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Course Description

The linguistic structures of the world’s languages vary widely, though not
indefinitely. What does it mean that some constructions are commonly found among
the world’s languages? And what does it tell us that other constructions are only
attested in one or two seemingly exceptional languages? Do such observations really
mean something, or are we tricked by numbers once again? One way to tackle
linguistic diversity is to investigate a large sample of the world’s languages and to
compile a typology. In this course, the do’s and dont’s of such typological
investigation will be discussed. What we need is a balance between oversimplistic
universalism and radical relativism.

In the first part of the course, we will discuss the practical aspects of compiling a
typology. As an example, I will present the typology of person marking, showing
which patterns are common and which are rare. In the second part of the course,
various problems will be discussed that come up in the interpretation of such
typological data. The influence of factors like large-areal consistency, long term
stability and ease of borrowing, but also basic chance effects in the distribution of
frequencies are much too often ignored - possible leading to wrong interpretations of
results.




Day-to-day Program

Monday: Doing typology. History, methodology and current approach to the
typology of person marking. Presentation of major structures.

Tuesday: Variability. Presentation of minor and rare structures of person marking.
Discussion about how to deal with variability in a theory of linguistic structure.

Wednesday: Universals? Problems with the interpretation of typological patterns
as showing universals of human language.

Thursday: Implicational Universals? Even implicational universals turn out to have
severe methodological problems.

Friday: Using variation. Variation can be interpreted diachronically. Does this
show a way out of the methodological problems that we have encountered?
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