixes as distinct from all 
other nouns, including such as refer to parts 
of the body; further by Yuki and Pomo, in 
which only terms of relationship have posses- 
sive pronominal affixes. In Mutsun (Costa- 
noan), moreover, where there is, properly 
speaking, no possessive inflection, terms of 
relationship have different endings, according 
to the person of the possessor. Such examples 
strongly suggest that alongside of, or inter- 
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wikipedia “Morphosyntactic Alignment”



Appendix: Language-specific classes of causative/inchoative alternations

Arabic

Class A: C/CC
1. sah́aa/sah́h́aa
8. darasa/darrasa
14. damara/dammara
31. waqafa/waqqafa

Class B: in/ø
2. inkasara/kasara
5. infatah́a/fatah́a
6. inqafala/qafala
13. inṣahara/ṣahara
30. insǎqqa/sǎqqa

Class C: in/ʔ
3. ih́taraqa/ʔah́raqa
20. inṭafaʔa/ʔaṭfaʔa
22. intahaa/ʔanhaa

Class D: t/ø
9. iltamma/lamma
10. intasǎra/nasǎra
17. irtabaṭa/rabaṭa
21. irtafaʕa/rafaʕa
27. imtalaʔa/malaʔa

Class E: ø/ʔ
11. ġariqa/ʔaġraqa
18. ġalaa/ʔaġlaa
23. daara/ʔadaara
26. ðaaba/ʔaðaaba

Class F: ta/ø
12. tabaddala/baddala
16. taṭawwara/ṭawwara
19. taʔarjah́a/ʔarjah́a
24. tadah́raja/dah́raja
25. tajammada/jammada
28. tah́assana/h́assana

Singular classes:
4. maata/qatala
7. badaʔa
15. daaʕa/xasira
29. ja"a/ja"afa

Armenian

Class A: ø/c
1. artnanal/artnacnel
16. zarzanal/zarzacnel
21. barʒranal/barʒracnel
22. k’eršanal/k’eršacnel
28. lavanal/lavacnel
29. čoranal/čoracnel

Class B: v/ø
2. ǯardvel/ǯardel
3. ayrvel/ayrel
6. pak’vel/pak’el
7. sksvel/sksel
9. havakvel/havakel
10. əndarc’ak’vel/əndarc’ak’el
11. xegolvel/xegolel
12. poxvel/poxel
13. halvel/halel
14. kandvel/kandel
17. k’ap’vel/k’ap’el
19. č’oč’vel/č’oč’el
23. pttvel/pttel
24. glorvel/glorel
26. luc’vel/luc’el
30. č’eɣkvel/č’eɣkel

Class C: v/n
5. bacvel/bacanal
27. lcvel/lcnel

Class D: ø/Vcn
8. sovorel/sovorecnel
18. eṙal/eṙacnel
31. k’angnil/k’angnecnel

Class E: č/cn
15. k’orčel/k’orcnel
20. hangčel/hangcnel
25. saṙčel/saṙecnel

Class F:
4. spanel/mernel

English

Class A: Identical
1. wake up
2. break
3. burn
5. open
6. close
7. begin
9. gather
10. spread
11. sink
12. change
13. melt
16. develop
17. connect
18. boil
19. rock
22. !nish
23. turn
24. roll
25. freeze
26. dissolve
27. !ll
28. improve
29. dry
30. split
31. stop

Singular classes:
4. die/kill
8. learn/teach
14. be destroyed/destroy
15. get lost/lose
20. go out/put out
21. rise/raise

- 25 -
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Krise 3: Universalien ?
• Die klassische Typologie sagt:
‣ Absolute Universalien gibt es nicht (oder sind uninteressant)

• Deshalb
‣ Implikationelle Universalien

• Problem
‣ Es gibt fast keine überzeugende Universalien, die nicht schon 

Anfang der 70er Jahre bekannt waren

• Lösung: Beschränkte Erwartungen
‣ Minimale empirische Effekte
‣ Skalen und Semantische Karten





Scale of Likelihood of Spontaneous Occurrence
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Class C: in/ʔ
3. ih́taraqa/ʔah́raqa
20. inṭafaʔa/ʔaṭfaʔa
22. intahaa/ʔanhaa

Class D: t/ø
9. iltamma/lamma
10. intasǎra/nasǎra
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wake up 0 17 16 20 17 16 19 15 17 12 16 17 13 18 18 16 17 16 14 13 14 16 12 15 15 11 13 15 13 16 12

break 17 0 13 19 10 12 16 19 14 15 15 13 15 13 18 16 15 17 13 16 16 14 14 16 18 14 14 16 17 7 13

burn 16 13 0 20 16 17 16 18 16 16 18 16 15 19 19 19 17 15 14 17 16 15 17 14 15 15 19 19 14 14 15

die/kill 20 19 20 0 21 21 21 21 21 21 20 21 21 18 21 21 20 18 21 19 20 20 20 21 19 20 20 21 20 20 20

open 17 10 16 21 0 10 16 18 12 14 16 13 16 15 16 16 15 19 14 17 14 13 15 18 19 15 11 16 19 10 14

close 16 12 17 21 10 0 13 16 11 15 17 13 15 17 15 14 11 19 12 16 14 13 12 15 18 13 14 14 19 12 15

begin 19 16 16 21 16 13 0 14 15 16 18 14 16 18 19 17 17 15 15 18 18 11 16 16 16 16 16 18 18 17 15

learn/teach 15 19 18 21 18 16 14 0 17 16 18 16 17 16 18 18 18 17 14 18 16 14 15 15 16 16 17 19 19 19 13

gather 17 14 16 21 12 11 15 17 0 11 15 11 14 18 16 10 9 20 9 17 10 14 12 12 19 12 14 12 17 12 16

spread 12 15 16 21 14 15 16 16 11 0 14 13 10 15 13 14 10 19 12 17 11 14 11 14 17 8 10 13 15 14 13

sink 16 15 18 20 16 17 18 18 15 14 0 17 14 17 16 15 16 18 13 16 18 17 13 16 18 13 16 14 16 16 16

change 17 13 16 21 13 13 14 16 11 13 17 0 16 17 16 12 11 19 12 18 13 13 13 15 17 14 12 13 17 12 16

melt 13 15 15 21 16 15 16 17 14 10 14 16 0 17 16 16 15 16 11 16 16 16 12 9 15 10 14 14 12 15 15

be destroyed/destroy 18 13 19 18 15 17 18 16 18 15 17 17 17 0 19 20 17 18 18 17 19 17 16 18 18 15 16 19 19 16 16

get lost/lose 18 18 19 21 16 15 19 18 16 13 16 16 16 19 0 16 15 21 17 17 15 18 15 18 19 15 14 16 19 17 15

develop 16 16 19 21 16 14 17 18 10 14 15 12 16 20 16 0 11 20 11 18 14 16 10 12 18 13 14 8 16 15 15

connect 17 15 17 20 15 11 17 18 9 10 16 11 15 17 15 11 0 19 12 18 11 17 11 15 19 12 13 14 16 13 15

boil 16 17 15 18 19 19 15 17 20 19 18 19 16 18 21 20 19 0 18 17 20 16 18 17 16 15 18 20 16 18 16

rock 14 13 14 21 14 12 15 14 9 12 13 12 11 18 17 11 12 18 0 17 12 16 10 8 15 11 14 12 15 13 14

go out/put out 13 16 17 19 17 16 18 18 17 17 16 18 16 17 17 18 18 17 17 0 16 15 15 18 14 14 15 17 14 17 15

rise/raise 14 16 16 20 14 14 18 16 10 11 18 13 16 19 15 14 11 20 12 16 0 14 14 16 18 13 14 14 16 13 15

finish 16 14 15 20 13 13 11 14 14 14 17 13 16 17 18 16 17 16 16 15 14 0 17 16 16 14 15 15 15 16 13

turn 12 14 17 20 15 12 16 15 12 11 13 13 12 16 15 10 11 18 10 15 14 17 0 12 15 9 9 12 16 13 11

roll 15 16 14 21 18 15 16 15 12 14 16 15 9 18 18 12 15 17 8 18 16 16 12 0 14 12 17 12 14 17 16

freeze 15 18 15 19 19 18 16 16 19 17 18 17 15 18 19 18 19 16 15 14 18 16 15 14 0 17 17 19 13 19 14

dissolve 11 14 15 20 15 13 16 16 12 8 13 14 10 15 15 13 12 15 11 14 13 14 9 12 17 0 11 13 12 14 15

fill 13 14 19 20 11 14 16 17 14 10 16 12 14 16 14 14 13 18 14 15 14 15 9 17 17 11 0 13 17 12 14

improve 15 16 19 21 16 14 18 19 12 13 14 13 14 19 16 8 14 20 12 17 14 15 12 12 19 13 13 0 15 14 16

dry 13 17 14 20 19 19 18 19 17 15 16 17 12 19 19 16 16 16 15 14 16 15 16 14 13 12 17 15 0 16 17

split 16 7 14 20 10 12 17 19 12 14 16 12 15 16 17 15 13 18 13 17 13 16 13 17 19 14 12 14 16 0 16

stop 12 13 15 20 14 15 15 13 16 13 16 16 15 16 15 15 15 16 14 15 15 13 11 16 14 15 14 16 17 16 0



Figure 2. Multidimensional scaling of the 31 meanings.
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5. Scales of form
The constructions that languages use to mark the inchoative-causative alternation

are not directly comparable across languages. Take, for example, the German con-

struction using sich to mark the inchoative (e.g. sich ö"nen, sich schließen). This con-

struction is very reminiscent of the Hebrew construction using hit- to mark the in-

choative (e.g. hitʕorer, hitʔasef). Both constructions are of course di"erent in

principle—after all, they come from di"erent languages. However, there are various

characteristics that make both constructions alike to some extent. For example, they

both explicitly mark the inchoative in relation to the causative. Also, both construc-

tions perform this marking by putting some extra material in front of the lexical

- 9 -
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Figure 5. Average di"erence between causative and inchoative form, shown as an

overlay over the scale of function.
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Inchoative!Causative Character Count

It is also possible to give a more precise analysis how strong the overlap between

the two scales is. Statistically, the question here is to which extent the scale of func-

tions/meanings can be explained by the length of the forms. This problem is some-

what alike to a multivariate analysis of variance, weren’t it for the fact that the vari-

able to be explained (the scale of functions/meanings) is of a rather unusual kind,

namely a dissimilarity matrix. Recent work in bioinformatics (Zapala and Schork,

- 15 -



Figure 2. Correlation between preference for anticausative coding strategy and the !rst

dimension of the MDS of the metric of meaning.
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7.3. Metric B: Algorithmically approximating constructions
The reformulation of constructions as language-speci!c metrics on expressions, as discussed

in relation to Figure 1 above, allows for a wide variety of other approaches to establishing a

semantic map. The basic idea of this reformulation is that for each language a language-

speci!c distance matrix is calculated, describing how similar the expressions of the mean-

ings are from the perspective of each language individually. The cross-linguistic distances

then are the result of simply summing up over all these language-speci!c distances. Using

constructions, as done in the previous section, the language-speci!c matrices will only con-

sist of “0” (indicating “same construction”) and “1” (indicating “di"erent constructions”).
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Krisen der Sprachtypologie
• Ist die vorhandene Sprachvielfalt groß genug ?
‣ Ja, aber nichts wegwerfen und Variation ausnutzen
‣ Dynamische Typologie

• Welche Kategorien können wir benutzen ?
‣ Keine universelle Kategorien sind Notwendig
‣ Sprachinterne Kategorien reichen aus
‣ System Typologie

• Wo sind denn jetzt die Universalien ?
‣ Versteckt, und sicher nicht ohne Ausnahmen
‣ Es gibt gute generalisationen in der Form von 

semantische Karten


