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Typological universals in diachronic perspective
In spite of the fundamentally diachronic orientation of Greenberg’s work, typological universals and
explanations thereof usually refer to synchronic cross-linguistic patterns, not the actual diachronic
processes that give rise to these patterns in individual languages. Over the past decades, a num-
ber of typologists have raised the point that explanations of individual patterns should be based on
these processes, rather than the patterns in themselves (Bybee 1988, 2006, and 2008, Aristar 1991).
This paper examines different types of cross-linguistic data on the diachronic development of various
patterns described by some major typological universals pertaining to the encoding of number distinc-
tions, alignment systems, alienable and inalienable possession, and word order. This data challenges
existing generalizations about the relevant patterns in two ways:

• Individual patterns are often explained in terms of general principles related to the synchronic
properties of the pattern, for example economy or processing ease. Yet, these principles do
not appear to play any obvious role in the actual diachronic processes that give rise to the
pattern. These processes are rather motivated in terms of the properties of highly specific source
constructions.

• In many cases, individual patterns are assumed to reflect a single overarching principle, but they
are actually a combined result of several independent diachronic processes, which may not be
obviously amenable to a unified explanation.

These facts call for a shift in perspective in typological research. Most typological generalizations
are goal-oriented, in the sense that the development of particular cross-linguistic patterns is assumed
to be motivated in terms of their synchronic properties. A thorough understanding of these patterns,
however, requires a source oriented approach where qualitative and quantitative data are taken into
account about what constructions actually give rise to what patterns, in what contexts, and through
what mechanisms. This approach has a parallel, for example, in Evolutionary Phonology (e.g. Blevins
2004, 2008).
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