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His critics argue vociferously that the changes which he imputes to the 
sixteenth century and describes as both sudden and simultaneous were 
nothing ofthe sort. They believe that the historical record shows something 
quite different: first, that the six changes in his second list in fact occurred 
gradually, over centuries, just like the first four changes, and, second, that 
they were not simultaneous at all, but rather that each occurred spread out 
over a, noticeably different stretch of time. Indeed, the so-called 'impos­
sible' double modals (point 3 above) are alive and well in the dialects of 
western and central Scotland, in pockets in northern England, in the north­
ern counties of Ireland and the dialects of the Appalachian mountains of 
North America. If the critics are right, then Lightfoot's restructuring scen­
ario cannot be maintained, and we are forced to recognize nothing more 
than a large number of gradual and independent developments. 

Lightfoot continues to develop his research programme, and he has 
recently modified his views on certain points, but it seems fair to conclude 
that the great majority of historical linguists remains to be convinced that 
the restructuring of grammars is indeed a real phenomenon. 

Case study The rise of ergativity 
English, like a majority of the world's languages, is an accusative 
language. That is, the subjects of intransitive verbs and the 
subjects of transitive verbs are treated identically for grammatical 
purposes, while direct objects are treated differently. A simple 
example of this is the casemarking on pronouns: 

(6.33) She smiled. 

(6.34) She saw me. 

(6.35) I saw her. 

Here the female pronoun takes the case-form she when it is an 
intransitive subject (6.33) or a transitive subject (6.34), but the 
form her when it is a direct object (6.35). 

A sizeable number of languages exhibit a quite different pattern: 
intransitive subjects and direct objects are treated identically, 
while transitive subjects are treated differently. Basque is a good 
example: NPs like gizona 'the man' and neska 'the girl' can take 
either the case-ending zero or the case-ending -k, as follows: 

(6.36) Gizona heldu zen. 
'The man arrived.' 

(6.37) Gizonak neska ikusi zuen. 
'The man saw the girl.' 

Case study: the rise of ergativity 195 

(6.38) Neskak gizona ikusi zuen. 
'The girl saw the man.' 

Languages like Basque are called ergative languages. You can see
 
that only a transitive subject takes the case-ending -k; both
 
intransitive subjects and direct objects take the ending zero. In
 
Basque, ergative morphology is thoroughgoing: ergative case­

marking applies in all circumstances, and verbal agreement is
 
ergative as well.
 

When European linguists first encountered ergative languages like
 
Basque, they were quite bewildered by them, and they put forward
 
quite a number of confused misinterpretations, some ofwhich may
 
still be encountered in popular books written by non-linguists. Today
 
we have information on hundreds ofergative languages, and we no
 
longer regard them as particularly exotic. The study of such languages
 
has turned up a number of interesting points. One ofthese is that many
 
ergative languages exhibit a split in their grammar: that is, they are
 
ergative only in certain circumstances. One of the commonest splits is
 
this: ergative morphology appears only in the perfective aspect or in the
 
past tense, accusative morphology being found elsewhere. Here is an
 
example from Pashto, an Iranian language spoken in Afghanistan; the
 
label Nom(inative) denotes the ordinary subject case, while Obl(ique)
 
denotes the ordinary non-subject case. First, in the present tense: 

(6.39) ze de winem 
I-Nom he-Obl see-I
 
'I see him.'
 

(6.40) day maa wini 
he-Nom I-ObI see-he
 
'He sees me. '
 

(6.41) te maa winee 
you-Nom I-ObI see-you
 
'You see me.'
 

Now, in the past tense: 

(6.42) maa day wulid 
I-ObI he-Nom saw-he
 
'I saw him.'
 

(6.43) taa ze wulidem 
you-Obl I-Nom saw-I
 
'You saw me.'
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observe the differences. In the present tense, the subject is in the 
subject case and the verb agrees with it, while the object stands in 
the oblique case. But, in the past tense, it is the object which 
stands in the subject case, and the verb agrees with it, while the 
subject is in the oblique case. 

How does ergativity arise? There is one obvious possibility. Early 
linguists often mistakenly described ergative constructions as 
'passives'. As it happens, they are demonstrably not passives, 
but of course they might be derived from earlier passives. Suppose, 
in the Pashto case, that a sentence like (6.42) once meant, not 'I saw 
him', but rather 'He was seen by me'. Its structure would then have 
been, literally, 'By-me he was-seen'. This would explain at 
once why day 'he' is in the subject case (it was the subject) and why 
the verb agrees with it (verbs agree with subjects in Pashto), and 
also why maa 'I' is in a non-subject case (it wasn't the subject, 
but an oblique noun phrase of agent). So possibly the Pashto 
ergative construction derives from what was formerly 
a passive. 

This looks plausible, but, of course, it doesn't explain why 
the ergative should have arisen only in the past tense. We would 
therefore like to have some historical information. Now, for the 
majority ofergative languages, we unfortunately lack any 
significant historical documentation, but there are exceptions. 
One ofthe major exceptions is the Indo-Iranian family of 
languages, to which Pashto belongs. For this group of languages 
we are lucky enough to have texts going back several thousand 
years, and so we can see the ergative construction developing 
over many centuries. 

Consider Sanskrit, the 'Latin of India' , the ancient language which 
is the ancestor ofmost north Indian languages like Hindi and 
Bengali, most of which are also ergative today. In Sanskrit, we 
really do find what appears to be a passive construction, and it was 
indeed mostly used in the past tense. Here Nom(inative) is the 
ordinary subject case, Acc(usative) is the ordinary object case, and 
Obi(ique) is an oblique case; Ram is a male name, while SUa is a 
female name. In the present tense: 

(6.44) ramah sitam prcchati 
Ram-Nom Sita-Acc asks-3Sg 
'Ram asks Sita.' 
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And in the past tense: 

(6.45) riimena suo. prst a 
Ram-Obl Sita-Nom was-asked-Female
 
'By Ram Sita was asked', i.e. 'Ram asked Sita.'
 

Word order was rather free in Sanskrit, and the subject did not 
have to come first. Most linguists have concluded, therefore, that 
the ergative constructions of the modem Indo-Iranian languages 
derive from original passives. At least in the past tense, these 
passives apparently came to be used more and more frequently, 
until they finally became the normal (unmarked) form, while the 
original active construction became so rare that it dropped out of 
the languages altogether. Since the passive no longer contrasted 
with an active, it was then reinterpreted as being itself an active 
construction, as it is today, but it still kept its original morphology, 
producing the ergative constructions we see today. 

If it is right, this account illustrates two of the general pathways of 
syntactic change discussed above. First, there was a shift of 
markedness, as the formerly marked passive became so frequent that 
it turned into the unmarked form, while the formerly unmarked 
active became first highly marked and then obsolete. Second, there 
was a reanalysis, as the former passive construction was reanalysed 
as an active. It might even be possible to see events of this type as 
restructurings, although they seem too gradual for this. 

But why should the passive have become so frequent in the first 
place? We don't know, but one possible answer is politeness. 
Passives, being indirect and often impersonal, may often seem more 
polite and less abrupt than actives: compare the English passive 
John's arm has been broken with its corresponding active Fred has 
broken John's arm. Such developments are attested: for example, in 
Malagasy, the chieflanguage of Madagascar, in which blunt 
statements are generally regarded as socially inappropriate, actives, 
although possible, are not at all frequent. Instead passives and 
circumstantials (a voice almost impossible to translate into English, 
emphasizing neither the agent nor the patient) are the norm. 

But passives are not the only possible source of ergatives. Since 
ergative constructions are so often confmed to the perfective 
aspect, we might wonder whether ergatives can be directly derived 
from perfective constructions, and there is good evidence that this 
does happen. 
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Recall the English perfect discussed above, in which what was 
originally a stative construction of the form I have a window broken 
(= 'One ofmy windows is broken') was reinterpreted as a non­
stative perfect with the meaning I have broken a window (= 'I broke 
a window, and it's not fixed yet'), Note carefully that the stative 
construction was originally a possessive construction, essentially 
identical to I have a dog. It is known that possessives are a common 
source of statives, and hence ofperfects. In English, this 
development has not led to ergativity, because English uses the 
transitive verb have to express possession. But lots oflanguages 
have no such verb. 

So how do they express possession? They do it like this (Welshy 
is a grammatical particle): 

(6.46) Welsh: 
Y mae gardd gennyf i 
Prt is garden with me
 
'A garden is with me', i.e. 'I have a garden'.
 

(6.47) Russian: 
U menja kniga 
at me book
 
'A book [is] at me', i.e. 'I have a book'.
 

(6.48) Early Latin: 
Est mihi tiber 
is to-me book
 
'A book is to me', i.e. 'I have a book'.
 

(6.49) Fijian: 
saa ti '0 vei au e dua a pua 'a 
Asp be-at to me 3Sg one Art pig 

'A pig is to me', i.e. 'I have a pig'. 

Constructions like these are very widespread. Observe that the thing 
possessed stands in the subject case and takes any verbal agreement 
going, while the possessor stands in an oblique case. Now, suppose 
such a language were to use its possessive construction to create a 
stative, and consequently a perfect, just as in English. The result 
would be perfect constructions with meanings like 'I have broken a 
window', but with subject-case marking on the object, verb 
agreement with the object, and oblique marking on the subject. Just 
such an origin has therefore been proposed for ergatives in a number 
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oflanguages, especially in those in which ergativity is confined to the 
perfective aspect. Indeed, some linguists prefer to derive the ergative 
constructions of the Indo-Iranian languages from an earlier perfect 
which was itselfobtained from a possessive construction; this has the 
advantage ofexplaining why, in these languages, ergatives are 
usually confined to perfect aspect or to past tense (past tenses are 
themselves often derived from earlier perfects). 

There is a [mal point of some importance. If an ergative 
construction is historically derived from either a passive or a 
possessive, as just described, then it must pass through a stage in 
which the thing which ends up as the direct object must actually be 
the subject of the sentence. We might therefore be able to find 
languages which exhibit not only morphological ergativity, 
like Basque, but also syntactic ergativity, in which NPs that 
appear to be direct objects pattern like subjects. Such languages 
indeed exist. Consider the following sentences ofDyirbal (a native 
Australian language), the first two intransitive, the third transitive; 
the two cases are called Abs(olutive) and Erg(ative), the Roman 
numerals are gender-class identifiers, and there is no Dyirbal word 
for 'and': 

(6.50) balan guda butja-n 
the-II-Abs dog-Abs descend-Past
 
'The dog went downhill.'
 

(6.51) bayi yara butja-n 
the-l-Abs man-Abs descend-Past
 
'The man went downhill.'
 

(6.52) balan guda batjgul yara-tjgu bura-n 
the-Il-Abs dog-Abs the-l-Erg man-Erg see-Past 
'The man saw the dog.' 

Now, in English, with its accusative syntax, it is the glosses in (6.51) 
and (6.52), with their intransitive and transitive subjects, which can 
easily be joined together: 'The man went downhill and saw the dog.' 
We cannot do the same with (6.50) and (6.52), however: *'The dog 
went downhill and the man saw.' To combine these two, we have to 
use a different construction, either' ... and the man saw it' or ' ... and 
was seen by the man'. But Dyirbal is different: the two that can be 
straightforwardly combined are (6.50) and (6.52): 

(6.53) balan guda butjan batjgul yaratjgu buran 
'The dog went downhill and was seen by the man.' 
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But attempting to do the same with (6.51) and (6.52) produces an 
ungrammatical result: 

(6.54) *bayi yara butjan balan guda buran. 

The only way to combine these two is to use a different 
construction, just as happened in English with a different pairing. 

It may, therefore, be the case that syntactically ergative languages 
like Dyirbal are languages in which the shift of markedness I 
referred to above has already taken place, but the subsequent 
reanalysis has not occurred, and it may further be the case that the 
more numerous morphologically ergative languages like Basque 
and Pashto have historically passed through just such a stage of 
syntactic ergativity. But information is sparse, and no one really 
knows: while we are now satisfied that we know a good deal 
about the origins of ergativity, there is clearly still a lot that we 
don't understand. 

Further reading 
The major synthesis of syntactic change is Harris and Campbell (1995). 
The papers collected in Li (1977) are a particularly valuable source of 
information on syntactic change, while the papers in Li (1975) deal 
explicitly with issues of word-order change. Several of the chapters in 
Hopper and Traugott (2003) deal with various aspects of syntactic change, 
particularly with grammaticalization. The recent debates on lexification are 
discussed in Brinton and Traugott (2005). The classic discussion of word­
order typology is Greenberg (1963a); valuable extensions of Greenberg's 
work can be found in volume 4 of Greenberg et al. (1978), in Hawkins 
(1983), and in selected chapters of Comrie (1989) and of Croft (1990); the 
last two books include chapters on the diachronic dimension of typology. 
Chapter 6 of McMahon (1994) presents a survey of all these issues; I also 
recommend Chapter 6 of Hock and Joseph (1996). Both Traugott (1972) 
and Denison (1993) are readable studies of the history of English syntax. 
The controversy over word order in English can be read about in Pintzuk 
(1999) and Fischer et al. (2000). Convenient introductions to ergativity are 
Comrie (1978), Dixon (1979), and Dixon (1994); collections of studies 
include Plank (1979) and Dixon (1987); Anderson (1977) is a survey ofthe 
historical origins of ergativity. Lightfoot's analysis of English modals is 
presented in Lightfoot (1974), while his theory is presented in detail in 
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Lightfoot (1979). Criticism of Lightfoot's ideas can be found in the special 
number of the journal Lingua (vol. 55, 1981), and also in Bennett (1979), 
in Aitchison (1980), and in Warner (1983). Lightfoot revises his ideas in 
Lightfoot (1981), and presents a summary ofhis views in Lightfoot (1988). 
McMahon (1994: ch. 5) provides an overview ofthe whole issue. 

Exercises 

Exercise 6.1 

Many Polynesian languages are ergative, while others are not. Most 
Polynesian languages exhibit a verbal suffix which is reconstructed 
as *-Cia; its use varies among the several languages. Here are brief 
summaries of several Polynesian languages. (Data from Chung 1978.) 
Examine these data and propose a plausible account of the history of 
Polynesian syntax. 'Prop' is a determiner used before a proper name. 

(a)	 Tongan is ergative, with ergative case-marker 'e. The suffix 
-Cia appears on the verb only in very restricted and some­
what idiosyncratic circumstances, for example, to show that 
an agent is non-human, non-specific or absent: 

Na'e fafangu kinautolu 'e Sione [-Cia not possible]
 
Past awaken them Erg John
 
'John awakened them.'
 

Ne'e fangu-na au 'e he nanamu '0 e kakala 
Past awaken-Cia me Erg the smell of the flower.
 
'The smell of the flower awakened me.'
 

(b)	 Nieuan is not ergative. The suffix -Cia is severely restricted. 
Most often, this suffix converts a transitive verb to an intransi­
tive one; the subject of such a derived verb corresponds to 
the direct object of the original transitive verb: 

Ka e ponoti-a e hala i a Mana 
But Tense close-Cia the road because.ofProp Mana 
'The road was closed because of (by) Mana.' 

(c)	 Samoan is ergative, with ergative case-marker e. The suffix 
-Cia may optionally appear or fail to appear on any transi­
tive verb, with little difference in meaning: 

So.su 'e a 'u e le fanau a Fo 'isia 
Past search me Erg the children ofFo'isia
 
'Fo'isia's children were looking for me.'
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Sii su'e-ina a'u e le fanau a Fo'isia 
Past search-Cia me Erg the children ofFo'isia 
'Fo'isia's children were looking for me.' 

Very often -Cia serves to mark the absence, or the remoteness, 
of an agent: 

'Ua pa 'i-a lona mata 
Perf touch-Cia his eye 
'His eye was touched (accidentally).' 

(d)	 Maori is not ergative:
 

Ka whana te hoiho i a Hone
 
Tense kick the horse Ace Prop John 
'The horse kicked John.' 

It has a fully productive passive, in which the verb is suf­
fixed with -Cia and the passive agent is marked bye: 

Ka whana-a a Hone e te hoiho 
Tense kick-Cia Prop John by the horse 
'John was kicked by the horse.' 

The passive is much more frequent than the active, and is 
obligatory in certain circumstances. 

Exercise 6,2 

Most languages belonging to the Oceanic subgroup of the Austronesian 
family possess a reflex ('development') of an ancestral item which I shall 
here represent as *PANI. Since the phonological history of these lan­
guages is well understood, we can recognize this *pANI in each language, 
regardless of its modem form. The functions of these reflexes are quite 
varied and differ from language to language. Here is a representative sam­
ple. (Data from Lichtenberk 1985.) 

Sugu:	 goko wani-au 
speakPANI-me 
'Speak to me.' 

Lau:	 fale-a fua-na 
give-it PANI-his 
'Give it to him.' 

Baki:	 ko-dri 0 vani kiniu 
you-take him PANI me 
'Bring him to me. ' 
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Fijian: e tiko vei Jone 
it stay PANI John
 
'It is with John.'
 

Tigak:
 ga aigot-i pok an-iri 
she prepare-it food PANI-them 
'She prepared food for them.' 

Gitua: guap uzak lam pay-gau 
you. do knife come PANI-me 
'Bring the knife to me.' 

Inakona: igia ga van i-go na uvi 
he he.Fut PANI-you Art yam
 
'He will give you a yam.'
 

Manam:
 tamoata bora i-an-a 
man pig he.Real-PANI-me 
'The man gave me a pig.' 

Propose a historical source for *PANI, and briefly explain what seems to 
have happened in many of these languages. 

Exercise 6,3 

Chamus is a dialect ofMaa, a Nilo-Saharan language spoken in Kenya and 
Tanzania. It is a VSO language in which the subject may never precede the 
first verb in the sentence. It has masculine and feminine gender classes, and 
it has a 'narrative' prefix n-, which can appear on a verb which is not the 
first verb in a sentence. The language has a certain morpheme -yyeu-, 
which invariably stands first in its sentence. This morpheme has a variety 
offunctions, illustrated below. (Data from Heine 1992.) 

(a)	 It Can occur with agreement prefixes typical ofverbs, with a 
human subject and with an object noun phrase: 

k-a-yyeu n-dad	 k-a-yyeu m-partut 
k-LSg-yyeii Fern-food k-LSg-yyeii Fern-woman 
'I want food.' 'I want a wife. ' 

(b)	 It can occur with agreement markers, with a human subject 
and a complement clause whose verb is prefixed with n-; two 
orders are possible: 

k-d-yyeu nanU n-a-lo n-ka 
k-l Sg-yyeu I n-l Sg-go Fern-home
 
'I want to go home. '
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k-a-yyeu n-a-lo nan U n-ka 
k-ISg-yyeu n-ISg-go.I Fern-home 
'I want to go home. ' 

(c)	 It can occur with agreement markers and any kind of 
subject, with a complement clause whose verb is prefixed 
with n-: 

k-e-yyeu l-pyan n-e-rria 
k-3Sg-yy6U Masc-elder n-3Sg-fall 
'The old man nearly fell.' 

k-e-yyeu l-cdni n-e-uron 
k-3Sg-yy6u Masc-tree n-3Sg-fall 
'The tree almost fell.' 

(d)	 It can occur in an invariable third-singular form (k)eyyeu 
with no agreement and with a following complement clause 
whose verb cannot bear the prefix n-; that complement verb 
must precede its subject: 

(k)eyyeu a-ok nanil kllle 
keyyeu 1Sg-drink I milk 
'I was about to drink milk.' 

(k)eyyeu e-ok nlnye kllle 
keyyeu 3Sg-drink s/he milk 
'S/he almost drank milk. ' 

*(k)eyyeu nlnye e-ok kllle 
keyyeu s/he 3Sg-drink milk 

(e)	 Its invariable form can be used to answer a yeslno question: 
i-tUm-o m-partut? (k)eyyeu a-tum 

2Sg-get-PerfFem-woman keyyeu lSg-get 
'Did you get a wife?' 'No [but 1 almost did].' 

Propose an account of the historical development of the morpheme 
-yyeu- which explains these observations as completely as possible. 

Exercise 6,4 

The Carib language Panare is verb-initial and subject-final. (Data from 
Gildea 1993.) When the subject is first or second person, no copula is 
required in the present tense: 

maestroyu	 maestro amen 

teacher 1	 teacher you 

'I am a teacher.'	 'You are a teacher.' 

Exercises 205 

With a third-person subject, a copula is obligatory. With an inanimate sub­
ject, the copula is men; with an animate subject, it is either kej or nej, with 
a difference in meaning: 

*maestro e 'napa 

teacher Panare 

maestro kej e 'napa 

teacher kej Panare 

'This Panare here is a teacher.s 

maestro nej e 'napa 

teacher nej Panare 

'That Panare there is a teacher.' 

*e 'chipen manko 

fruit mango 

e'chipen men manko 

fruit men mango 

'Mango is a fruit. ' 

The demonstratives me] 'this person who 1can see now' and ken 'that per­
son who 1 can't see now' at first glance behave straightforwardly: 

maestro kej mej 
,i;" teacher kej this-guy 

'This guy is a teacher here. ' 

maestro nej ken 

teacher nej that-guy 

'That guy is a teacher there.' 

But now consider some further Panare copular sentences; note that Iyl 
affricates to Ich/ after Ij/: 

maestro nej mej 

teacher nej this-guy 

'This guy was a teacher.' 

maestro nej amen 

teacher nej you 

'You were a teacher.' 

maestro nej chu 

teacher nej 1 

'I was a teacher.' 

maestro kej ken 

teacher kej that guy 

'That guy is being a teacher 
right now.' [i.e. he's off some­
where performing his teaching 
duties at this very moment] 

Moreover, the items kej and nej can also occur with ordinary verbs; a ques­
tion mark indicates a sentence which sounds very strange to native speakers: 

e' pumanepej kej Toman ?e' pumanepej nej Toman 

be-falling kej Thomas be-falling nej Thomas 
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'Tom is falling.'	 'Tom is falling' 

[but I can't see him] 

yiupumen kej Toman yiupumen ne] Toman 

fall kej Thomas fall nej Thomas 

'Tom is going to fall!'	 'Tom is going to fall one 
day' or 

'Tom fel1.' 

Describe the behaviour of kej and ne] as accurately as you can, and pro­
pose a plausible historical development of the use of these items. What 
further evidence might you look for to check your hypothesis? 

't.: 

71
Relatedness between 
languages 

In the preceding chapters we have examined the many different ways in 
which languages can change and considered how and why such changes 
might take place. Later, in Chapter 10, we'll be looking at the 'how' and 
'why' of language change from a very different point of view. For the 
moment, though, we turn our attention to a different issue: the conse­
quences oflanguage change. After generations, or centuries, or millennia, 
of language change, what is the result? 

j­

7.1 The origin of dialects 
After the language varieties which the Germanic settlers of Britain had 
brought from the Continent some 1500 years ago had converged towards 
each other (since people speaking strikingly different varieties probably 
lived side by side with each other), we assume that a fairly homogenous 
English was spoken throughout these territories. But by the time Old 
English was first recorded in the seventh and eighth centuries, relatively 
minor regional distinctions had again become apparent. The inevitable 
processes oflanguage change of course affected English: new words, new 
meanings, new pronunciations, and new grammatical forms began to 
creep into their speech, and, at the same time, old ones began to drop out 
of use. Nothing surprising here. However - and this is the key point - a 
change appearing in one place did not necessarily spread to the whole of 
the speech community. 

Before the nineteenth century, no one could travel faster than a horse 
could take him or her, and very few people could even afford to own 
horses, so that travel normally meant travel on foot, or very occasionally 
by boat. For many centuries after the settlement, then, most people were 
tied firmly to their place of birth, and they rarely travelled as much as 
fifty miles away from there. Consequently, most of their dealings were 
with people from their immediate area, or at best with people in the next 
town or the next valley. 


