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1. Introduction 

 

One of the many features languages are characterised by in linguistic typology is that of basic 

word order, or more specifically, the order in which the subject, object and main verb occur. 

Since languages have different types of clauses, this ordering usually does not apply 

throughout the whole of a language. Following Dryer’s rule of thumb, I select the basic word 

order in transitive declarative sentences as the basic word order of the languages involved 

(2005:330). Also, the subject and object have to be proper nouns and not just pronouns. 

 

As the uninformed would expect with three separate syntactic phrases involved, six different 

basic orderings of these phrases can be drawn up: Subject, Object and Verb (SOV); Subject, 

Verb and Object (SVO); Verb, Subject and Object (VSO); Verb, Object and Subject (VOS); 

Object, Subject and Verb (OSV) and Object, Verb and Subject (OVS). All of these basic word 

orders exist in practice; however, the object-initial orderings (i.e. OSV and OVS) are rare. 

Obtaining solid figures for the frequency in which these six basic word orders occur 

throughout the world proves to be difficult; however, a research conducted by Harald 

Hammarström including 2086 languages (roughly one third of all known languages and at 

least one inclusion from every attested language family) presents these figures, which give a 

decent indication of how the basic word orders are spread in terms of frequency: 

 

SOV: 46,8% 

SVO: 31,5% 

VSO: 8,6% 

VOS: 2,2% 

OVS: 0,6% 

OSV: 0,6% 

(No dominant order: 7,9%) (Hammerström 2008:2) 

 

Matthew Dryer’s map of the spread of the six basic word orderings in the World Atlas of 

Language Structures (WALS) shows the same descending tendency in figures, from SOV 

being the most frequent to OSV being the least frequent. His figures, however, differ when it 

comes to the exact percentages. In a research conducted with 1228 languages, his figures are 

like these: 

 

SOV: 40,5% 

SVO: 35,5% 

VSO: 6,9% 

VOS: 2,1% 

OVS: 0,7% 

OSV: 0,3% 

(No dominant order: 13,9%) (calculated from Dryer 2005:330) 

 

My research is focused on VSO-languages and their tendencies and implicational universals. 

In practice, VSO amounts to an ordering of constituents as in loves John his wife, meaning 

that John loves his wife. Though this may not be a grammatical word order for English, for 

about 7,5% of the languages of the world it is. The following examples from the Irish Gaelic 

language and Cebuano, spoken in the Philippines, illustrate a grammatical VSO-ordered 

sentence: 
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I. IRISH GAELIC (Wikipedia, 11-02-2009) 

Labhraíonn  Mícheál  Gaeilge  le Cáit  go minic.  

speaks   Mícheál  Irish   with Cáit  often  

Verb   Subject  Dir.obj.  Ind.obj.  Time  

‘Mícheál speaks Irish with Cáit often.’ 

 

II. CEBUANO (Akerbeltz, 11-02-2009) 

adúna  siyáy  duhá ka       anák.  

have     she      two COUNT  children 

Verb   Subject         Object 

‘She has two children.’ 

 

Being the third most used basic word order, in a mere 7,5% (taking a mediate from the two 

previous set of figures) of the world’s languages, its spread is expectedly limited. The danger 

of aerial tendencies looms as Dryer’s WALS map reveals mostly clustered areas of VSO-

languages. A significant group of Native American VSO-languages is found in the area 

around Vancouver and Seattle; another is found in Central America, particularly in Mexico 

just east of Acapulco and around the Guatemalan border; this is a remnant of the Mayan 

civilisation as Classical Mayan was a VSO-language. In South America, VSO-languages are 

fewer and farther between; in fact, only 5 South American VSO-languages have found their 

way onto Dryer’s map, and by virtue of representative selection of languages in one’s sample, 

it seems a fair conclusion that South America indeed holds relatively few VSO-languages. 

Goajiro is found in the north of Venezuela, Guajajara in North-eastern Brazil, Guató is spoken 

on the Brazilian-Bolivian border and Koreguaje and Tuashiro are spoken in Colombia. In 

Europe, only the Gaelic and Brythonic branches of the Celtic languages (Welsh, Scots Gaelic, 

Irish and Breton – Manx does too but it was not in Dryer’s selection) are users of the VSO 

basic word order. Dryer comes up with four VSO-languages in the Arab World: Modern 

Standard Arabic as spoken in Saudi Arabia, one Berber language in Morocco and one in 

Algeria and the North Algerian language of Kabyle. Africa furthermore has two areas in 

which a number of VSO-languages are spoken: a group of four appear on Dryer’s map in the 

North-east of Nigeria, near the border with Cameroon, and a larger group along the 

Kenyan/Ethiopian border stretching in the North into Sudan and Ethiopia and in the south into 

Tanzania. In the Pacific, Polynesian languages use the VSO basic word order, from New 

Zealand (Maori) all the way to Hawaii. The last group is to be found in Malaysia and on the 

Philippines, with the odd VSO-language in Indonesia and Papua New Guinea. 

Interestingly, large portions of the world have no VSO-languages. None are to be 

found on Dryer’s map from mainland Europe (excluding Breton in the far West of France) all 

the way across Russia and to Canadian border. This includes all of mainland Asia apart from 

Saudi Arabia. Most of Africa, Australia and South America do not have any VSO-languages 

either. This situation strongly suggests aerial effects. 
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2. Discussion of literature 

 

In 1966, Joseph Greenberg published a paper entitled “Some Universals of Grammar with 

Particular Reference to the Order of Meaningful Elements”. In this influential work, 

Greenberg posited 45 universal statements based on a sample of 30 languages. Most of these 

universal statements are of an implicational nature (if a language has property X, it will also 

have property Y). The most notable in the light of my research on VSO languages are the 

following, numbered as they are in Greenberg’s original order: 

 
(3) Languages with dominant VSO order are always prepositional. 

(4-s) With overwhelmingly greater than chance frequency, languages with normal SOV order are 

postpositional. 

(6) All languages with dominant VSO order have SVO as an alternative, or as the only alternative, basic 

order. 

(10a-s) Question particles or affixes specified in position by reference to a particular word in the sentence 

almost always follow that word. 

(10b) Such particles do not occur in languages with dominant order VSO. 

(12) If a language has dominant order VSO in declarative sentences, it always puts interrogative words or 

phrases first in interrogative word questions; if it has dominant order SOV in declarative sentences, there 

is never such an invariant rule. 

(16a) In languages with dominant order VSO, an inflected auxiliary always precedes the main verb. 

(16b) In languages with dominant order SOV, an inflected auxiliary always follows the main verb. 

(17-s) With overwhelmingly more than chance frequency, languages with dominant order VSO have the 

adjective after the noun.  

 

The final universal in this list, number 17, is claimed to be incorrect by Matthew Dryer 

(1996). The cause for this, according to Dryer, is that it so happens that all six of the VSO 

languages in Greenberg’s sample placed the adjective after the noun. He states that “it is 

somewhat more common for VSO languages to place the adjective after the noun, but the 

same is true for SOV languages as well. In short, adjectives are not object patterners and the 

nouns they modify are not verb patterners” (1996:1053).  

Dryer drew up a series of VO/OV word order correlations in 1992. These are his pairs of 

object patterners and verb patterners: 

 
VO correlate     OV correlate 

adposition - NP     NP - adposition 

copula verb - predicate    predicate - copula verb 

‘want’ - VP     VP - ‘want’ 

tense/aspect auxiliary verb - VP   VP - tense/aspect auxiliary verb 

negative auxiliary - VP    VP - negative auxiliary 

complementizer - S    S - complementizer 

question particle - S    S - question particle 

adverbial subordinator - S   S - adverbial subordinator 

article - N'     N' - article 

plural word - N'     N' - plural word 

noun - genitive     genitive - noun 

noun - relative clause    relative clause - noun 

adjective - standard of comparison   standard of comparison - adjective 

verb - PP     PP - verb 

verb - manner adverb    manner adverb - verb 

Table 1. Taken from Dryer (1992). 

 

Dryer (2008:9) argues that a different ordering of verb and object tends to have its own 

preference for the order of noun and article; more precisely, VO languages commonly place 

the article in front of the noun, whereas OV languages commonly put the noun first. Also, 
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Dryer claims that OV languages which have relative clauses follow the head noun (as in 

“(the) man who informed me about the changes (the)”) have the same, though be it a weak, 

preference for placing the noun before the article as do OV languages that opt for relative 

clauses before the head noun. This is in opposition to Hawkins’ Principle, which predicts, 

among other things, that OV&NRel languages have a preference for putting the article before 

the noun (Hawkins 1994). Another finding that Dryer (2008:12) comes up with is the notion 

that VO languages have a stronger preference for the use of articles than OV languages do; in 

fact, in his sample, 183 OV languages used articles, whilst 101 did not, and 312 VO 

languages did use articles and 57 did not. About the order of clause and complementiser, 

Dryer (2008:13) states that the distribution of languages that place the complementiser in 

initial position and those that put it in final position is about equal, but none of the VO 

languages in the sample used the final position, meaning that all VO languages opt for their 

complementisers to be in initial position. For OV languages, further findings have led Dryer 

to draw up the following two implicational universals: 

 
a) OV languages in which the complement clause precedes the verb normally have 

clause-final complementizers rather than clause-initial complementizers. 

b) OV languages in which the complement clause follows the verb normally have 

clause-initial complementizers rather than clause-final complementizers. (Dryer 2008:14) 

 

In addition, Dryer proposes that “VO languages employ complementizers more often than OV 

languages do” (2008:18). Also, he mentions that “auxiliary verbs tend to precede the main 

verb in VO languages but follow in OV languages” (2008:19). 

In response to an earlier claim made by Hawkins concerning the relationship between word 

order and case distinction, Dryer points out that in fact, case distinction is most common in 

SOV languages (72%), uncommon in SVO languages (14%) and verb-initial languages are 

right in between (47%). In Hawkins’ earlier claims, SVO languages had a greater preference 

for case distinction than did verb-initial languages (Dryer 2002:3). He makes a comparable 

adjustment to Hawkins’ theory concerning the relationship between word order and rich verb 

agreement (agreement for both subject and object). Where Hawkins claimed that 77% of 

verb-initial languages have rich verb agreement, 60% of SVO languages, and 46% of SOV 

languages. Dryer alters this, basing his claims on a considerably bigger sample of languages, 

with showing figures of 56% for verb-initial languages, 44% for SVO languages and 49% for 

SOV languages, which does not only change altering the order but also downplaying the 

correlation as possibly being “random variation” (Dryer 2002:5). 
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3. My sample 

 

The Typological Database Nijmegen (TDN) consists of 140 languages and contains 740 

parameters, or feature statements as I refer to them, which are entered through the use of 

binary values. Of those 140 languages, 25 are VSO. That is about 18 percent of the whole 

sample, which is an overrepresentation, as we have seen from the introduction, where I stated 

that about 7,5 percent of the world’s languages are VSO. Nonetheless, Map 1 below illustrates 

the spread of the 25 VSO languages in the TDN that have become my sample, and its 

subscript features the names of the languages involved and reference numbers for their place 

on the map. 

 

 
Map 1: Spread of the 25 VSO languages in the TDN sample.  
The following languages are marked: 1. Amharic 2. Ancient Hebrew 3. Andoque 4. Armenian 5. Breton 6. 

Cayubaba 7. Cebuano 8. Chamorro 9. Egyptian Arabic 10. Fijian 11. Highland Oaxaca Chontal 12. Ixtenco 

Otomi 13. Kwakiutl 14. Maori 15. Maasai 16. Murle 17. Nama 18. Popti (a.k.a. Jacaltec) 19. Purepecha (a.k.a. 

Tarascan) 20. Rapanui 21. Samoan 22. Scottish Gaelic 23. Wayuu (a.k.a. Goajiro) 24. Yokuts 25. Zande 

 

At first it seems that Central America is overrepresented, whereas certain areas are not 

represented at all, like mainland Asia, Central and Eastern Europe, Australia and Western 

Africa. However, this selection of VSO languages is not unbalanced. Consider Map 2, which 

has been taken from the Word Atlas of Language Structures Online’s entry for Matthew 

Dryer’s map for “Order of Subject, Object and Verb” (Chapter 81). I have left out every word 

order except for VSO, leaving a map that shows the spread of the 85 VSO languages that are 

in Dryer’s sample. Despite the fact that Dryer’s map includes almost three and a half times as 

many VSO languages as Map 1, the two look very similar indeed. Not all the languages 

featured on the TDN map above are included in Dryer’s map – Fijian and Samoan particularly 

spring to mind – but those that are not still fit well within the same areas that are obviously 

home to a relatively high number of VSO languages; VSO languages, as described in the 

introduction, group together in Polynesia and the Philippines, Eastern Africa in the 
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Ethiopia/Kenya/Tanzania area, the Celtic area, around Vancouver and Seattle, Central 

America (Mexico and Guatemala) and inland South America, particularly Colombia and Peru. 

One area that needs to be mentioned specifically is north-western Africa, or more accurately: 

Morocco and Algeria. Three Berber languages (Middle Atlas, Figuig and Kabyle) are spoken 

in this area which are also characterised by their use of VSO as basic word order. Although 

this area is unrepresented in the TDN sample, the latter still contains a representative spread. 

 

 
Map 2: Spread of the 85 VSO languages in Dryer’s sample (Dryer:18-6-2009). 
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4. The pilot research phase 

 

There are numerous features of language, and naturally, not all of them can be dealt with in 

this research, or any other for that matter. On top of that, I have to work with an indication of 

possibly interesting results. This is why I conducted a pilot with a selection of language 

features that I combined with the central feature of this research, VSO as basic word order, to 

find possible correlations that I could investigate further in the main part of the research. 

These features were partly chosen on the basis of suspected correlation and partly at random. 

The corpus used for this pilot and the research as a whole is the Typlogical Database 

Nijmegen (TDN), which was authored by Leon Stassen. The database is described in the 

following terms on the website of the Typological Database System (TDS): 

 
“The Typological Database Nijmegen (TDN) contains analytical (language level) information on a 

variety of topics, including: basic word order, intransitive predication, case marking, temporal 

sequencing, relative clause information, comparatives, possessive constructions, verbal morphology, 

tense/aspect, noun phrase coordination, manner adverb encoding, verbal derivation. The number of 

languages varies from topic to topic, with a minimum of 140 for all topics, and a maximum of 410 for 

some.” (LOT, 9-6-2009) 

 

The database contains 25 VSO languages, which form the basis of this research. For the pilot, 

I made use of the query system on the website of the TDN and I recorded for each VSO 

language how many did or did not have the selected feature. After a fairly extensive pilot 

research in which I combined 65 language features with the VSO basic order, 17 features 

proved to be worthy of further research into. This does not mean that the other 50 were a 

waste of time, as I can now provide a list of language features that do not correlate with the 

feature of VSO as basic word order. 

For the 17 language features that did seem to display a possible correlation differences 

in trend with the combined category of non-VSO have been taken into account too where the 

VSO-internal trend was not entirely overwhelming. This is illustrated in the figures noted 

after every feature below (i.e. VSO vs non-VSO). Not all combinations of VSO as basic word 

order with another language feature provide a result that adds up to 25 languages; not all 

languages have data for every feature in the TDN.  

 

4.1 The 17 features of this study 

 

Please note that the examples used in the following piece to clarify certain structures have 

only been taken from VSO languages if it is explicitly stated; all other languages used are not 

VSO. 

 

4.1.1 The predicate 

 

1. PRED ADJ=VERBAL 16:9 vs 62:53 

Predicative adjective is verbal. This is would mean that expressions like ‘to be big’ in a 

sentence like That house is big would in their entirety be one verb. Such is not the case for 

English, though; Mandarin Chinese is an example of a language that does have this feature.  

Though not overwhelming, one can see that VSO languages show a preference for verbal 

predicative adjectives. For non-VSO languages, as a combined category that is, the basic 

trend is the same, only it is far less significant. 
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2. PRED NOM AND PRED LOC HAVE SAME VERB 6:7 vs 55:12 

Nominal predicate and locational predicate have the same verb. More colloquially, these 

languages are referred to as share-languages by virtue of the fact that their nominal and 

locational predication share the use of the same verb. English is a share-language: the same 

verb (“to be”) occurs both in locational predication (e.g. Mary is in Paris) and nominal 

predication (e.g. Mary is a nurse). The TDN provides a result of only 13 VSO-languages. 

There is no visible trend among VSO-languages for this feature: they are split through the 

middle, 6 have the same verb and 7 do not. I have chosen to include this feature because the 

trend, or lack thereof, among VSO-languages is so different for that of non-VSO languages. 

The latter combined figure shows an absolute preference for having the same verb for both the 

nominal and the locational predicate.  

 

3. PRED NOM AND PRED LOC HAVE BOTH ZERO 4:9 vs 20:47 

Nominal predicate and locational predicate both have zero. These languages are also referred 

to as share-languages by virtue of the fact that they have the same formation for the nominal 

and the locational predicate: neither expression uses an overt verb (TDS explains this 

parameter as ‘zero’ meaning no overt verb is used rather than no marking whatsoever). An 

example of a language that has zero coding for both the nominal and the locational predicate 

is Russian. The following two sentences illustrate this: 

 

III. RUSSIAN (Van Alem) 

a) Ivan – stroitel’. 

    Ivan    construction worker. 

   ‘Ivan is a construction worker.’ 

b) Ivan  v    Moskve. 

    Ivan   in  Moscow. 

   ‘Ivan is in Moscow.’ 

 

Although this result includes only 13 VSO-languages, the same number as for feature 2, there 

is more a clear trend. More than twice as many VSO-languages do not have zero for both 

predicates. The trend is the same for non-VSO languages, but let us not forget that this is a 

combined number. 

 

4.1.2 The passive 

 

4. PASSIVE = 3
RD

 PERSON ACTIVE 3:22 vs 47:68 

Passive is third person active. Languages that use this feature, like Hebrew, express their 

passive through the use of a third person singular or plural active verb form. In English, that 

would amount to a He was murdered being expressed as They murdered him. With this 

feature the trend among VSO languages is overwhelming. 22 out of the 25 VSO languages in 

this sample do not express their passive through a third person active. The combined number 

for non-VSO languages shows a trend in the same direction, but it is far less significant. 

 

5. PASSIVE IS MARKED MORPHOLOGICALLY 21:4 vs 57:58 

Passive is marked morphologically. In languages that have this feature, the passive is 

expressed by in an exclusive passive morpheme that is used on the verb. An example of this 

can be found in Bulgarian, as in other Slavonic languages, in which this construction is 

commonplace: 
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IV. BULGARIAN (Cubberly & Sussex 2006:368) 

a) vratáta          e               otvórena                     ot   lékarjat. 

    gate-Pl-Def  Aux-3SG  open-NeutPlPastPart  by  doctor-Def. 

   ‘The gate has been opened by the doctor.’ 

 

Again, the passive provides us with a notable trend among VSO languages, this time in favour 

of the selected language feature. Almost 85 percent of VSO languages in this sample do 

indeed mark their passive morphologically. Interestingly, for the combined non-VSO 

languages, there is no trend. They are split right through the middle, thereby making the trend 

among VSO languages all the more significant. 

 

6. PASSIVE=AUX+NONFINITE VERB FORM 4:21 vs 36:79 

Passive is expressed using an auxiliary together with a non-finite verb form. This construction 

is used in English (e.g. The mirror was broken) and Dutch (e.g. De kast wordt gemaakt door 

de timmerman). Once again, an interesting trend for a feature involving the passive. In 

numbers, this is the mirror image of the previous feature, morphological marking for the 

passive, as far as VSO languages go. Whereas 21 out of 25 VSO languages in this sample did 

mark their passive morphologically, the same number of VSO languages do not express their 

passive as an auxiliary plus non-finite verb form. The trend for non-VSO languages is a little 

less extreme, but does tip firmly into the same direction. Whether or not there is  a core of the 

same 21 languages that do mark their passive morphologically but do not use the auxiliary 

plus non-finite verb form will be discussed in the following section of this thesis. 

 

4.1.3 Derivation 

 

7. DERIVATION FOR TRANSITIVE VERBS 16:8 vs 58:56 

Transitive verbs can be formed through derivation. Intransitive verbs can productively be 

made transitive through a morphological change. The following example from Japanese, in 

which the basic form is intransitive, illustrates this: 

 

V. JAPANESE (Yeon 2001:381) 

a) Toa-ga        aku-ta. 

    door-Nom   open-past 

    ‘The door opened.’ 

b) John-ga      toa-o         akeru-ta. 

    John-Nom  door-Acc   open-past 

   ‘John opened the door.’ 

 

Twice as many VSO languages have the possibility of forming transitive verbs through 

derivation. This is a trend that is not visible for the combined non-VSO languages, which split 

through the middle on this issue. 

 

8. DERIVATION FOR INTRANSITIVE VERBS 16:8 vs 65:49 

Intransitive verbs can be formed through derivation. Transitive verbs can productively be 

made intransitive by a morphological change. This is illustrated in the following example 

from Standard Arabic, in which the basic form kasara is transitive. For lack of a gloss, the 

verb is bold print. 
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VI. STANDARD ARABIC (Abu-Chacra 2007:117) 

a) kasara t-tālibu n-naddārāti. 

   ‘The student broke the spectacles.’ 

b) ’inkasarati n-naddārātu. 

    ‘The spectacles were/got broken.’ 

 

We see the same numbers for VSO languages as with derivation for transitive verbs, leading 

to the hypothesis that the same languages allow derivation for intransitive and transitive 

verbs, and the same languages disallow both. This hypothesis will be discussed in the next 

section. For the non-VSO languages, there is a slight trend in favour of allowing derivation 

for intransitive verbs. However, it is less significant than for VSO languages.  

 

9. DERIVATION FOR CAUSATIVE VERBS 18:5 vs 80:28 

Causative verbs can be formed by derivation. An (in)transitive verb can be made causative by 

a morphological change. This is possible in the Afro-Asiatic Hausa language, where tsaya 

means ‘to stop’ but tsayar means ‘to cause to stop/bring to a halt’; likewise, saya means ‘to 

buy’ but sayar means ‘to sell/cause to buy’ (Schuh, 26-11-2009). Not quite the same figures 

as for derivation for intransitive or transitive verbs: the trend is a little bit sharper towards the 

positive. A comparable trend is found in the overall figures for the non-VSO languages. 

 

4.1.4 Relative clauses 

 

10. RELATIVE CLAUSE IS PARTICIPLE 7:18 vs 62:52 

The relative clause has the form of an non-finite verb form, in particular of a participle. This 

construction is possible, though certainly not exclusively, in English. It is possible to say The 

boy who is waiting in the car is in a hurry, but it is indeed also possible to use a participle and 

say The boy waiting in the car is in a hurry. A well-known phrase with this construction is the 

singing detective. Whether or not there is a relationship between the two, interestingly, the 

same numbers come up for VSO languages with this feature as they do for “simultaneity 

between verb phrases is expressed with a converb”. Almost three quarters of the VSO 

languages in this sample do not express their relative clauses by the use of a participle. A 

small majority of non-VSO languages, however, do, which is a conclusion that makes up for 

the relatively high number of exceptions in the trend shown by VSO languages. 

 

11. RELATIVE CLAUSE CONTAINS FINITE VERB FORM 22:3 vs 79:35 

Relative clause contains finite verb form. These constructions can be found in English (e.g. 

The girl I teach English to has fallen ill) and Dutch (e.g. De hond die me beet wordt gestraft). 

Though this feature shows a much sharper opposite trend towards the positive (towards a 

point where one could indeed state that VSO languages have a definite preference for putting 

a finite verb form in their relative clauses) in comparison with the previous related parameter 

‘relative clause is participle’, common sense predicts that the detailed results will make a 

connection between the two. Though not quite a one-on-one opposite in the way the 

parameters are formulated, the participle is a non-finite verb form, which contrasts with this 

parameter. The overall trend for the non-VSO languages tips towards the same side, but is not 

nearly as significant. An interesting notion could be that the figures for the VSO languages 

tested on this parameter are almost exactly a mirror image of those for ‘passive=aux+non-

finite verb form’ and ‘nominal and pronominal genitive phrases have identical constructions’ 

and almost identical to those for ‘passive is marked morphologically’. 
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12. DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SUBJ AND OBJ RELATIVIZATION 16:8 vs 36:78 

Different coding for subject relatives (e.g. The hen that bit the rooster) and object relatives 

(e.g. The hen that the rooster bit). Consider these two examples from Turkish, the first one 

being subject relativisation and the second one being object relativisation: 

 

VII. TURKISH (Duygu Özge, Theodoros Marinis, Deniz Zeyrek 2008 p.8) 

a) Deve-yi          it-en             at-ı                göster. 

    Camel-ACC   push-YAN   horse-ACC   show 

   ‘Show me the horse that is pushing the camel’ 

b) Deve-nin        it-tiğ-i                          at-ı                göster. 

    Camel-GEN   push-DıK-POSS3SG   horse-ACC   show 

   ‘Show me the horse that the camel is pushing.’ 

 

Once again, coincidence or not, the same numbers pop up for VSO languages in this sample 

as they do with derivation for transitive and intransitive verbs. 16 out of 24 do relativise their 

subjects and objects differently, whilst a notable majority of the non-VSO languages do not. 

The latter result increases the notability of the trend seen with VSO languages. 

 

4.1.5 Assorted language features 

 

13. VP-SIM HAS CONVERB 7:18 vs 45:69 

Simultaneity between verb phrases is expressed with a converb. English is such a language, in 

which a non-finite verb form is used in of two linked verb phrases when they have an overlap 

in occurrence (e.g. He scorned me while driving his car). About three quarters of VSO-

languages prefer not to express simultaneity between verb phrases with a converb. The trend 

for non-VSO languages tips into the same direction, only to a much lesser extent. The figures 

for VSO-languages suggest a mirror image of the figures for the parameter ‘derivation for 

causative verbs’. 

 

14. WH-PRONOUNS ARE FRONTED 19:6 vs 56:57 

WH-pronouns are fronted. This is the standard way of forming a question in English (e.g. 

What have you done?) and Dutch (e.g. Wat heb je gedaan?). 19 out of 25 of the VSO 

languages in this sample front their WH-pronouns, which is quite a notable majority. The 

significance of these numbers is supported by the fact that the non-VSO languages show no 

trend whatsoever, but rather are equally divided between fronting and not fronting of WH-

pronouns. A similar trend (18:5) can be spotted for the parameter ‘derivation for causative 

verbs’, hinting at a possible connection. 

 

15. NOMINAL AND PRONOMIMAL GEN SAME CONSTRUCTION 4:21 vs 61:54 

Nominal and pronominal genitive phrases have identical constructions. Having the same 

construction for a genitive phrased headed by a noun as for one headed by a pronoun is 

commonplace in English (e.g. ‘John’s bike’ and ‘his bike’) and Dutch (e.g. ‘Jan’s muts’ and 

‘zijn muts’). Here, we see the same numbers for VSO languages as we did with “passive is 

auxiliary plus non-finite verb form”, which leads one to wonder whether it is the same 

languages that support the feature, and likewise the same that do not. 21 out of the 25 VSO 

languages in the sample do not have identical constructions for nominal and pronominal 

genitive phrases.  
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16. FOCUS MARKER = COPULA 16:1 vs 45:30 

In focus constructions a focus marker is used which is the same as the copula used with 

predicative nominals. This is a common though marked construction in both English (e.g. It is 

John I want) and Dutch (e.g. Het is Jan die ik zoek). Although the TDN does not have data of 

this feature for all languages, it is significant that only one out of 17 VSO languages does not 

have the copula as focus marker. It would be interesting to see if the one language that 

disturbs this trend is an outlier for other features in this research as well. The non-VSO 

languages do seem to have a preference for using the copula as a focus marker; however, the 

relative majority is not nearly as large.  

 

17. OBLIGATORY DEFINITE ARTICLE 16:9 vs 43:70 

A noun phrase with definite interpretation has an obligatory definite article. Consider this 

example from the VSO language of Scottish Gaelic in which the definite article is used 

despite the demonstrative pronoun that is also present: 

 

VIII. SCOTTISH GAELIC (Wikipedia:17-09-2009) 

Tha  an          cat   sin    le       Iain.   

Is     DefArt   cat   that   with   Iain 

‘Iain owns that cat.’  

 

16 out of 25 of the VSO languages in this sample do have an obligatory definite article, which 

is about 65 percent. Though not an earth-shattering result per se, it gains significance when 

compared to the results for non-VSO languages, where about 62 percent does not have an 

obligatory definite article. 

 

Unfortunately, a setback occurred when I was ready to start digging deeper into the possibly 

interconnected features that my pilot research had provided me with. The TDN website had 

disappeared into thin air, leaving me no other choice than to figure how to work with the 

Typological Database System and how to get to same information I had accessed before. This 

meant that I had to cope with features that were formulated differently than on the TDN 

website, leaving me to guess time and again whether or not they were actually the same and 

referring to the same database (as there are others on the TDS and its query system). 
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4.1.6 Post-pilot notions 

 

The list of language features that I tested but have found to be insignificant with respect to 

correlating with VSO as basic word order goes is considerably longer, which is why it will be 

included, but not discussed; rather, for those who decide to do further research on the topic of 

VSO and perhaps basic word order in general, this list of TDN-tags for language features is an 

indication of where not to look for correlations: 

 
COP HAS OWN NEG 

COP HAS OWN TENSE 

PRED ADJ HAS VERBAL COP 
ZEROCOP FOR 3SG ONLY 

NOUNS HAVE GENDER 

AGENT NOUNS ARE RELATIVE CLAUSES 
PREDICATIVE ADJECTIVES AGREE WITH SUBJECT 

INDEPENDENT ADJECTIVES ARE NOMINALIZATIONS 

RELATIVE PRONOUNS ARE FRONTED 
ADPOSITIONS ARE OLD NOUNS 

ADPOSITIONS ARE OLD VERBS 

VERB IN PRED POSS IS ZERO 
PRED POSS AND PRED LOC HAVE SAME VERB 

PRED POSS AND PRED LOC HAVE SAME PRESENT 

PERF IS SIMILAR TO PASSIVE CONSTRUCTION 
NEG = AUX 

FOCUS MARKER = CONJUNCTION 

FOCUS MARKER = PARTICLE 
FRONTING OF FOCUS 

RELATIVE CLAUSE CONTAINS FINITE VERB FORM 

RELATIVE MARKER IS INVARIABLE PARTICLE 
RELATIVE PRONOUN = WH-PRONOUN 

S-V-INVERSION IN QUESTIONS 

EMBEDDED WH-QUESTION IS RELATIVE CLAUSE 
WH-PRONOUNS OBLIGATORY IN FOCUS 

SPLIT PERSON/NUMBER AGREEMENT 

TENSE ALLOWED ON NOUNS AND ADJECTIVES 

OBLIGATORY INDEFINITE ARTICLE 
INDIRECT SPEECH = DIRECT SPEECH 

IMPERATIVE = STEM FORM OF VERB 

PARTICIPLES ARE POSSIBLE 
INFINITIVES ARE POSSIBLE 

INFINITIVE = VERB STEM 

NEGATIVE AUX = BE 
SUBJECT OF NEGATIVE SENTENCE IN GEN CASE 

EMBEDDED RC 

NONEMBED, NONSUBORDINATE REL CLAUSE 
NON-EMBEDDED, SUBORDINATE REL CLAUSES 

SUBJ AND OBJ KEPT APART BY MORPHOL MARKING 

NP AND –NP 
NP NP 

NP-and=WITH 

VP-SIM HAS SERIALIZATION 
VPP-SIM HAS CONJUNCTIONAL ITEM 

SUBJECT FLECTION ON VERB 

OBJECT FLEXTION ON VERB 
MORPHOLICAL TENSE MARKING 

DERIVATION FOR CAUSATIVE VERBS 

NO PARICIPLES, JUST FINITE FORMS 
NO CONVERBS, JUST FINITE FORMS 

 

A number of general conclusions can be drawn from the combined figures of both the 17 

parameters that do show an interesting trend and the longer list of the ones that do not. Below 

is a short list of notions pertaining to VSO languages that are derived from this pilot research: 

 

- VSO languages favour verbal morphology, as opposed to having a preference for 

syntactic solutions. 

- Noun phrase conjunction is not a feature that correlates with VSO in any significant     

way.  

- Nominal morphology does not correlate with VSO. 

- Person/number/gender-agreement is not specifically a feature of VSO.  

- Tense marking does not correlate with VSO. 

- Voice and valency do seem to be related to VSO. 
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5. Results of the research 

 

5.1 Results based on the full sample of 25 languages 

 

Following up on the results of the pilot research, it could be of interest to review the actual 

content of some of the numbers we have seen in the previous section. For some features, a 

result popped up that resembled the result of one of the other features, be it sometimes a 

mirror image. The latter may imply that the same languages who did have the one feature did 

not have the other. Sometimes this seems utterly predictable. However, I will now discuss 

how predictable it really turned out to be. 

 

5.1.1 The passive 

 

If there is one language feature that stands out particularly in the pilot research for its 

interconnectedness, it is the passive. No less than three separate statements about the passive 

were tested and, not surprisingly, resulting numbers were very similar.  

“Passive is marked morphologically” was true for 21 languages and untrue for 4 languages; a 

mirrored result was seen for “Passive is auxiliary plus non-finite verb form” (4:21). The 

implication might be that the 4 languages that do not mark their passive morphologically 

express it through the use of an auxiliary plus non-finite verb form, i.e. syntactically rather 

than morphologically. However, only one of the four languages that do not mark their 

passives morphologically uses the construction of the auxiliary plus non-finite verb form. This 

language is the Celtic language of Breton. In overview: 

- No morphological marking: Breton, Masai, Rapanui and Zande. 

- Auxiliary plus non-finite verb: Armenian, Breton, Chamorro and Scottish Gaelic. 

What is interesting in this overview is that it is clear that there can be no claims of genetic 

exception. Scottish Gaelic behaves differently from Breton, although they are both Celtic 

languages.  

Now let us look at the third statement about the passive that was tested in the pilot 

research. “Passive is third person active” scored a result that in number resembles that of 

“Passive is auxiliary plus non-finite verb form”: 3 in favour, 22 against. We need not compare 

these two, because it is unlikely that languages use both these constructions to express the 

passive. Indeed this turns out to be true, as the 3 for which the former statement is true are not 

featured among the 4 for which the latter statement is true. So then we turn to “Passive is 

marked morphologically” for comparison. It seems fairly conceivable that languages use the 

third person active instead of morphological marking to express the passive, and this 

hypothesis is confirmed by the results. The 3 languages in the sample that use the third person 

active are featured among the 4 that do not use morphological marking: 

- Third person active: Masai, Rapanui and Zande. 

What we have, then, is a conflicting result: Masai marks its passive with the third person 

active, but should also be able to express the passive without morphological marking. 

Tucker’s grammar of the Masai language lists only the former as a possibility. The following 

is an example of that construction: 

 

IX. MASAI (Tucker 1955:79) 

áa - ti - rik -  aki 

me PAST nauseate 3
rd

 person active (past) 

‘I was nauseated.’ 
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5.1.2 Derivation for (in)transitive and causative verbs 

 

One of the first things of interest in the table of results is the complete similarity of columns 

“transitive verbs can be formed through derivation” and “intransitive verbs can be formed 

through derivation”. The two are of course related and the pilot investigation already hinted at 

a similarity because both had 16 yea-sayers and 8 nay-sayers (Murle being the language 

without data in this instance). Indeed, these figures turn out to be the same for both 

parameters. A safe, though non-VSO related conclusion would thus be that languages that can 

form transitive verbs through derivation can also form intransitive verbs through derivation, 

and languages that cannot do the former can not do the latter either. These two features would 

be expected to mirror each other, in the sense that if, for example, there is a coding that 

implies something is made intransitive, then it would be likely that zero coding implies 

transitivity. 

 

X. WAYUU (Alvarez 2005:91) 

a) püpalasira – ‘lay (it)’ 

b) püpalasiraa – ‘lie down’ 

c) punujula – ‘hide (it)’ 

d) punujulaa – ‘hide yourself’ 

 

A third category of verbs has been included in this research, however. Derivation for 

causative verbs is a parameter that finds a little more support than the earlier parameters. The 

5 exceptions to morphological expression for causative verbs might be expected to be among 

the languages that do not allow derivation for (in)transitive verbs. This, however, is only true 

for Ancient Hebrew, Breton and Ixtenco Otomi; Highland Oaxaca Chontal and Popti (a.k.a. 

Jacaltec) do allow derivation for (in)transitive verbs, but not for causative verbs. Amharic, 

Classical Armenian, Rapanui, Samoan and Scottish Gaelic (note the difference in behaviour 

from its blood relative Breton) do the reverse. The following is an example from the Maori 

language, where the prefix whaka is used to make a causative verb: 

 

XI. MAORI (Wikipedia, 27-11-2009) 

a) ako – ‘to learn’ 

b) whakaako – ‘to teach’ 

 

5.1.3 Focus marker is copula 

 

Though the data is not complete in the sense that there is information for 17 rather than 25 

VSO languages in the database, conclusions can be drawn about the correlation between VSO 

and the copula being the focus marker in a language. The pilot investigation demonstrated that 

16 out of 17 VSO languages indeed use the copula as their focus marker; the only exception is 

the language of Zande, which has a whopping 7 exceptions out of 16 parameters. It would 

seem, then, that VSO languages use the copula as their focus marker. 

 

XII. AMHARIC (Appleyard 1989) 

əssunäw   ‘betun   yaqqattäläw. 

he.COP.3SGM  house-the.ACC   he.burned.REL 

‘It is HIM who burned the house.’ 
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5.1.4 The predicate 

 

As we saw in the pilot investigation, 16 out of 25 of the VSO languages in the TDN sample 

have verbal predicate adjectives. The question is whether this is a feature that is determined 

by aerial characteristics. Which areas do and do not have verbal predicate adjectives? Are 

there exceptions? 

The Polynesian area is without exception verbal when it comes to predicate adjectives; 

all 6 languages in the sample follow the trend. Eastern Africa is predominantly verbal, in spite 

of the fact that Zande is not related to the Nilo-Saharan languages of Maasai and Murle, but 

there is one exception (out of 4): Amharic. However, Amharic is a Semitic language and its 

relatives Egyptian Arabic and Ancient Hebrew are not verbal either, so this is a genetic 

characteristic. These two Semitic languages, found in Egypt and Israel, then, strongly suggest 

that there could be an aerial influence there as well, which could explain why Armenian, an 

Indo-European rather than Semitic language, is not verbal either. The Armenian ties as devout 

Christians to the Biblical land may be considered too; there is after all an Armenian quarter in 

the old town of Jerusalem, and the Armenian presence in the area dates back to 95 BC. The 

Armenian habitat, so to speak, was spread over a much greater region even up until the 1915 

genocide, including Lebanon and part of what is now Syria. In the past, the Armenians were 

active on main trade routes in the area, coming into contact with other languages, including of 

course the Semitic languages spoken in the surrounding area. It is not inconceivable that 

Hebrew (or Arabic for that matter) has left its marks on the Armenian language. 

In Central America, three out of four languages are verbal, and only Popti is not. None 

of the four are related to any of the others, so genetically, Popti does not constitute an 

exception within this sample. However, it does not conform to its areal influences, 

constituting an exception within the area. 

All three South American languages in the sample have verbal predicate adjectives. 

The two languages in North America, Kwakiutl on Vancouver Island and Yokuts in 

California, are unrelated and therefore offer no explanation for why the former is verbal and 

the latter is not. 

The two Celtic languages in this sample, Breton and Scottish Gaelic, do not have 

verbal predicate adjectives. This seems to be a genetic characteristic, especially since the two 

are seperated by the whole of England.  

Nama, spoken in Namibia, Botswana and South Africa, is a loner on the map. There is 

no aerial influence from Eastern Africa as Nama does not have verbal predicate adjectives, 

whereas Zande, Maasai and Murle do. Its status as VSO language is questionable, as it seems 

to have a very permissive word order. 

Since there are no exceptions within genetic relationships on this topic in the sample, I 

conclude that having verbal predicate adjectives or not is certainly up to a point a matter of 

genetic descent. However, aerial influences do occur and may overrule genetic heritage, 

though this sample is too small to confirm this. Zande, for lack of data on its relatives, seems 

to take to its Nilo-Saharan neighbours, whereas Amharic sticks to its Semitic roots. Armenian 

may well have been under aerial influence from Hebrew and Arabic in its history. The only 

true exception is Popti, which is spoken in an area full of relatively obscure VSO languages 

that, according to this sample, mostly seem to have verbal predicate adjectives, despite their 

genetic unrelatedness. The latter cannot but make the alarm bells ring for reasonable suspicion 

of aerial influence. 

The notion of the verbal predicate adjective is illustrated in this next example from the 

Tongan language. This language is not featured in the sample; however, it could have been, as 

a VSO language with genetic ties to its Austronesian brothers, like Samoan and Maori. 
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XIII. TONGAN (Tchekhoff 1981:4) 

Na’e si’i ’ae akó 

PAST small ABS school:DEF 

‘The school was small.’ 

 

Maori has the option of encoding predicate adjectives verbally; however, it can also encode 

them non-verbally. This type of mixed encoding is referred to as switching, meaning that the 

same lexical item can “switch” between verbal and nonverbal encoding (Stassen 2004:160). 

 

XIV. MAORI (Biggs 1998:3, 14) 

a) ka pai te whare nei 

INCEP good ART.DEF house this 

‘This house is good.’ 

b)  he pai te koorero 

ART.INDEF good ART.DEF talk 

‘The talk is good.’ (lit. ‘The talk (is) a good one.’) 

 

An interesting correlation in numbers occurs in the features that concern the predicate: 

“Predicate adjectives are verbal” (13 for, 12 against according to TDS, but I am following the 

source of the original pilot research, TDN, which comes up with 16 for and 9 against) and the 

closely related “Nominal predicate and locational predicate have the same verb” (6 for, 7 

against) and “Nominal predicate and locational predicate both have zero” (4 for, 9 against). 

The suggestion here is that it may well be possible that languages do have the latter two 

features, some 10 in total, could be the same as the 9 that do not have verbal predicate 

adjectives. The same line of reasoning can be applied to the nay-sayers with the latter two 

features, as they add up to 16, which is the same as the number of languages in the sample 

that have verbal predicate adjectives. Now aside from the numeric relationship between these 

features, there is good reason to combine and compare them. The languages that share the 

same marking for their nominal and locational predicate are in fact the share-languages; the 

ones that do not share the same marking for their nominal and locational predicate are in fact 

the split-languages. I conclude that there is a trend that languages with verbal predicate 

adjectives are split-languages.  

However, if we look at which languages hide behind the numbers discussed above, we 

find that the supposed correlation in numbers is a bit of a mirage. This is mostly caused by the 

lack of data on nominal and locational predication in the TDN: for both “same verb” and 

“zero”, there is data for only 13 out of the 25 languages in the sample, and unsurprisingly, it 

includes the same 13 languages. Then again, not all the nay-sayers are splitters, because not 

having one way of shared marking does not exclude having the other. The only true splitters 

in the data are these 4 languages: Fijian, Highland Oaxaca Chontal, Kwakiutl and Purepecha 

(a.k.a. Tarascan). Interestingly, there is one language, Zande, that allows for both markings on 

its nominal and locational predicate. The share-languages in the sample that have settled on 

using the same verb for its nominal and locational predicate are Armenian, Cayubaba, Murle, 

Rapanui and Scottish Gaelic. The share-languages that only use zero coding for their nominal 

and locational predicate are Ancient Hebrew, Andoque and Egyptian Arabic. 

Now if we compare these lists with the feature of verbal predicate adjectives, we see 

that the result is thin, but of the few actual splitters (a mere 4), none forms an exception to the 

hypothetical trend that languages with verbal predicate adjectives are split-languages. At the 

same time, it can be deduced from table 2 below that there is no comparable trend for share-

languages; therefore, it can not be said that languages that do not have verbal predicate 

adjectives are likely to be share-languages. 
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Language Split/Share Predicate adjective verbal 

Fijian Split Yes 

Highland Oaxaca Chontal Split Yes 

Kwakiutl Split Yes 

Purepecha Split Yes 

Zande Share (same verb+both zero) Yes 

Ancient Hebrew Share (both zero) No 

Andoque Share (both zero) Yes 

Egyptian Arabic Share (both zero) No 

Armenian Share (same verb) No 

Cayubaba Share (same verb) Yes 

Murle Share (same verb) Yes 

Rapanui Share (same verb) Yes 

Scottish Gaelic Share (same verb) No 

Table 2: Split/share versus verbal predicate adjectives. 

 

5.1.5 Derivation and the definite article 

 

Other correlations that do not exclusively combine VSO with another parameter can always 

pop up in a research like this, and it would be a shame not to mention them. A closer look at 

the results has proved that there is a connection between derivation for causative and 

(in)transitive verbs and the obligatory definite article. Because there is no overlap in the 

exceptions to their respective trends, it can concluded from the results that the 8 languages 

that can form neither transitive nor intransitive verbs through derivation (in this sample, those 

are Amharic, Ancient Hebrew, Armenian, Breton, Ixtenco Otomi, Rapanui, Samoan and 

Scottish Gaelic) and the 5 that do not have derivation for causative verbs all have an 

obligatory definite article. In the total sample, 16 out of 25 languages have an obligatory 

definite article. There is no other exceptionless formulation of the rule possible, because both 

for ‘yes’ to derivation and ‘no’ to the obligatory definite article, there is no overwhelming 

trend. Flipping the rule around also does not work; not all languages that have the obligatory 

definite article are unable to form (in)transitive verbs through derivation. Therefore, based on  

8 examples and no counterexamples, I state that languages that can form transitive and 

intransitive verbs by means of derivation (these are interconnected, as we have seen) have an 

obligatory definite article, as do the language that do not have derivation for causative verbs. 

It needs to be added in the light of this research that although all of the 8 languages 

involved have the possibility of using VSO as basic word order, only 2 of them (Rapanui and 

Scottish Gaelic) are exclusively VSO; the same goes for causative verbs, where only 2 out of 

the 5 without derivation are exclusively VSO, so it seems doubtful that there is a four-way 

connection in this instance. The 9 language that do not have an obligatory definite article 

(only 4 of them are exclusively VSO) all have derivation for transitive, intransitive and 

causative verbs. 

 

5.1.6 Relativisation and the participle 

 

There is another interesting correlation that can be deduced from the results. This one is 

perhaps a predictable one; the two parameters are definitely no strangers to one another.  

7 of the 25 languages in the sample broke the trend by expressing their relative clauses 

with the use of a participle; of those 7, 6 relativise their subjects and objects differently 

(Armenian, Cayubaba, Fijian, Purepecha, Wayuu and Yokuts) and one (Kwakiutl) does not. 

Only 3 of those 7 (Fijian, Kwakiutl and Wayuu) are languages that exclusively use VSO as 

their basic word order, so a connection with that parameter seems unlikely. Also, the 

relationship between the parameters “relative clause is participle” and “subject and object are 

relativised differently” only adds up to correlation in the previously described direction; in 
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general, languages that do not apply the former do not have a specific preference concerning 

the latter, and from the point of view of the latter, there is no correlation with the former for 

either a positive or a negative to different relativisations of the subject and the object. 

Therefore, the only correlation that can be posited, with a 6 out of 7 score, is this one: 

languages that express their relative clause by way of a participle mostly prefer to relativise 

their subjects and objects differently. That is not a surprise in itself; the participle is often only 

available for subject use, leaving languages to use a different strategy for the object. 

 

5.1.7 Relativisation and WH-fronting 

 

The TDN provided a result of 19 for and 6 against for the parameter “WH-pronoun is 

fronted”. In the TDS results, 19 of the 25 languages indeed have fronting of WH-pronouns; 

however, the other 6 languages have blank spaces. Because languages with no data for the 

other parameters were not counted by the TDN, I take it that the blank spaces do not mean 

that there is no data, but rather that these languages do not have fronting of WH-pronouns. 

With that in mind, a correlation pops up with the parameter “Subject and object are relativised 

differently”. The 8 exceptions to the trend for that parameter, i.e. the languages that do not 

relativise their subjects and objects differently, show a preference for fronting WH-pronouns. 

This is not so much the case for the languages that do relativise their subjects and objects 

differently. 

Interestingly, all three of the statistical relationships spotted between “Relative clause 

contains finite verb form” and other features (“Passive is marked morphologically”, “Passive 

is auxiliary plus non-finite verb form” and “Nominal and pronominal genitive phrases have 

identical constructions”) fall through completely: there is no significant correlation 

whatsoever in the final results. 

Of the 8 exceptions to the relativisation parameter, 7 languages (Ancient Hebrew, 

Andoque, Breton, Egyptian Arabic, Highland Oaxaca Chontal, Maasai and Samoan) front 

their WH-pronouns, whereas 1 (Kwakiutl) does not. Though all of these languages do use the 

VSO basic word order, half of them do not do so exclusively, which reduces the possibility of 

a three-way connection involving the VSO parameter. However, what can be said is that 

languages that do not relativise their subjects and objects differently have a clear preference 

for fronting their WH-pronouns. 

The VSO languages in the sample have a general preference (19:6 as we saw earlier) 

for fronting WH-pronouns. This is not surprising from a VSO perspective: starting out with 

the verb in its basic word order, VSO languages need to move a semantically important 

constituent if it needs focus. However, quite a few of the languages in the sample that front 

their WH-pronouns have the option of using a subject-initial word order in addition to the 

VSO option, which diminishes the absolute need for fronting. 

 

5.1.8 Outcasts 

 

The African language of Zande constitutes an exception for 7 out of 16 parameters and hence 

falls out of line with its VSO brethren. Its close proximity to Nilo-Saharan languages that are 

indeed VSO, leads us to conclude that Zande, although it originally belongs to a subject-initial 

family of languages, has been influenced by its Nilo-Saharan neighbours to change to VSO as 

its basic word order, even if it is in its core not a true VSO language. 
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5.2 The ‘real’ VSO languages 

 
Language 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

Cebuano yes yes no yes VSO yes no yes no yes no yes no yes yes n.d. n.d. yes 

Egyp. Arabic yes yes no yes VSO yes no yes no yes yes no no no yes no yes no 

Fijian yes yes no yes VSO n.d. no yes no n.d no no yes yes yes no no yes 

H.O. Chontal yes yes no no VSO n.d. no yes no yes yes no no no yes no no yes 

Kwakiutl yes yes yes yes VSO yes no yes no n.d. no no yes no no no no yes 

Maori yes yes no yes VSO yes no yes no yes yes no no yes yes n.d. n.d. yes 

Maasai yes yes no yes VSO yes yes no no yes yes no no no yes n.d. n.d. yes 

Murle n.d. n.d. no yes VSO n.d. no yes no n.d. no no no n.d. yes yes no yes 

Popti yes yes yes no VSO yes no yes no yes yes no no yes yes n.d. n.d. no 

Rapanui no no no yes VSO yes yes no no yes yes no no yes yes yes no yes 

Scottish Gaelic no no no yes VSO yes no yes yes yes yes no no yes yes yes no no 

Wayuu yes yes no yes VSO n.d. no yes no yes yes no yes yes no n.d. n.d. yes 

Table 3: Results for the 12 languages that are exclusively VSO.  

 
Language 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

Amharic no no no yes 

SOV  

VSO yes yes yes no n.d. yes no no yes yes n.d. n.d. no 

Ancient Hebrew no no no no 

SVO  

VSO yes yes yes no yes yes no no no yes no yes no 

Andoque yes yes yes yes 

SOV 

OVS  

VSO yes yes yes no yes no no no no yes no yes yes 

Armenian no no yes yes 

SVO  

SOV  

VSO yes yes yes yes yes yes no yes yes yes yes no no 

Breton no no no no 

SVO 

VSO yes yes no yes yes yes no no no yes n.d. n.d. no 

Cayubaba yes yes no yes 

SVO 

VSO yes yes yes no yes yes no yes yes yes yes no yes 

Chamorro yes yes no yes 

SVO 

VSO yes yes yes yes yes yes no no yes yes n.d. n.d. yes 

Ixenco Otomi no no no no 

SVO 

VSO n.d. yes yes no yes yes no no yes yes n.d. n.d. yes 

Nama yes yes yes yes 

SOV 

VSO n.d. yes yes no n.d. no yes no yes yes n.d. n.d. no 

Purepecha yes yes yes yes 

SVO  

VSO n.d. yes yes no yes no yes yes yes yes no no yes 

Samoan no no no yes 

VSO  

VOS yes yes yes no yes yes no no no yes n.d. n.d. yes 

Yokuts yes yes yes yes 

SVO 

SOV 

VSO n.d. yes yes no yes no no yes yes no n.d. n.d. no 

Zande yes yes no yes 

SVO 

VSO no yes no no n.d. no yes no yes yes yes yes yes 

Table 4: Results for the 13 languages that are not exclusively VSO. 
Legend for both tables: 1. Transitive verbs can be formed through derivation 2. Intransitive verbs can be formed 

through derivation 3. Simultaneity between verbs phrases is expressed with a converb 4. Derivation for causative 

verbs 5. Basic word order 6. Focus marker is copula 7. Passive is third person active 8. Passive is marked 

morphologically 9. Passive is auxiliary plus non-finite verb form 10. WH-pronouns are fronted 11. Obligatory 

definite article 12. Nominal and pronominal genitive have identical constructions 13. Relative clause is participle 

14. Subject and object are relativised differently 15. Relative clause contains finite verb form 16. Nominal 

predicate and locational predicate have same verb 17. Nominal predicate and locational predicate both have zero 

18. Predicate adjectives are verbs; n.d. = no data (all results from TDS except 16 from TDN).  
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As often happens with databases, entries may contain false information, or more than one 

piece of information. The latter created a smokescreen over the results obtained through the 

TDN query form. When entering ‘yes’ to ‘word order is VSO’, 25 languages pop up, but are 

they all exclusively VSO? They are not, in fact, as is shown by the results provided by the 

TDS query form used after the pilot phase of this investigation. 13 out of the 25 languages in 

the sample are said to have other basic word orders in addition to VSO, on three occasions 

adding up to a total of three basic word orders per language (Andoque, Armenian and 

Yokuts). 

With this possibly meaningful division within the sample, I made table 3 above with the 

results cropped to include only the 12 languages that are exclusively VSO, despite the fact 

that Greenberg dismissed the notion of a VSO-only language in universal 6 (“All languages 

with dominant VSO order have SVO as an alternative or as the only alternative basic order.” 

(Greenberg 1966: 79)), albeit on the basis of limited sample of 30 languages. Table 4 above 

contains the results of the non-exclusively VSO languagues. 

 

The yellow markings show where a language falls out of line with the trend for a certain 

parameter; column 14 is in red because it has no particular trend. The green markings are for 

the parameters that have relatively few exceptions and are thus interesting for this 

investigation. 

 

One interesting conclusion I have drawn while comparing genetic relations within the reduced 

sample of VSO-only languages, is that these ties do not translate into comparable behaviour. 

There are two Nilo-Saharan languages and three Austronesian languages here, with a total of 

11 exceptions from trends; the Nilo-Saharan languages, Murle and Masai, divide three 

exceptions over three different parameters, and the Austronesian languages divide eight 

exceptions over seven parameters (Neither Cebuano nor Fijian has an obligatory definite 

article). 

 

The most striking thing that emerges from the separation of the sample is the difference in the 

number of exceptions to trends. The VSO-only languages come to a number of 30 exceptions, 

the other group has 54: almost twice as much. Interestingly, however, for the parameters 

‘passive is third person active’ and ‘relative clause contains finite verb form’, the non-

exclusively VSO languages actually include fewer exceptions than the VSO-only languages 

do, be it only a difference of one. More significantly, and a logical effect of the higher overall 

number of exceptions, is that for 12 out of the 18 parameters (one of these being ‘word order’; 

this parameter is not counted for the simple reason that these languages are all pre-selected as 

VSO languages anyway, and within that category, all 13 in table 3 are in a way exceptions on 

the basis of the fact that none of them are exclusively VSO), the number of exceptions is 

higher among the non-exclusively VSO languages; for 7 of these parameters, the difference is 

2 or higher. The most significant ones are ‘transitive verbs can be formed through derivation’ 

(difference of 4), ‘intransitive verbs can be formed through derivation’ (difference of 4), 

‘simultaneity between verbs phrases is expressed with a converb’ (difference of 3), ‘passive is 

auxiliary plus non-finite verb form’ (difference of 3) and ‘predicate adjectives are verbs’ 

(difference of 3). 

None of the results discussed in the sections above the tables are affected significantly 

by this division; on the contrary, the parameters ‘passive is marked morphologically’, ‘passive 

is auxiliary plus non-finite verb form’ and ‘nominal and pronominal genitive have identical 

constructions’ are actually significant in the VSO context, but not in the non-exclusively VSO 
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context. This strengthens the case made above, as often times, the counterexamples are in fact 

non-exclusively VSO languages. 

 

 5.3 An apology 

 

As is invariably the case when relying on data gathered by others, errors may show up in the 

data at too late a stage to correct them. The language of Egyptian Arabic, included in the TDS 

as a VSO-only language, in fact “has a basic SVO order that favors the VSO order by moving 

the V to get focus (Lassadi 2003:89)”. Although                                                                                                                                    

Classical Egyptian and Modern Standard Arabic do in fact have VSO as basic word order, but 

this is not true of Egyptian Arabic, which does not have VSO as its core word order. 

Cayubaba is listed as a VSO and SVO language. However, SVO is only used in copula 

constructions, making it basically a VSO-only language. This language is left out of table 4 

and added to table 3, the results remain the same. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

The hypothetical trend of languages that have verbal predicate adjectives mostly being split-

languages has been confirmed, be it on a tenuous 4/4 result. We have also seen that the VSO-

languages in this sample that use the third person active to express their passive reappear in 

the list of languages that do not use morphological marking for the same purpose. 

Having verbal predicate adjectives or not is, as we have seen, a feature that is up to a 

certain point subject to genetic descent, in the sense that Austronesian and Nilo-Saharan 

languages are verbal, whereas Celtic and Semitic languages are not. Although the sample does 

not contain any evidence of languages that fail to conform to their genetic configuration 

because of aerial influence, a number of good examples of suspected aerial influence did 

come up: Central American languages are predominantly verbal, despite their genetic 

unrelatedness, as are all South American languages in the sample, the Ubangian language of 

Zande tags along with its Nilo-Saharan neighbours in being verbal, and the Indo-European 

Armenian language does the Semitic thing by not being verbal. 

A general conclusion about languages in general that can be drawn from the results is 

that languages that can form transitive verbs through derivation can also form intransitive 

verbs through derivation. This works both ways, because the opposite is also true: either a 

language can do both or it can do neither. 

Apart from the conisistent trend breaker Zande, the other 16 languages I had data for 

use the copula as their focus marker. This overwhelming score leads me to posit the notion 

that VSO languages use the copula as their focus marker. 

Within the framework of VSO languages, there were three internal relationships between 

features. The three related derivation features (derivation for causative, transitive and 

intransitive verbs) correlate with feature ‘obligatory definite article’ in the sense that the 

languages that do not have derivation for transitive and intransitive verbs do have an 

obligatory definite article. It also works the other way around: languages that do not an 

obligatory article do have derivation. However, a minority of these languages in both 

instances are exclusively VSO. A second internal relation ship is that languages that express 

their relative clause by way of a participle mostly prefer to relativise their subjects and objects 

differently. The third one is that languages that do not relativise their subjects and objects 

differently have a strong preference for fronting their WH-pronouns. 

When the results are arranged in two difference groups, i.e. the results of the 12 

languages that are marked by TDS as exclusively VSO and the results of the 13 languages 

that are non-exclusively VSO, it becomes obvious that the latter as an uncertain category of 

languages in the framework of this research are in fact responsible for a lot of exceptions to 

trends. Overall, the latter category has almost twice as many exceptions as does the former. 

The conclusions of this investigation, however, are strengthened rather than weakened if the 

non-exclusively VSO languages are not included. 
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